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Series preface

New Studies in Biblical Theology is a series of monographs that
address key issues in the discipline of biblical theology. Contributions
to the series focus on one or more of three areas: 1. the nature and
status of biblical theology, including its relations with other disci-
plines (e.g. historical theology, exegesis, systematic theology, histori-
cal criticism, narrative theology); 2. the articulation and exposition
of the structure of thought of a particular biblical writer or corpus;
and 3. the delineation of a biblical theme across all or part of the bib-
lical corpora.

Above all, these monographs are creative attempts to help think-
ing Christians understand their Bibles better. The series aims simul-
taneously to instruct and to edify, to interact with the current
literature, and to point the way ahead. In God’s universe, mind
and heart should not be divorced: in this series we will try not to sep-
arate what God has joined together. While the notes interact with the
best of the scholarly literature, the text is uncluttered with untrans-
literated Greek and Hebrew, and tries to avoid too much technical
jargon. The volumes are written within the framework of confes-
sional evangelicalism, but there is always an attempt at thoughtful
engagement with the sweep of the relevant literature.

The Christian teacher or preacher who has attempted to give an
overview of the Old Testament, whether in a local church or in a
college or seminary setting, knows how difficult it is to organize the
material in a way that is fair to each part, faithful to the historical
setting and literary genre of each part, and yet a component of the
Christian canon. Here Dr Stephen Dempster is a fresh and sure-
footed guide. He would be the first to acknowledge, of course, that
one could organize the documents of the Hebrew canon a little
differently. Nevertheless, his reading of the storyline of the Old
Testament is fresh, provocative and helpful – and doubtless will prove
to be the stuff of many sermons and lectures. His closing chapter
points to some of the links that bind the Old and the New Testaments

9
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together, an obviously urgent goal for the Christian preacher and
teacher. For we hold that we should ultimately be striving for what
the Germans call eine gesamtbiblische Theologie, a genuinely biblical
theology, a ‘whole-Bible theology’ (as opposed to a merely Old
Testament or New Testament theology). In a time and setting in
western culture when there are far more bitty and picky thinkers
around than well-informed ‘big-picture’ theologians, Dr Dempster’s
volume is an important corrective.

D. A. Carson
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

DOMINION AND DYNASTY

10
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Author’s preface

I have been studying the Old Testament for a long time, but, like many
scholars, I have not been able to see the forest for the trees. A sabbat-
ical in 1993 prompted me to begin reading the Hebrew Bible looking
not for details but for its general contours. That new perspective
resulted in some studies on the Hebrew Canon, which sought to
explore whether the text itself provided some overall textual structure
and interpretive strategy (1997; 2001). This led to another paper – a
first venture into the field of biblical theology – given at a conference
held at Wheaton College in 2000: ‘Biblical Theology: Retrospect and
Prospect’. This book represents a further development of that essay.
It is far from complete, but I think it points the way forward and is
suggestive for further research.

Along the way colleagues and friends have provided much advice
and help. The editor of this series, Don Carson, has given me needed
encouragement and valuable criticism. I would like to thank him
and Philip Duce, Theological Books Editor at IVP, who has been
extremely patient and helpful. Both Philip and Don believed in this
project and I thank them for it. I have benefited a great deal from
Peter Gentry’s expertise in the area of linguistics and theology;
Malcolm Elliott-Hogg’s critical eye; Doug and Eileen Mantz’s
editing skills; Rick Thomas’s listening ear and encouraging words;
John Sailhamer’s and Dan Goodwin’s quiet encouragement; and the
strength drawn from the prayers of John Holt, Brent Hudson, Bruce
Finley and Dave Hatt. I would thank previous mentors, such as the
late Ray Dillard, Palmer Robertson, Paul Dion, John Revell and
John Wevers, for all the help and tools they have given me along the
way. I owe the most to my father and mother, from whom I first
learned ‘the old, old Story’.

I would like to thank our children for their patience and
endurance these last few years: Jessica, Joanna, Nathan, Michael,
Holly and Victoria. I have been blessed beyond all measure by your
presence.

11
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I would like to thank God for his strength and grace in helping me
see this project to its end, which is really only a beginning.

I would dedicate this book to my wife, Yehudit. Thanks for every-
thing! kî yôde‘a kol sa‘ar ‘ammî kî ’eset hayîl ’att (Ruth 3:11).

Stephen G. Dempster

DOMINION AND DYNASTY
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Chapter One

A book or a ragbag:
a literary approach to Old

Testament theology 

Old Testament theology: the Bible through
different eyes

Biblical theology has often been regarded as a discipline that avoids
the subjectivity of other theological disciplines, since its goal is to
discover the Bible’s own distinctive theology.1 It seems a far more
manageable task – although a naïvely modernist one – to distin-
guish what the text meant from what the text means (Stendahl
1962).2 Yet the fact remains that, of the approximately sixty biblical
theologies written during the last century, there are almost as many
theologies as there are theologians (Lemcio 1997: 361).3 The ‘Bible’s
own theology’ has turned out to be the interpreters’ own theologies.
To be sure, different interpretive lenses used by different theologians
have ensured this result. Diachronic, historical lenses foreground
the chronological sequence of the divine saving events in the bib-
lical text but background the ongoing providential divine activity
expressed, for instance, in the wisdom literature and various psalms.
Systematic lenses view the textual material through topical cate-
gories borrowed from dogmatic theology, such as God, humanity
and salvation. Thematic lenses that often highlight indigenous bib-
lical concepts, whether single or multiple, often overlook other
central themes. Existential lenses are almost like mirrors, reflecting
back to interpreters their own concerns. Moreover, it should not be
forgotten that, even when interpreters use the same lenses, different

15

1 From the beginning this seems to be the case (Gabler 1787). Modern scholars tend
to accept this basic distinction. See e.g. Stendahl 1962. Gerhard Ebeling formulates the
difference between biblical theology and systematic theology as the theology contained
in the Bible versus theology conforming to the Bible.

2 For a recent valiant defence of this position see Barr 1999: 188–208.
3 Rolf Rendtorff (1997: 19) mentions sixty Old Testament theologies produced in

the twentieth century alone. The latest that I have been able to read is that of H.
Spieckermann (2000).
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theologies might result.4 As Westermann aptly puts the matter, ‘The
story which the Old Testament itself requires one to tell looks very
different to different investigators’ (1963: 11).

Although this observation could lead to a version of postmodern
cynicism, this conclusion is unnecessary. Theologians sailing in the
waters of contemporary western culture have to avoid two opposite
errors: they have to navigate between the Scylla of modernism and the
Charybdis of postmodernism. The error of modernism is ‘object-
ivism’, that is, the idea that individual subjects can attain the entire,
value-free, truth when examining an object – they can see it as it really
is; while the error of postmodernism is ‘subjectivism’, the idea that,
because observers are never value-free or objective, they see the object
according to their subjective perspective – they see it not as it is but as
they are (and therefore never really see it). A truly Judeo-Christian
epistemology will navigate between these extremes of radical objectiv-
ism and radical subjectivism. Human beings can know truth because
it is revealed, but it is always accommodated to their understanding
and always filtered through their own particular context. Factors of
culture, place, time, society, education, experience and the effects of
sin on the mind colour the truth. Paul remarks in his first letter to the
Corinthian church that Christian believers see through a glass darkly
in the present life. His observation illustrates the truths of both mod-
ernism and postmodernism held in tension, while avoiding their
errors: we see (modernism) through a glass darkly (postmodernism).5

An ‘appropriate reading’ of the biblical text
One of the insights of postmodernism is that each human being looks
at the world through a particular interpretive lens. In some ways the
resulting variety of perspectives is simply part of the human condi-
tion. Each human being views reality from a particular vantage point.
Far from hindering the interpretive process, the diversity of perspect-
ives can contribute to a better understanding, as any reading of the
synoptic Gospels shows. All true learning takes place in community,
where there is give and take, affirmation and correction.6 It is often in

DOMINION AND DYNASTY

16

4 For the various perspectives see e.g. Vogels 1998.
5 1 Cor. 13:12. For instructive results on the different interpretations generated by

modernist and postmodernist readings see Wright 1992: 6–10. Among other Christian
scholars, Wright (1992: 33–120) develops a programmatic epistemology based on
Christian presuppositions, which he terms ‘critical realism’.

6 See Fowl & Jones 1991 for the importance of interpretation within the context of
community.
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this context that an interpreter will become aware of ‘blind spots’.
Nevertheless, this is not to say, with some postmodernists, that all
readings of a text are equally valid and hence equally invalid.
Brueggeman, an important Old Testament theologian, comes dan-
gerously close to this when he seems to celebrate all perspectives as
legitimate (1997a: 4–8). This inevitably leads to hermeneutical solips-
ism, which he certainly would not wish to endorse.7 This situation is
like the interpretive equivalent of that famous passage from Judges:
there was no king (no true reading) in Israel and everyone read what
was right in his own eyes.8

Anderson’s perspective provides a corrective to such hermeneutical
anarchy. While acknowledging the limitations of the human condi-
tion, he makes the point that ‘there surely is an appropriate reading
of a text – one that is faithful to its genre and structure’ (1986: 55; cf.
Stuhlmacher 1995: 1, 64, 80).

To illustrate this point with an extreme case, a few decades ago an
individual proposed that aspects of the Old Testament, as well as
other mysterious phenomena in the world, could be elucidated if one
accepted the view that long ago the world had been visited by aliens
from outer space (von Däniken 1968). This explains why, for example,
Uzzah was struck down when he touched the Ark of the Covenant (2
Sam. 6). He was electrocuted by a device invented by the aliens, who,
of course, had advanced knowledge of such things as electricity.
Recently, many similar books have appeared in the popular culture,
one claiming in particular that the exodus tabernacle and the temple
of Solomon with the Ark of the Covenant were microwave transceiv-
ers communicating with orbiting spaceships (Jones 2001). The reason
these particular interpretations of the Bible do not win much of a
following among biblical scholars is obvious. They impose ‘alien’
frameworks upon the Old Testament data. They surely are not ‘an

A LITERARY APPROACH TO OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY

17

7 Brueggeman seems to want to have it both ways. See his strictures (1997b: 63 n. 7)
against the complete abdication to postmodernism by some scholars (e.g. Clines 1995),
while he himself questions whether interpretations can truly be illegitimate or not
(1997b: 100–102). Yet, ironically, he is constantly evaluating readings of the Old
Testament as ‘massively reductionist’ or ‘a misreading of the text’ (1997b: 92, 95).
Although Clines has sold out to postmodernism, it is ironic that everyone has reached
this conclusion from his writing. Perhaps his writing – and all writing – assumes what
it denies. One should also note Dentan’s (1963: 90) comments before the rise of post-
modernism about Otto Eissfeldt’s subjective programme for biblical theology, i.e. that
‘there will be as many Old Testament theologies as there are creeds or churches’: ‘This
point of view seems to involve a kind of solipsistic irrationalism which precludes intel-
lectual discussion.’

8 Judg. 21:25. Cf. Brueggeman 1997b: xv–xvi, 61–64.
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appropriate reading’ of the text, ‘one that is faithful to its genre and
structure’. Rather, the text has been made to a fit a hermeneutical bed
that makes its ancient Procrustean equivalent look quite modest.

Admittedly, these examples are extreme, but the line between the
alien and normal is becoming blurred. One scholar has recently
argued that Paul affirms homosexuality in Romans 1:18–24 (Hornsby
2001), and another that the fall story is about the rise of humanity
rather than its descent (Carmichael 1992).

To be sure, these cases illustrate invalid readings of the biblical text,
but less excessive examples may be more dangerous because their
biases are not so obvious and often they do make a significant con-
tribution to understanding the text. When, for example, the Old
Testament is read through Marxist spectacles, elements are fore-
grounded that would not be emphasized when read through capital-
ist glasses, and vice versa.9 Is it an accident that liberation theology
focuses on the exodus as a paradigmatic event of salvation? Probably
not. Does the legacy of Adam Smith have anything to say about
wealthy western Protestantism’s strange silence regarding the Old
Testament condemnation of usury during the last two centuries? It
probably does. The point, however, is that both sides need to hear
each other and both as much as possible should strive for a reading
of the text that is appropriate to its genre and structure.

This is intuitively recognized in other areas. It is not appropriate
for a brain surgeon to use the tools of a carpenter, or vice versa. Each
must use tools that ‘fit’ his or her profession. A famous biblical
scholar made a similar point about Old Testament students: ‘“The
commentator who seeks to comment on a religious book without at
the same time being a religious man” would be like an unmusical his-
torian of music, and it is certain that the “one for whom religion is a
phenomenon of only pathological interest will not be in any position
to understand its history either”.’10

Consequently, the function of a particular text should inform
interpreters, so much so that they begin to use the lens the text itself
provides. If the Bible is approached as a political tract, a textbook of

DOMINION AND DYNASTY
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19 Note how this affects the interpretation of Leviticus 25. For the last few centuries
many western commentaries have viewed it as utopian and unpractical, the work of
idealists of the postexilic period. ‘These scholars, apparently influenced by the western
capitalistic structure of society, had no idea of the practicability of other economic
and social structures’ (van Selms 1976: 497). Consequently, Leviticus 25 is not taken
seriously.

10 Herman Gunkel as cited by Reventlow (1985: 8). See also the important observa-
tions by Dentan (1963: 114–117).
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knowledge, a dictionary of ethics, a secret code or a cipher for under-
standing UFOs, then surely its meaning will be distorted. Interpreters
are using inappropriate tools. As Seitz (1998: 81–82) remarks, ‘No
matter how much the golfer with a sand wedge or cleated shoes wants
to play squash, the squash court expects something else: rubber soled
shoes, a squash racket, and a player who has come to play squash.’
Or, to shift the metaphor once again, a lens appropriate for seeing the
text must be used.

How is such a lens acquired? One of the ways is through constant
exposure to the text: reading and rereading. Long (1994: 34) writes
about a particular historian who immersed himself in the texts of a
period so much that his mind absorbed the categories and values of
that period. It is similar with biblical interpretation. Although C. S.
Lewis was not primarily a biblical scholar, his literary training helped
him to write an influential study of the Psalms. He advised that, in
the biblical text,

The human quality of the raw materials shows through.
Naïvety, error, contradiction, even (as in the cursing Psalms)
wickedness are not removed. The total result is not ‘the Word
of God’ in the sense that every passage, in itself, gives impec-
cable science or history. It carries the Word of God; and we
(under grace, with attention to tradition and to interpreters
wiser than ourselves, and with the use of such intelligence and
learning as we may have) receive that word from it not by using
it as an encyclopedia or an encyclical but by steeping ourselves
in its tone or temper and so learning its overall message (1961:
94).11

It is by ‘steeping ourselves in its tone or temper’ that readers learn
‘its overall message’. Reading and rereading. By engaging in this activ-
ity we become familiar with the contours of the text, its poetic detail,
its texture, its wordplays and distinctive logic, its overall shape and
design. It is much the same with explorers who make a map of a new
territory. They must take their bearings, surveying the plains, valleys,
hills – get to know the terrain as a territory. After this initial assess-
ment the task is far from over. That terrain must be painstakingly

A LITERARY APPROACH TO OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY
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11 Lewis’s little book itself repays rereading. For this particular quotation I am
indebted to Rodney Whitacre (1991). While I agree with the literary point that Lewis
makes, theologically he is on questionable ground. The canon of Scripture does not
just carry the word of God; it is the divine word.
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examined again and again – read and reread – in order to make the
most accurate map. For literary topography the task is similar. This is
what is meant by the hermeneutical rule of the analogy of faith. The
interpreter must understand individual passages in the light of the
whole text, and the whole can be known only by repeated readings of
its individual parts.12

The Old Testament: texts or Text

Although at first sight the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible is a text
with a cover, a front page and a closing page, with 1,500 or so pages
in between,13 it needs to be remembered that for most of its early life
it was never a book in this technical sense. It was a collection of books
– scrolls, to be exact,14 kept together in an archive or library at a
sacred place. Barr (1983) and Barton (1985) emphasize this, pointing
out that unity was something that seems ‘read in’ to the text rather
than ‘read out’, since the idea of the Bible being a ‘Book’, in the
modern sense of a self-contained physical unity, with a definite begin-
ning, fixed sequence and specific ending, is a retrojection from a later
time. States Barr:

. . . the books were separate individual scrolls. A ‘Bible’ was not
a volume one could hold in a hand but a cupboard or chest
with pigeonholes or a room or cave with a lot of individual
scrolls. The boundary between what was scripture and what
were other holy books was thus more difficult to indicate, and
so was the order of the books and the organization (if any) of
the canon (1983: 57).15

Thus Barr believes that there can be the study of individual books or
scrolls or perhaps sequences of scrolls (e.g. the Pentateuch), but beyond
this it becomes problematic. There are other ways, however, to compen-
sate for the lack of physical unity. Clearly, this is the case, as Barr
admits, for the Pentateuch. The finished Text had no physical unity,
since there was no scroll large enough to contain it. Consequently, it

DOMINION AND DYNASTY

20

12 See the insightful comments of Silva (1987: 93–94).
13 The Hebrew Bible on my desk, for example, the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, is

1,574 pages in length.
14 The book or codex was not invented until the first century of the Common Era

and was not widely used until much later. See Roberts & Skeat 1954.
15 For similar points about the irrelevance of sequence see Barton 1985: 83–91;

Barton 1997; Swanson 1970: 321; A. Jeffery 1952: 139; Ryle 1898: 238.
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was written on five separate scrolls. Yet not even the most radical liter-
ary critic would dare to claim that the correct sequence of scrolls was
unimportant for interpretation, and that the whole – the Text – was not
greater than the sum of its five parts – the texts. Linguistic, stylistic and
thematic devices ensured that conceptual unity was established, even if
technological limitations precluded physical unity.

Theoretically, physical division does not necessarily imply concep-
tual disunity, as a glance at a multi-volume work on any modern library
shelf will show. Similarly, in ancient Israel, the physical separation of
texts did not imply that there was not a Text of which they comprised
parts. The deposit of separate volumes together in one archive was
already one means to indicate their conceptual unity. In Mesopotamia,
for example, the Creation Epic and the Epic of Gilgamesh had prehist-
ories as oral Texts before they were reduced to writing. When they were
inscribed on the physical medium of clay, this technological limitation
required the physical separation of these oral and conceptual ‘books’.
In the case of the Creation Epic, seven clay tablets were used; in the
instance of Gilgamesh, twelve. Sarna (1971) and Hallo (1991) have
argued that the important conceptual order in these Texts was main-
tained by storing them in a fixed sequence on the equivalent of ‘shelves’
in ancient archives. A physical unity was created to maintain the con-
ceptual unity in much the same way that multi-volume works are stored
in a specific order on the same library shelf in a modern library.16

When the canon was finalized, a similar type of physical unity was
created. Canonical books were distinguished from other non-canon-
ical works and grouped separately; their order was probably main-
tained by simple physical juxtaposition. At the least, it is certain that
the Hebrew Bible, despite being composed of many texts, is not for
that reason precluded from being a Text.

Although physical division does not necessitate conceptual dis-
unity, many believe that it is difficult to see any literary and thematic
unity that bind the many texts together into one Text. In other words,
physical unity does not guarantee conceptual unity. These texts were
produced by many different authors over a period of almost a millen-
nium, and comprised a virtual kaleidoscope of genres. In Frye’s
words:

A LITERARY APPROACH TO OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY

21

16 Herodotus’s lengthy Histories is an example in which the technological restriction
of the roll required the physical separation of major units or ‘books’, but there is no
question but that it is one conceptual and literary unity, although sometimes it is diffi-
cult to see the forest for the trees. See the author’s comments at various places within
the work: 1:1; 2:122–123; 3:60–62; 4:85–86.
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The Bible is first of all – to use a word no less accurate for being
a fashionable term – a mosaic: a pattern of commandments,
aphorisms, proverbs, parables, riddles, pericopes, parallel coup-
lets, formulaic phrases, folk tales, oracles, epiphanies, Gattungen,
Logia, bits of occasional verse, marginal glosses, legends, snip-
pets from historical documents, laws, letter sermons, hymns,
ecstatic visions, rituals, fables, genealogical lists and so on
almost indefinitely (1983: 206).

But, as Frye has also recognized, diversity does not preclude unity,
nor does unity imply uniformity. The different colours of the rainbow
create stunning beauty. Similarly, an author may use a mosaic of
different genres and sources to create a literary rainbow. An editor or
editorial team can select information, arrange it, splice it, modify it,
add to it and subtract from it, revising it not only for individual texts
but for larger textual collections or groupings. Even the simple inclu-
sion of an individual text within a sequence of texts is an editorial
decision that forces the reader to read the individual text in a new way
– as part of a whole.

There is no question that the Hebrew Bible, or Tanakh, as it has
come down to believing communities, was viewed as a unity. The
diverse literary collection was viewed as a whole for theological
reasons. While having many authors, it was also believed to have one.
But the question remains: is this a unity in any literary sense or is it
artificially imposed? Is the result simply a hotchpotch of old religious
traditions (at worst) or an anthology of ancient literature (at best)?

The facts indicate conceptual unity. This will be dealt with more
extensively later, but it needs to be stated that, despite the literary het-
erogeneity, there is at the same time a remarkable structural homo-
geneity, for this vast variety of genres is set within books, which are
placed within an extraordinary narrative outline commencing with
creation and ending with the exile and return of the Jewish people.
The storyline begins with creation and moves to the exile of Judah in
Babylon, from Genesis to 2 Kings; then the narrative is interrupted
by poetic texts – largely prophecy, psalms, and wisdom literature –
before being resumed with Israel back in Babylon in the book of
Daniel, moving on to the return of the exiles to Judah and conclud-
ing with a narrative summation of the entire history of Israel from
creation to the exile in the books of Chronicles. This amazing diver-
sity of texts is set within a comprehensive narrative framework, which
provides an overarching literary and historical context. Thus the
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many shorter texts together contribute to this larger textual frame-
work and find their meaning and significance within it.

For example, the individual hero stories in the book of Judges have
their individual ‘local’ meaning as examples of God’s salvation for
each of the various tribes at particular times. But they are now posi-
tioned within a larger national Story (the book of Judges), which
itself is part of a larger Story (the Former Prophets), which in turn is
part of a universal Story (Genesis to Chronicles). This can be illus-
trated as in figure 1.1.

The larger literary context of the Tanakh has significant hermeneu-
tical implications. For example, it begins with Genesis rather than
with Exodus, signifying that Israel’s national history is subordinated
to that of world history. Hermeneutically, this means that the birth of
Israel as a nation and its raison d’être are set within God’s larger pur-
poses for the world and for creation. To begin with Genesis rather
than with Psalms provides a historical context by which Israel’s praise
can be understood. To begin with the Adam in Chronicles rather than
with the Adam in Genesis would omit important background in-
formation necessary to understanding the place of David in the
former book. The monotonous refrain at the end of the Judges that
‘there was no king in Israel. Everyone did was right in his own eyes’
(Judg. 21:25) supplies the appropriate context for interpreting the rise
of kingship in the subsequent book of Samuel. Although the book of
Ruth can be understood as a romantic short story emphasizing ‘the
law of kindness which transcends national boundaries and makes
all men kin’,17 its genealogical conclusion anchors it firmly into the
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17 Israel Bettan as cited in Harvey 1962: 133.

Figure 1.1. Stories within the Story.

Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, Gideon, Abimelech, Jephthah, Samson

Joshua    Judges    Samuel    Kings

Torah    Prophets    Writings

Individual stories

Canonical story (= Genesis to Chronicles)
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overarching historical and literary context of the Bible and its posi-
tion before the Psalms reinforces its function. Moreover, the poetic lit-
erature, which breaks the main line of narrative from Genesis through
Kings, provides significant theological commentary before the narrat-
ive is resumed again in the book of Daniel. To read some of this com-
mentary, such as the prophets, in isolation from the larger Text is
inevitably to distort its message as one of doom and gloom, or to type-
cast the prophets as preachers of repentance. To read them in their lit-
erary context is to see that they reflect on the past – the experience of
the exile as judgment (the cutting down of the tree to a stump) while
looking forward to the future and its possibilities (the shoot that
springs up from the stump) (Is. 6:13; 11:1).

The importance of the literary approach to
the Text

The act of reading and hearing was important for the Bible’s first
audiences. Consequently, it is imperative that its audiences today pay
attention to the act of reading and rereading its texts so that ‘by steep-
ing themselves in its tone or temper and so learning its overall
message’ they come to understand the Text. As far back as 1965
Good (1981: 9) was pleading for a more literary approach to
Scripture: ‘We have been so eager to interpret the Bible that we have
sometimes forgotten to read it, to read it in the same way that we read
The Divine Comedy, for example, or Othello, or The Waste Land.’ The
biblical books, by virtue of their canonical unity and by virtue of
their genre as literature, require a literary perspective.

This is not to ignore the fact that the Bible is Scripture and not
‘mere’ literature. As scholars such as Childs (1979) and Kugel (1981)
have indicated, the Bible is a sacred text and demands both a listen-
ing ear and an obedient heart. This religious dimension puts it in a
class by itself, apart from books like The Divine Comedy. It is, after
all, God’s Word. In T. S. Eliot’s words, ‘the Bible has had a literary
influence upon English literature not because it has been considered
as literature, but because it has been considered the report of the
Word of God’ (1975: 98).

While it is true that the Bible ‘was never received as sacred scrip-
ture because of its literary merit’ (Carroll 1993: 89), ignorance of its
literary features impedes understanding. This is part of the problem
with fundamentalism, whether on the theological right or the theo-
logical left; the text is simply used and not studied. It is a one-
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dimensional text. On the one hand, it is a thoroughly spiritual docu-
ment containing ‘Holy Ghost’ language and offering a repository of
insights that anticipate developments, for example, in the sciences. On
the other hand, it is a thoroughly human creation that speaks to the
struggle and evolution of the human spirit, and can be used to
endorse the latest cultural fad by focusing on that part of the text that
happens to conform to the contemporary Zeitgeist, while discarding
or ‘neutralizing’ its less palatable parts. In both views there is no
appreciation of the text as a literary whole, a redemptive story that
aims at the restoration of a lost destiny for the human race and crea-
tion.18 An ideological agenda drives the readings. Within the Text,
there certainly are texts that represent less than ideal values, but then,
as Genesis 3 – 11 reveals, the world is less than ideal and sometimes
radical measures are required. But it is a sense of the whole that keeps
such texts in perspective.19 There are such things as human depravity
and divine judgment, but there is also saving grace. Or the tragic ele-
ments are put in the narrative context of an ultimate Comedy. Finally,
as the Bible is studied more and more from a literary point of view,
there has been a great appreciation for the narrative and poetic art of
its authors. Just as a lack of awareness of an author’s craft deprives
the reader of meaning, so an awareness of it enhances the meaning.
T. S. Eliot objected not to the study of the Bible as literature but to
the study of it solely as literature.20

The inescapable fact is that the Bible is also God’s Word; that is, it
is literature and must be first understood before its message can be
heeded. In the words of Rabbi Ishmael, ‘The Torah uses language as
human beings do.’21 In other words, while the Bible may be God’s
Word, it is not an esoteric ‘heavenly language’, but simply a message
expressed in ordinary, human speech. Before the message can be
obeyed, it must be first heard in the same way that ordinary speech is
heard, with attention being paid to the rules of syntax, form and
structure. It must be read and reread. Alter, a leading literary critic,
makes a similar point:
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18 See e.g. Frei 1974 for a compelling account of the loss of this perspective.
19 This is the major flaw in analyses like those of Carroll (1993) and Clines (1995).
20 Note his comments when discussing the enjoyment of religious literature: ‘While

I acknowledge the legitimacy of this enjoyment, I am more acutely aware of its abuse.
The persons who enjoy these writings solely because of their literary merits are essen-
tially parasites’ (1975: 98, emphasis mine). See also Silva 1987: 9–10. For a weak
defence of the position Eliot criticizes see D. Robertson (1976: 548), who believes that
the literary study of the Bible is ‘the beginning and ending of scholarly endeavor’.

21 Sanhedrin 64b. For this quotation I am indebted to Berlin (1982: 324).
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Subsequent religious tradition has by and large encouraged us
to take the Bible seriously rather than to enjoy it, but the par-
adoxical truth of the matter may well be that by learning to
enjoy the biblical stories more fully as stories, we shall come to
see what they mean to tell us about God, man and the peril-
ously momentous realm of history (1981: 189).

Auerbach, a pioneering literary critic, was able to see more clearly
than most the religious claim of the Bible, precisely as a result of his
study. In his classic essay on the difference between Hebrew and clas-
sical Greek literature he reaches the following conclusion:

The Bible’s claim to truth is not only far more urgent than
Homer’s, it is tyrannical – it excludes all other claims. The
world of the Scripture stories is not satisfied with claiming to
be a historically true reality – it insists that it is the only real
world, is destined for autocracy . . . The Scripture stories do
not, like Homer’s, court our favour, they do not flatter us so
that they may please and enchant us – they seek to subject us
and if we refuse we are rebels (1953: 14–15).

Auerbach’s insight comes as a result of his literary study. It is because
the Bible is sacred literature that readers should be serious about
enjoying it, learning to understand it as literature. Since it is not
‘mere’ literature, its comprehension is imperative. For believers the
interpretive task is not only validated; it is sanctified.22

A linguistic sensitivity to the rich diversity of genres found within
the Bible and their hermeneutical implications is extremely import-
ant. A parable should not be read like the narration of an historical
event, a poem in the Psalms like a chronicle from Kings, a vision in
Daniel as a literal story. Moreover, what drives the literary approach
is the need to get not just the little texts right but also the big Text, or
what C. S. Lewis called ‘the overall message’.

Not losing sight of the forest
This leads to the question already raised, whether the Bible is truly a
Text in this sense rather than an interesting, eclectic collection of
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22 The older commentators understood this. Sir Edwyn Hoskyns, the eminent New
Testament critic of a previous generation, was reputed to have frequently said, ‘Bury
yourself in a lexicon and arise in the presence of God.’ For an evaluation of Hoskyns’s
contribution to biblical theology see Fuller 1985.
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ancient texts. Such an ‘anthology’ would contain no storyline, coher-
ence or unity – and, in the judgment of many, any unity that might
exist would be strictly artificial. On such a view the Text is a literary
and historical accident resulting from a ‘political’ decision.

This viewpoint is an important one for the literary critic, since it
contradicts the reading experience of generations of believers in the
synagogue and church, who have on the one hand understood the
text as a unity but on the other have often lost sight of the overall
message of the Text (the forest) because of all the little texts (the
trees). One of the constant problems in the history of interpretation
has been the failure to grasp the whole. Jesus criticized religious
leaders for forgetting mercy, justice and faith – the weightier matters
of the law – while concentrating on minor matters such as tithing the
mint, dill and cumin.23 Such instruction assumes knowledge of the
big picture in which the various laws can be seen in relation to each
other and their relative priority distinguished. In his dealing with the
question of divorce, Jesus puts the small text of Mosaic legislation in
Deuteronomy 24 in the context of the big Text of the biblical story,
which begins at the beginning, with the first union of the male and
female (Gen. 1 – 2).24 Consequently, the divorce law of Deuteronomy
is seen in a negative rather than a positive light – a sad commentary
on the way things were in a fallen world in Israelite society. There is
thus a theological imperative for believers to view texts in the more
holistic framework of the Text.

Yet the fact remains that this is a difficult task. In the vast diversity
of biblical literature it is not easy to see the unity of the Text.25

Indeed, many biblical scholars have concluded that literary unity is
an illusion, it being impossible to see any one Text in a virtual collage
of texts, any overarching Macronarrative in a plethora of micro-
narratives:

It is neither possible nor desirable to find a unity in the literary
witness. The proof of that is the fact that no one has succeeded
in capturing the alleged unity. The great variety of the litera-
ture, which practically everyone admits, prevents any unity
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23 Matt. 23:23.
24 Matt. 19:1–12.
25 ‘The Old Testament at first overwhelms the reader with diversity. There is prose

and poetry, wisdom and prophecy, love poems and poetry that expressed anger. It is
easy to miss the overall story of the Old Testament in the maze of individual stories.’
Ryken & Longman 1993: 102–103.
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worthy of the name. One cannot expect a unity from a litera-
ture that was composed of oral and written traditions over a
period of a thousand years (Murphy 2000: 82–83).

At first sight this conclusion seems to result from looking object-
ively at the literary character of the Bible, but in my judgment it is the
consequence not only of getting lost in the massive variety of literary
material which is the Bible, but also and particularly of the hermeneu-
tical myopia of the last few centuries of biblical scholarship, which
has used presuppositions that magnify the texts and minimize the
Text. One of the philosophical assumptions that has produced this sit-
uation has been a diminution in the belief that the Bible is the Word
of God: to expect authorial unity is simply too much to ask and must
be given up as an outmoded view from a precritical era.26 This partic-
ular theological judgment has gone hand in hand with an enchant-
ment with the minute details of the biblical text rather than with its
more global features, which ipso facto cannot exist.27 The concern for
studying smaller and smaller sections of the biblical text and the
increasing specialization of scholars studying the minutiae of philo-
logy and morphology have resulted in a loss of perspective. To use an
analogy from the field of photography, if one is constantly using the
zoom lens on a piece of sculpture such as Mount Rushmore, one will
note the worn surface of some rocks and the sedimentary contours of
others. But unless one is able to step back with a wide-angle lens and
take in ‘the big picture’, the point of it all has been lost.28
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26 Marks (1987: 207) describes this alternative in scholarly prose as ‘the supreme
fiction of a divine intentionality or spirit, embracing incompatibles and transmuting
the accidents of juxtaposition into a unique plenum’.

27 The cause has largely been the progressive secularization of biblical studies. A
belief in divine authorial unity, however, need not mean that one retains a sense of the
whole: it may mean a captivation with the inspired details – even with the letters and
vowel points of the Hebrew text! Nevertheless, the loss of the idea of the divine author
in the modern period has surely resulted in an ever-increasing stress on the diversity of
Scripture, the bracketing out of such larger questions by stressing a zoom-lens
approach to the text (atomization) and a concern for the human origins of the texts
and institutions that produced the texts (geneticism), as well as a commensurate loss
of the ability to hear the voice of the divine author in the text. These concerns are all
mentioned by R. C. Dentan in his classic programmatic study on Old Testament theo-
logy, but he does not see the obvious – the loss of any concept of author. For example,
he considers the ‘excessive atomism of much modern biblical study’ to be the reason
for the loss of the Bible as a source for the cultivation of personal piety. But that
atomism is the symptom of a disease, not its cause. See Dentan 1963: 104.
Postmodernism’s death of the author is the logical outcome. See D. L. Jeffrey 1996 for
an account of this phenomenon and a Christian response.

28 I am indebted to Jay Wells for this analogy.
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There is no question that the rise of historical criticism, with its
attention to the zoom-lens features of the text (setting, historical
context, grammatical features, philology, etc.) has coincided with a
loss of a wide-angle-lens perspective. Indeed, historical criticism has
contributed to a fragmented understanding of the text, so that any
unity is an illusion. For example, many scholars continue to see a con-
flation of two separate sources in the biblical story of the flood (Gen.
6 – 9). Two different names for God are used throughout, in combi-
nation with a repetitive style and some features that seem to clash
with each other. So much for the zoom lens. But when the text is
viewed with a wide-angle lens, symmetries are noticed to which the
interpreter with a zoom lens is completely oblivious. Using a wide-
angle lens, Wenham (1978) and Anderson (1978) independently see
an intricately designed chiasm (mirror structure) in the flood narra-
tive, which highlights the central theme of God’s grace to Noah.

Scholars have shown that this is the case not only with certain pas-
sages such as the flood narrative, but also with individual books
within the Bible as well as sequences of books. Clines’s (1978) ground-
breaking work on the Pentateuch is one such study. Lamenting atom-
istic exegesis that cannot see the forest for the trees, he shows how the
Pentateuch is bound together by a tripartite promise of God to
Abraham: land, descendants and relationship. The different books
treat the aspects of the one promise variously. Genesis stresses
descendants; Exodus and Leviticus the relationship with God; and
Numbers and Deuteronomy mainly land (Clines 1978: 45–60).

As well as factors already mentioned, the zoom-lens features prob-
ably resulted from an overemphasis on philology and history, which
led to conclusions about the final editors of the Scriptures; namely
that they could not make any sense of the text they were writing, as
they simply acted as mechanical tradents. Again, Alter writes:

. . . biblical critics frequently assume, out of some dim precon-
ception about the transmission of texts in primitive cultures,
that the redactors were in the grip of a kind of a manic tribal
compulsion, driven again and again to include units of tradi-
tional material that made no connective sense, for reasons they
themselves could not have explained (1981: 20).

If the scholar was not committed to such a theory, he or she believed
that an inconsistency might well be the result of a human mistake
such as ‘nodding off’. While this is always a possibility, in some cases
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this is not just sleeping on the job – this is someone who is ‘out for
the count’!29 Alter’s perceptive literary studies of the Bible prove his
point that if biblical scholars would widen the angle of their vision
they might see something that astounds them:

The biblical text may not be the whole cloth imagined by pre-
modern Judeo-Christian tradition, but the confused textual
patchwork that scholarship has found to displace such earlier
views may prove upon further scrutiny to be purposeful
pattern (1981: 133).30

Or again, to mix the metaphor, while biblical scholars seek to
unscramble the textual omelette, they fail to see that it is a ‘very
well-made omelette indeed’ (Alter 1987: 25). Josipovici (1988: xii),
another literary scholar who has studied the Bible, agrees. With
probing questions he sums up Alter’s point, not just with respect to
the many individual texts, but also to the Bible as a Text: ‘Is the Bible
the repository of some marvellous stories and poems, or is it a whole,
perhaps a narrative or poetic whole? Is it, in short, a book, or a
ragbag?’

It is the thesis of this book that, when the Hebrew Bible is read and
reread (that is, viewed with a wide-angle lens), the faces of the bib-
lical Rushmore – ‘the purposeful pattern’ – will be seen clearly, rather
than the ‘textual patchwork’ in the face of the mountain. To employ
Alter’s and Josipovici’s images, it will be seen as a book and not as a
ragbag, ‘a well-made omelette indeed’. As Alter acknowledges, the
premodern tradition was better able to see the pattern because it
assumed that the text was an interconnected unity rather than a
collage of diverse documents.

Explicit signals of textual coherence

In addition, there is mounting evidence that points in the direction of
a canon-consciousness of the biblical authors/editors, that is, an
awareness that the individual books of the Bible belonged to a larger
whole. This was particularly true in the exile and post-exilic period of
ancient Israel. Lohfink’s comments are to the point: ‘Those who com-
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29 Alter 1981: 148. Alter cites Gros Louis’s comments about the juxtaposition of the
‘contradictory’ accounts of the dual presentation of David in 1 Sam. 16 and 17.

30 See also the important observations by Cassuto (1973: 1–6) as early as 1947.
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posed and used the canon never regarded the individual books in the
philosophical sense as books, that is, as bodies of meaning, complete
in themselves. In this sense they only regarded the canon as a whole
as a book’ (1965: 35). From the earliest attested extrabiblical materi-
als that reflect on the Bible, the biblical books are viewed as part of a
whole – a Book. Although the word ‘Bible’ comes from the Greek ta
biblia and literally means ‘the books’, it is clear that these books are
part of a unity – a Book. The first time this expression, ‘the books’,
is used to refer to the Old Testament is in the Letter of Aristeas
(250–150 BC), the purpose of which was to explain and justify the
translation of these divinely inspired books and no others into the
Greek language, for use in the library of Alexandria (Letter of
Aristeas 316). It is clear from other texts as well that the diversity of
books is seen to reflect a conceptual unity of the words of a divine
author, even though the publication of one complete volume of all
such words, a Book in the modern sense, was technologically impos-
sible (S. G. Dempster 2001: 23–45).31 Scrolls, as has been mentioned
earlier, were not large enough to contain more than one of many of
the biblical books, and the codex had not yet been invented (Haran
1993).

This historical point, of course, is due to the theological premise
that the books were believed to be a conceptual unity because behind
the many human authors stood a single author, God. In a classical
exposition of this concept Josephus explains to his Greek audience
that the reason the Jews do not have a multiplicity of books that
contradict one another, but only twenty-two in which is found no dis-
harmony, is that they come from a single divine author: ‘For we have
not an innumerable multitude of books among us disagreeing from
and contradicting one another, but only twenty-two that contain the
records of all the past times, which are justly believed to be divine’
(Contra Apion 1.8). Indeed, the many texts were understood to be one
Text, sometimes simply called ‘the Scriptures’, ‘the Scripture’, ‘the
Torah’, ‘the Book of the Covenant’, or even ‘the Book of God’.32

As mentioned earlier, within the biblical text itself there was an
awareness that the many books were a unity. There is an exceedingly
rich intertextuality in which there are many linguistic and conceptual
echoes throughout Scripture. Later biblical books consciously echo
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31 Although the evidence here points to a tripartite canon, it is clear that this
material assumes a canon – a group of books viewed as a conceptual unity because
divinely inspired.

32 For a complete list of such designations see Beckwith 1984: 105–109.
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and imitate events, concepts and language found in earlier books
(Fishbane 1989). Creation, exile and (occasionally) return form a
recurring pattern that is stitched into the biblical narrative fabric. At
the beginning, there is the creation of Adam and Eve, the placing of
them in the Garden of Eden and the judgment of exile and death.
Cain is soon born, and experiences the judgment of exile for the
murder of his brother. The growth of the nations into a great power
leads to sin at Babel and to exile as they are condemned to be dis-
persed throughout the earth. Abram is called into being to go to a
land, which he leaves at times because of a lack of faith, only to
return later. His descendants experience exile in Egypt and are
brought back to the land. Their descendants also undergo exile
before returning. Frequently the return is described in terms that
echo the original creation and the placing of the first human pair in
the Garden of Eden. Creation language often is employed to signal
the return.

But this typological patterning occurs not only with such major
motifs but with minor details as well. The story of the rape of the
Levite’s concubine at the end of the book of Judges echoes the story
of Sodom and Gomorrah and the attempted gang rape of the angels
visiting Lot.33 The canonically aware reader makes the ‘connection’:
at the end of the period of the judges Israel has become Sodom.34 If
there is any doubt, Isaiah ‘connects the dots’ by addressing Israel in
the following way: ‘Hear the word of the LORD, O princes of Sodom;
give ear to the Torah of our God, O people of Gomorrah’ (1:10).
Literary cohesion like this is highly unlikely in a textual ‘ragbag’.35

Moreover, the final compilers of the biblical text ensured that the
text was to be understood as a unity.36 There are not only major
groupings of books, but editorial ‘splices’ that join major groupings
of books with each other. Therefore, both theological and literary
points are made simultaneously. For example, at the beginning of
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33 Gen. 19:4–5; Judg. 19:22.
34 For example, Gunn (1987: 119), an exception among commentators, writes,

‘Israelite Gibeah turns out to be the new Sodom.’
35 Lohfink (1965: 85) argues convincingly that typology is not simply an artificial

construct imposed on the biblical text but an inherent feature of the text itself. His pen-
etrating study of Exod. 15 shows that within this ancient poem itself the anticipated
conquest is seen as another expression of the escape through the Reed Sea. The walls
of water are now represented by the Canaanites. They have become transfixed into
walls of stone on either side of the conquering Israelites.

36 For what follows, see S. G. Dempster 2001 for a citation of the relevant literature
and general discussion.
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each of the major sections of the Hebrew Bible there is an extraordi-
nary emphasis on the word of God. The Bible begins with the word
of God creating reality, and its first work is to create light, thus estab-
lishing the rhythm of the day and night (Gen. 1:3–5). The text pro-
ceeds to describe the first human beings and their residence in the
garden of Eden, which is maintained only by organizing their lives
around the word of God (Gen. 2:4–25). Joshua, which commences
the second major grouping of biblical books, the Prophets, contains
an exhortation requiring the new Israelite leader to meditate day and
night on the Torah to ensure the success of Israel’s conquest of
Canaan, and so be enabled to enjoy the fruits of the new Eden (Josh.
1:8–9). Near the beginning of the third and last grouping of books,
the Writings, Israelites are urged to meditate on the Torah day and
night in order to find success and become like trees planted in a
garden alongside streams of gushing water (Ps. 1:2–3). By these links,
this writing is conceptually distinguished from other writings, since it
is the Word of God. But it is also distinguished literarily, since an
implicit unity has been marked explicitly: it is also the Word of God.

Is it any surprise that this text was understood to be a unity, from
Genesis to Chronicles? It begins with a creation story of humanity in
the garden of Eden, continues with their exile from this place of
God’s presence because of disobedience, and ends with a nation in
exile as a result of disobedience yet called back to the province of
Judah to engage in the task of temple reconstruction – the supreme
symbol of God’s presence. This temple is no ordinary temple either,
as it has eschatological overtones, resulting in the restoration of
Eden. The rivers of Eden will flow again, this time turning even the
Dead Sea into a place of teeming life.37

Relevant to this is an early text, preserved in the Talmud, that is
concerned for the preservation of a correct order of the books in this
Text. Various reasons are given for the order. The first five books are
not mentioned because there was no dispute about their order. All
kinds of reasons are given for the order of the subsequent books –
reasons that seem to strike scholars as artificial:

Our Rabbis taught: ‘The order of the Prophets is: Joshua and
Judges, Samuel, and Kings, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Isaiah and
the Twelve Minor Prophets. Let us examine this . . . Isaiah was
prior to Jeremiah and Ezekiel’ . . . Then why should not Isaiah
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37 Cf. Gen. 2:10–14; Ezek. 47:1–12; Joel 3:18 (MT 4:18); Zech. 14:8.
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be placed first? Because the book of Kings ends with a record
of destruction and Jeremiah speaks throughout of destruction
and Ezekiel commences with destruction and ends with con-
solation and Isaiah is full of consolation; therefore we put
destruction next to destruction and consolation next to conso-
lation. ‘The order of the Hagiographa is Ruth . . .’ (Baba
Bathra 14b).

This text raises a lot of questions. One particularly important one is:
why is this stress on order so important that it needs to be justified,
even if perhaps artificially? Some, like Haran (1993), have argued
that, because of the technological invention of the longer scroll,
sequence and arrangement have now become important, for the
obvious reason that they can now be made permanent. In other
words, the baraita points to the creation of the order, which would
have been irrelevant at an earlier time.38 But it is far more likely that
the longer scroll, as well as competing with early Christian and Jewish
alternative arrangements, necessitated the articulation and preserva-
tion of an already established sequence that was in danger of being
lost. The reasons for the order supply a rationale for the preservation,
and, even though it may be artificial, it acts to preserve the order. It
also points to a belief at an early time that the order was not arbi-
trary. The invention of the vowel points by the Masoretes may offer
an analogy to this situation. This artificial system of signs did not
create vowels; it simply preserved their pronunciation.39

The inclusion of this unit of tradition in the Talmud probably indi-
cates an awareness of other ‘unofficial’ orders that were competing
for acceptance, and the need to preserve an official one. As already
indicated, a particular sequence suggests hermeneutical significance.
Chronological order is expected as natural by the commentary, so an
alternative arrangement requires explanation. Even if that explana-
tion seems artificial, the sequence suggests a meaning. As Sailhamer
(1995: 214), citing Eisenstein, has shown, in studies of film the
sequencing of frames in various orders produces different meanings

DOMINION AND DYNASTY

34

38 In order for Haran’s thesis to be valid, he must discount evidence for libraries or
archives before AD 200. For other possible reasons see S. G. Dempster 2001: 51.

39 The situation may have been similar to the matter of canon in the early Christian
church. Did the church create its canon in response to Marcion, or did Marcion make
the church explicitly articulate its already accepted implicit canon? For important
studies on the canonization of the New Testament see the classic study by
Campenhausen (1962) and the recent studies by Trobisch (1996) and Barton (1997).

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 34 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 - 



because ‘competent viewers always seek to understand the parts in
the light of the whole’ (1995: 214). Similarly, in the Bible, the juxta-
position of Kings and Jeremiah suggests an interpretation, since both
books treat the disaster and judgment of the exile. The ‘interpolation’
of the story of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38) within the Joseph story
(Gen. 37 – 50) may jar readers, but it none the less constrains them to
connect it somehow to the Joseph story. Different arrangements gen-
erate different meanings. On a larger scale, the interpretive implica-
tions of the different arrangements of the Hebrew Tanakh and the
Christian Old Testament have been noted. For example, Sarna
writes:

The conclusion of the Hebrew Scriptures with Chronicles
makes a statement that the consummation of History involves
the ideal of the Jewish people to its land, of the restoration of
Jewish sovereignty and of spiritual renewal. The arrangement
of what Christians call the ‘Old Testament’ so that it closes
with the words of the prophet interprets the coming of Elijah
and the ‘great and awesome day of the Lord’ in 3:23 as prolep-
tic of the New Testament in which the role of John the Baptist
and the advent of the Christian Messiah is pivotal (1987: 12).40

Whether Christians were responsible for the ‘Old Testament’
arrangement or whether they adopted one from an already existing
Jewish sequence, the differences between the two ‘books’ is significant
and has been explored by a number of scholars.41 The oldest order
was clearly that of the Hebrew canon, and there is strong evidence
that this was the Bible of Jesus Christ (Beckwith 1984). It is this
arrangement that will be used in this study in order to help determine
its overall message.
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40 See also Frye (1983: 207).
41 It is likely that the arrangement used by Christians was the result of Christian

influence, rather than there being a separate Alexandrian arrangement. All the Greek
manuscripts of codices containing the Old Testament come from Christian sources.
For further discussion see S. G. Dempster 2000: 126. Di Lella (1987: 452) detects a pos-
sible Septuagint order pre-dating the Christian arrangement in ben Sirach’s discussion
of the Old Testament canon in terms of the law, wisdom and prophecy. But, as I have
argued (S. G. Dempster 2001: 24–25 n. 12), this sequence is probably due to the wisdom
constraints of the literary context.
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The present study: a literary approach and
biblical theology

The question why a Christian scholar like me should not include the
New Testament within his purview in such a study is important. Just
as it is fruitful to look at a sequence of books independently of its
larger literary context (e.g. the Torah), however, it surely is helpful for
Christians to look at the Bible of their founder as it probably
appeared to him. Too often Christians have let the New Testament
dominate interpretation of the Old without first trying to engage the
latter in any meaningful way. Bonhoeffer’s advice needs to be heard
once again: ‘I don’t think it is Christian to want to get to the New
Testament too soon and too directly’ (1959: 50). Moreover, I am cer-
tainly not trying to argue that this biblical theological study is super-
ior to all that have gone before it. I simply hope to use what appears
to me to be a natural means – the narrative framework of the text
itself – to bring out of the biblical storeroom ‘new treasures as well
as old’. I trust that this study will aid others in gaining some under-
standing of the ‘depths and riches’ of this treasure-house so that they
can enter in for themselves.

This Text is named the Tanakh by the synagogue, an acronym which
points to the alleged unity of this material as well as of its three main
subdivisions: the Torah, consisting of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers and Deuteronomy; the Nevi’im (the Prophets), comprising
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah and the
Twelve; and the Ketuvim (the Writings), composed of Ruth, Psalms,
Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Lamentations, Daniel,
Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles.

Many scholars have used a literary approach to interpret smaller
units of texts; it has worked well for narrative (Josopovichi). But
rarely has it been used at the Text level, probably for some of the
reasons already mentioned. This is certainly an oversight, for it could
be particularly helpful, since one of the main tasks of a literary
approach is to try to ascertain the overall message or central theme
of a Text; and this coincides with the main task of biblical theology,
which is the description of the conceptual unity of the biblical text.
A prime purpose of literary studies is to grasp the big literary picture
through analysis of plot and theme, and the goal of biblical theology
is to grasp the big theological picture through analysis of the theo-
logical views of the various biblical texts. Many scholars working in
the area of biblical theology have given up on this task, due perhaps
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to an admission that there is not one theology but many. But literary
unity is rarely considered, perhaps due to the loss of the concept of a
Book, which is also due to the loss of the concept of an Author.
Perhaps, if it can be shown through literary means that this material
has not only an implicit literary cohesion but an explicit unity as well,
biblical theology may get a fresh hearing.

This is a point made by a biblical scholar who has shown the fruit-
fulness of a literary approach to the biblical text. Gitay (1980; 1981)
has used some of the principles of classical rhetoric to elucidate bib-
lical texts. Assuming that the authors of the biblical texts were inter-
ested in communicating, he argues that an understanding of the
principles and strategies of communicators will aid biblical interpret-
ers to understand texts – the products of communication. Recently
he has asked the next logical question: why not apply these insights
to understanding the Text of the Bible? In a programmatic article he
suggests that there is just such a fruitful interface for biblical theo-
logy and literary analysis, but it is hindered by the failure in biblical
theology to find a central theme, and by the propensity of scholars to
look at the biblical literature though lenses that distort the data rather
than faithfully reflect it.

Gitay (1996b) examines the book of Job as a test case in which he
tries to hear all the voices of the text, but the method itself cries out
for application to the Text of which Job comprises only a small part.
This is the method that will be used in this study in examining some
themes in the Old Testament.

Biblical theology, Tanakh structure and the
emergence of a literary approach
As far as the structure of the Tanakh is concerned, many Christian
Old Testament theologians do not see that it has any positive relev-
ance for biblical theology. For example, Gunneweg (1978: 121)
remarks that the Tanakh’s hermeneutical lens highlights the Torah’s
interpretive priority, which in his view results in a ‘legalistic under-
standing of the canon’, as opposed to the more prophetic Christian
view. Gunneweg represents a group of scholars who understand the
Tanakh as providing a hermeneutical lens of law, with the negative
stereotypes that often accompany it, seeing the Old Testament as a
sort of dark background to the light-filled landscape of the New
Testament (e.g. Bultmann 1963).

While acknowledging the priority of law, Clements (1978) has a
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more constructive appraisal of the theology of the Old Testament,
stressing that the promise explicit in the prophetic division is also very
important. Moreover, he laments that the Bible is habitually exam-
ined as a collection of proof texts instead of as a sequence of three
great literary wholes. These large textual units sketch a literary
context that highlights the dual themes of law and promise. Jews have
stressed the one theme, Christians the other (see also Zimmerli 1965).

Westermann (1982) takes the Tanakh’s tripartite structure as the
organizing principle for his Old Testament theology. The Torah
stresses the deeds of God (the saving history), the Prophets the words
of God, and the Writings the people’s response. Westermann adam-
antly affirms the importance of this structure to unfold the meaning
of the Old Testament: it is ‘an objective starting point’, and ‘If one
asks what the Old Testament says about God, this threefold structure
shows the way’ (Westermann 1982: 10).

A notable oversight in these views is the failure to view the Tanakh
as one text and not just as three. Frequently, the third section of the
canon, the Writings, is neglected, since it is seen to be more in
harmony with Rabbinic Judaism than are the more ‘New Testament
friendly’ Prophets.42 One scholar has made this implicit view explicit
by stating that ‘a Christian theology . . . [may] never sanction the mas-
oretic canon since this would virtually sever continuity with the New
Testament’.43 Whether a biblical theology implicitly or explicitly fails
to reckon with the Tanakh structure, Rendtorff (1993: 55–56) con-
cludes that Christian theologians rarely treat the Old Testament in its
final Jewish form, even though this was very likely the Bible of Jesus
and the early church.44

A Jewish scholar, Friedman (1987a; 1995), has been one of the first
to address this concern for the literary integrity of the Tanakh. He
observes that biblical scholars trained in the minutiae of exegesis
often miss the larger literary picture. Exegetes, often for practical
reasons, look through a zoom lens at a few verses. In contrast, liter-
ary scholars look through a wide-angle lens to consider the intention
of the biblical editors to assemble the various texts into one literary
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42 Westermann (1982: 11) regards the wisdom writings of this section as ‘having no
place within this basic framework of an Old Testament theology’ since they are mainly
secular – at least originally.

43 H. Gese, cited in Rendtorff (1993: 55). See also Gese 1981: 13–14.
44 It is interesting that one of the most influential literary interpretations of the

unity of the Bible in recent times is by Frye (1983). But he specifically works with a
Christian ordering of the Old Testament as opposed to the Tanakh.
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work. The Bible is not so much a library or an anthology but a text,
with a beginning and an end, commencing with Eve in the Torah and
ending with Esther in the Writings (1987a: 211–212, 219).

Freedman (1992; 1993) and Sailhamer (1995) have advanced the
discussion significantly. Freedman argues that the Tanakh should be
seen from the vantage point not only of three divisions, but also of
two: a first half, consisting of a Primary History, the Torah and the
Former Prophets (150,000 words), and a second half, consisting of
the Latter Prophets and the Writings (150,000 words). The final
product was the work of an editor or editorial team who left their per-
spective on the material, a first half largely consisting of judgment
and tragedy, and a second half stressing blessing and hope.

Sailhamer has reached similar conclusions about the textual unity
of the material, naming such an editor the ‘canonicler’ (1995:
239–252). This person provided a lucid perspective for viewing the
material, stitching the major divisions of the biblical books with liter-
ary seams that emphasized the text’s authority, eschatology and im-
portance as an object of study. The larger design of the Text and the
sequence of the books within it are also important, since they provide
the hermeneutical lens for the text. Since readers of a text always ‘seek
to understand the parts in the light of the whole’ (1995: 214), preced-
ing and succeeding content constrains meaning. Moreover, Sailhamer
observes that the received Tanakh structure is in the form of a literary
narrative that cuts across the neat tripartite divisions. The narrative
frame gives literary cohesion to the biblical text, extending from
Genesis to 2 Kings and resuming in the narrative sections in the second
half of the Writings.

Childs also notes this important narrative frame for the biblical
text, noting that the ‘story of faith was largely preserved in historical
sequence (Genesis through Ezra) along with a variety of “commen-
tary” (Psalms, Prophets, Wisdom)’ (1992: 97). Surprisingly, Childs
does not deal with this feature in any depth, and in two other major
studies (1979; 1985) he rarely considers the big picture of the Old
Testament and the relationship between individual books and larger
divisions (Brueggeman 1982: 5; Dempster 1997; Barr 1999: 395–400).

In a very different type of work, Miles (1996) wrestles with the sig-
nificance of this narrative–commentary–narrative structure of the
Tanakh for understanding the gradual revelation of the identity of
God. In the immensely popular God: A Biography, Miles considers
the narrative break at the end of Kings and the resumption of the
narrative in the Writings. The structure seems to highlight the direct
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address of God in the commentary (the Prophets), and God seems to
speak less and less as the Tanakh winds down. God and his speech
seem like a spent force. There is nothing more to say.

From the structure of the Tanakh alone, this conclusion is contro-
versial. One could equally argue that, structurally, the centre of the
Tanakh highlights the importance of the divine speech. It is central.
Moreover, with the resumption of the narrative in Daniel, one would
be led to expect that, in the future, divine speech and divine action
would be the norm, not the exception.45

Finally, Sweeney (1997), in a programmatic article that sketches a
framework for a distinctive Jewish biblical theology, has discussed
some of the differences between the canonical arrangements of the
Christian Old Testament and Hebrew Tanakh. He shows that the
Christian arrangement with the Classical Prophets at the end ac-
centuates eschatology, while the Tanakh’s structure emphasizes
ethics. The conclusion of the Tanakh with ‘the restored Jewish com-
munity represents the potential for the implementation of the Mosaic
ideal as represented in the Torah’ (1997: 371). The Tanakh signifies
completion while the Old Testament anticipates fulfilment.

While Sweeney has clearly made significant progress in discussing
these different arrangements, some of his conclusions are question-
able. For example, the simple contrast between eschatology and
ethics, while helpful, is more complex than it first appears (S. G.
Dempster 1997: Part 2). But the major importance of this work dem-
onstrates that the macrostructure of the Tanakh has important impli-
cations for biblical theology.46

As mentioned above, it is interesting that a number of outstanding
literary critics in English studies have recently examined the Bible,
stressing its importance as one literary unit. This may have stimulated
some of the contributions of biblical scholars. Probably Frye’s The
Great Code (1983) has been the most influential. Frye analyses the
complete Christian Bible and argues that it is a text in its own right,
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45 It is precarious to draw such conclusions. If God does not appear to be active in
Esther, he does not appear to be active in Gen. 37 – 50 and the Succession Narrative
(2 Sam. 9 – 20; 1 Kgs. 1 – 2).

46 Barr (1999: 307–309) questions Sweeney’s whole approach, observing that this
concern with the interpretive significance of the canonical arrangement of books has
been totally ignored in the history of interpretation. But one can legitimately respond
by asking why this has been so. For most people of certain particular interpretive
traditions, it has become second nature to think of the closing of the Old Testament
with Malachi’s prophecy about Elijah, or of Cyrus’s edict. They simply think in those
categories without reflecting on their significance.
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whose basic structure, from creation to Apocalypse, has shaped
western culture and thought. House has observed that The Great
Code’s ‘greatest contribution to Old Testament literary criticism is its
insistence that the Bible is a book, and as a book has meaning as a
whole that cannot be grasped if an interpreter ignores this point’
(1992: 17).

Canonization and contextualization

To be sure, there is strong resistance to this view. It violates the canons
of much of contemporary scholarship, which has maintained that the
biblical canon is an historical accident, composed of many contra-
dictory voices. This has been a theme in Barr’s writings, ever since
Childs first made his proposal to use the canon as the domain of exe-
getical investigation:

An exegesis which would work strictly within the confines of the
canon is certainly a possibility that could be added to other
forms of exegesis, but it is doubtful how it could be the basic
theological form of exegesis. And Childs’ argument in favor of
the final text, while an important consideration for the inter-
pretation of individual books, like Genesis, or even the
Pentateuch, or Matthew, does not thereby validate an extension
to the point where the canon of the entire Scripture would
define it as if it was a single text (Barr 1976: 110–111).47

For how could this be, argues Barr (1983: 57), when the idea of a
single text for the canon would have been unthinkable in biblical
times because of some of the technological limitations already con-
sidered? But canonization does make one text out of many. As
Gamble remarks:

In the nature of the case, canonization entails a recontextual-
ization of the documents incorporated into the canon. They
are abstracted from both their generative and traditional
settings and redeployed as parts of a new literary whole;
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47 Note Barr’s earlier comments (1976: 109) about the loss of a concept of biblical
unity among scholars. He cites the telling comments by Käsemann: ‘The NT as we have
it is a fragmentary collection of documents from the earliest period, while the bulk of
the material has vanished for ever. By and large there is no internal coherence. The ten-
sions everywhere evident amount to contradictions.’
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henceforth they are read in terms of this collection. In this way
their historically secondary context becomes their hermeneu-
tically primary context . . . More important still, the canon
creates a presumption of unity and coherence among its con-
tents and inevitably encourages a synoptic reading of them.
Thus the canon operates to refocus the meaning of individual
documents, as each is read with a view to others and in the
light of the collection as a whole (1985: 75).

Although, historically, the Gospels may be the last documents to
have been produced in the New Testament, they have a hermeneu-
tical and theological priority by virtue of their initial position in the
canon. This priority also produces a cleavage between two books
that originally formed a literary unity, Luke-Acts. Similarly, in the
Hebrew Bible the decision to place the chronologically earlier
Chronicles after the later Ezra-Nehemiah creates not only canonical
cohesion but also an eschatological ending. Positioning the Writing
Prophets after the Former Prophets instead of at the end of the canon
changes the way the latter are to be understood. They are a prophetic
history, the outworking of the divine word within history.

Furthermore, there are significant theological implications for all
the books. There is a presumption of unity; the reader approaches the
text with a hermeneutic of charity rather than of suspicion.48

Consequently, the celebration of human sexuality in the Song of
Songs should not be understood apart from the general context of
human sexuality in the canon. Similarly, Job may challenge conven-
tional wisdom but may not ironically repudiate the biblical God.49

This simply means that, just as an individual book within the canon
can be read as a text with a beginning, a body and a conclusion, with
the various parts related to the whole and vice versa, so the canon
should be read in the same way.

This means that the overall design of the Tanakh provides a her-
meneutical lens through which its content can be viewed. Canoniza-
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48 See Halbertal (1997: 27–32) for a further development of these hermeneutical
implications for canonical texts.

49 See for example the work of Robertson (1973: 468), who argues that the Joban
author ironically mocks God. Kugel (1981: 228) rightly characterizes this interpreta-
tion as absurd but with insufficient awareness that it is the canonical context of the
book that nullifies Robertson’s approach. The latter’s approach interprets the book of
Job not only independently of its canonical context but also shorn of its introduction
and conclusion. One gets the impression that the book of Job is being forced on to a
Procrustean hermeneutical bed.
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tion provides a literary context for all the texts, creating one Text from
many. The fact that the Hebrew canon is structured in terms of a nar-
rative sequence with commentary means that canonization does not
‘flatten’ the text into a one-dimensional uniformity; rather, it provides
for evolution, diversity and growth within an overarching framework
in which the various parts can be related to the literary whole.

This literary/theological approach has much promise, since, if it is
the case that the Hebrew canon is also a Text with a definite begin-
ning, middle, ending and plot, then the task of discovering a funda-
mental theme becomes not an exercise in futility but an imperative of
responsible hermeneutics.

Although Gerhard von Rad, the great Old Testament theologian,
had a very different understanding of the Bible as a literary document
from many of the individuals mentioned in this discussion, with his
concern for units of tradition and their growth and reshaping, he
never did lose sight of the big picture. In a remarkable statement
toward the end of his Old Testament Theology, he writes:

The Old Testament is a history book; it tells of God’s history
with Israel, with the nations and with the world, from the crea-
tion of the world down to the last things, that it is to say, down
to the time when dominion over the world is given to the Son
of Man (Dan vii. 13f.). The history can be described as a
saving history, because as it is presented, creation itself is
understood as a saving act of God (1965: 357).

This book, whose plot-line stretches from the beginning to the
‘latter days’, from Adam to the son of man, is hardly a ragbag of lit-
erary relics. Rather, it is a remarkable Story that assimilates all its
texts into its comprehensive framework. It begins at the beginning.
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Chapter Two

The beginning, middle and
ending of the Tanakh:

a preview of the storyline
(Adam to David)

Plan, purpose, plot

As Aristotle once observed, plot is the crucial element in a narrative
– its soul. A good story requires a beginning, a middle and an ending,
a narrative whole. ‘A well constructed plot, therefore, must neither
begin nor end at haphazard, but conform to these principles’ (Poetics
VII; cf. XXIII). In particular, ‘plot’ refers to a meaningful or purpose-
ful arrangement of incidents or events in the text from beginning to
end. Aristotle states the obvious for a literary work, and a clear
understanding of its beginning and ending will help the reader to
determine its plan and organization, which clarifies its overall
meaning.1 The beginning sketches the context, providing background
information and introducing the main characters and themes of the
work. This is the writer’s chance to indicate what the subsequent
content – the middle – will be about. In modern literature a title is
used, as well as an introduction, to state the principal theme. But in
ancient times, this convention was not used. Therefore, an interpreter
must look for other clues to discover the topic of a written document.

The ending of a document provides a sense of closure, drawing
together the main lines of thought, and refocusing on what the writer
thinks important. In many ways, the ending, with its sense of closure,
ensures organization and unification of the whole (Kermode 1966:
45–47; Fiddes 2000: 8–15). It concludes the successive events of the
text (if it is a narrative), and, with the overall organization, ensures

45

1 For a concise discussion of the nature of narrative taking into discussion the vast
variety of secondary literature on the subject see Miller 1995. For discussion applied
to biblical narrative see, among others, Alter 1981; Berlin 1983; Brichto 1992;
Josipovici 1987.
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that the events recorded are not haphazardly connected moments in
time but become precise periods as part of a larger temporal pattern:
‘the sense that the story is working towards an ending turns mere
chronos (the “tick-tock” of the clock) into moments of kairos, points
of time filled with significance of being part of a larger fulfillment’
(Fiddes 2000: 9).

One can think of other important ways in which the ending affects
a literary work. The ending of a murder mystery imparts a new sig-
nificance to apparently unimportant details at the beginning of the
book. By the end of The Lord of the Rings even Gollum’s strange sur-
vival is seen in a new light. Gilgamesh’s failure to achieve eternal life
at the end of the Epic transforms his earlier ‘accidental’ encounter
with the barmaid, Siduri (Tablet X). The genealogical conclusion of
Ruth adds extraordinary meaning to the relatively mundane actions
of the ordinary people described in the book.

Certainly, the middle of a text must be at least loosely organized.
Nevertheless, the beginning and ending of a work are extremely im-
portant from a literary point of view. This is true even if the author is
not so much an author in the modern sense as an editor or redactor.

The presence of an overall Plot to a narrative Text does not pre-
clude the fact that there can be many sub-plots or texts within it.
Within the Epic of Gilgamesh there are many sub-plots, such as the
battle with Huwawa (Tablets IV–V) and the account of the flood
(Tablet XI), but these have all been organized into a larger episodic
plot-line presented in the form of a heroic odyssey that confronts the
larger questions of death and immortality (Jacobsen 1976: 195–219).

The point of the foregoing discussion is to show that the structure
of a literary work, particularly its beginning and ending, shapes its
content. The structure provides a means of organizing the vast array
of information, imparting form and contour to the material, arrang-
ing the many sub-plots into a larger Pattern.

The Tanakh is not a random concatenation of texts, but a Text
with a discernible structure, a clear beginning, a middle and an
ending. Genesis and Chronicles are the beginning and ending, and
the middle is carried with a narrative storyline into which many and
various poems, much legislation, lists, building instructions, tribal
boundary records, reports of visions and prophecies and many small
stories have been appropriately placed. The narrative continues until
it is interrupted by a substantial block of poetic commentary from
the prophet Jeremiah through to the book of Lamentations, after
which it resumes with Daniel and concludes with Chronicles.
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Dominion, dynasty and David in Genesis and
Chronicles

The narrative ‘bookends’ of this Text, Genesis and Chronicles, are
very different. Genesis is about beginnings: the beginning of the
world, of humanity, of sin and death, of civilization, and of the
nation of Israel through the call of the patriarchs. Chronicles is
largely about the Israelite nation, with a focus on David, Jerusalem,
and the temple. It describes the rise and fall of the southern kingdom
of Judah, closing with a graphic description of the Babylonian inva-
sion of Judah, the exile of the nation, and the command by Cyrus for
the Jewish exiles to return home and build the temple.

Despite the significant differences, there are striking similarities.
Genesis and Chronicles are virtually the only books in the Hebrew
Bible saturated with genealogical lists. The narrative in Genesis is
strategically punctuated with no fewer than ten genealogical formu-
las for the ensuing narrative. From a western point of view, they are
the notorious ‘these are the generations of . . .’ formulas.2 The
genealogies in Chronicles are all ‘front-loaded’, as the book begins
with nine chapters of them! Scholars have long been aware of the
genealogical formulas in Genesis that introduce either lists3 or nar-
rative.4 As they have extended their exegetical vision beyond the im-
mediate textual horizon, they have discovered that this tedious
phraseology performs a significant hermeneutical function. In a sig-
nificant study Johnson concludes:

Our survey of genealogical interest in the Bible and in late
Judaism is now finished. A great number of specific texts and
traditions have necessarily been examined; this, in itself, is a
warning against overly facile generalizations. Yet, throughout,
one observation is suggested which should be given its due sig-
nificance: the biblical genealogies are closely attached to their
contexts and the narrative in which they occur in regard to lan-
guage, structure and theology (1969: 253).

A key purpose of genealogies in some contexts is to show a divine
purpose that moves history to a specific goal. It is easier to see the big
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2 Gen 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2.
3 Gen. 5:1; 10:1; 11:10; 25:12; 36:1, 9.
4 Gen. 2:4; 6:9; 11:27; 25:19; 37:2.
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picture when a wide-angle lens is used to look at the canon. Genesis
begins with Adam, and the storyline quickly progresses through
history, using genealogies, until Abraham arrives on the historical
scene. The storyline follows Abraham and his descendants, and
Genesis closes with Abraham’s grandson predicting that an individ-
ual from the family of a great grandson (Judah) would wield a ruling
sceptre over all the nations and preside over an astonishingly fertile
land (Gen. 49:8–12). Chronicles begins with Adam and rapidly moves
through history, largely using genealogies until David from the tribe
of Judah arrives. And after David there is the explicit hope in a future
seed from his line, who will rule according to the oracle of the prophet
Nathan (1 Chr. 17). Abraham and Sarah are called out of Babylon
(Babel) to go to the promised land at the beginning of Israel’s national
history in Genesis 12; their distant descendants hear the same call to
leave Babylon and return to the promised land in 2 Chronicles 36.

But these two books are not only about genealogy that culminates
in a Davidic dynasty; they are about land – geography and dominion.
Genesis establishes a domain over which humans are to realize their
humanity. The world is created by the command of God; the garden
of Eden becomes the prime habitat of human beings until their exile
from it. Humans are expelled from the earth with the judgment of the
great deluge. The postdiluvian human community is dispersed across
the face of the earth at Babel. And when Abram arrives on the his-
torical scene he is promised a commodity that has been in short
supply for human beings: a land to call his own. He never quite gets
it, except a graveyard for his wife. By the end of Genesis his descend-
ants are exiled in Egypt from this land of promise. From this exilic
vantage point the aged Joseph’s remarks conclude the book of
Genesis: ‘I am about to die; but God will surely visit (paqad) you and
bring you up out (‘alâ) of this land to the land that he swore to
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ (50:24).

Chronicles also focuses on the land, which Abraham and his im-
mediate descendants did not possess. This focus narrows to Jerusalem
and the temple within that land. For example, the heart of Chronicles
concerns Jerusalem and the temple under David and Solomon, some
twenty chapters!5 The ultimate tragedy is the destruction of the
temple and the exile of the people to Babylon. Yet the end of
Chronicles, like Genesis, is not exile. The note of promise is a direct-
ive from Cyrus for them to return to the land and rebuild the temple:
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5 1 Chr. 17 – 2 Chr. 7.
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‘Thus says King Cyrus of Persia: Yahweh . . . has charged
(paqad) me to build him a house at Jerusalem in Judah.
Whoever is among you of all his people, may Yahweh his God
be with him! Let him go up (‘alâ)’ (2 Chr. 36:23).

Consequently, these two books, which function to introduce and con-
clude the canon and which have such strikingly similar endings,6 keep
the main storyline in view with two of its important themes – dynasty
and dominion – being realized through the Davidic house.

Finally, the engine that drives these themes forward is that of the
relationship between the Creator and his human creatures on the
earth. He creates them like himself for a relationship with them, and
their main task is to exercise lordship over the earth; that is, to repre-
sent God’s rule over the world. The relationship fails at the beginning,
and, instead of subduing the world, they are subdued by it. The rest
of the story recounts the restoration of the relationship through the
twin themes of geography (dominion) and genealogy (dynasty). The
ending of the Tanakh, with the focus on David and the rebuilding of
the temple in Jerusalem, points to the future restoration of this rela-
tionship and thus to a restoration of lost glory. Significantly, a key
concept in the last narrative section of the Tanakh that begins with
Daniel and ends with Chronicles is the term ‘kingdom’ (of God).7

The Tanakh ends on a note of hope, pointing to the future.

The middle of the Tanakh

A clearly defined ‘middle’ carries this storyline between the beginning
and ending of the canon. The story begun in Genesis flows (at times
not so smoothly) from the first couple’s loss of land and exile through
to Abraham’ s call, Israel’s exile in Egypt, the exodus and the posses-
sion of the promised land, followed by the institution of the Davidic
dynasty and the loss of land culminating in the exile of Judah. The
last narrative note before the interruption of this story is the favour
shown to Jehoachin, the exiled Davidic king in Babylon (2 Kgs.
25:27–30). This historical sequence of events from Genesis to Kings
is disrupted by a body of poetic literature that functions to provide a
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6 As far as I am aware, Sarna (1972: 832) was the first scholar to note this fact and
its implications.

7 The term ‘kingdom’ (malkût) occurs approximately twenty-eight times in the book
of Chronicles (cf. 1 Chr. 28:5) and three times in earlier historical books (Num. 24:7;
1 Sam. 20:31; 1 Kgs. 2:12).
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pause in the storyline to reflect on the tragedy of the exile, its causes
and significance.8 It is here that a profound dialogue occurs, in which
God addresses Israel in the first person through the voice of the
prophets and Israel addresses God in the first person through the
voices of the psalmists. This ‘I–thou’ pause provides important per-
spective on the Story – backward in retrospect and forward in pros-
pect.

Significantly, the first book of this commentary, Jeremiah, indi-
cates that exile is not God’s final word: destruction, uprooting,
tearing down and smashing will give way to building and planting
(Jer. 1:10). Moreover the exile will last only seventy years (Jer. 29:10).
Hope for the future is stressed by the repetition of the narrative con-
cluding Kings at the end of Jeremiah: the mercy shown to Jehoiachin,
the last remaining Davidic king in exile (Jer. 52:31–34). After this
commentary the narrative storyline resumes in Babylon with the
vision of Daniel’s son of man, which charts a glorious future for
Israel. This book, which raises the question about the end of the exile
and Jeremiah’s seventy years, gives that time period a new ‘twist’
(Dan. 9:1–27). The end of the exile will mean not only freedom for
Israel but also a new world order marked by an end of sin and the
presence of everlasting righteousness. But the seventy years stands
for a much longer span of time – seventy sevens, probably 490 years
or a complete period of time. This begins with the command for
Israel to return to its land to rebuild Jerusalem, and it ends with a new
world order (Dan. 9:24–27).

The canon’s closure with Chronicles registers a powerful impact.
Jeremiah’s prophecy has begun the long chain of events leading to the
end of the exile and the realization of the kingdom of God on earth.
Even though the exile is over in a literal sense, it is just beginning.
There will be a long wait. But the Danielic clock has started ticking.
The command of a foreign king, named ‘Messiah’ in the biblical text,
who has ended the rule of Babylon,9 presages the coming of another
Messiah (Dan. 9:25), who will not only end the world order of
‘Babylon’ but also establish a new one – the kingdom of God – in
which Jerusalem will be the centre of the earth, a city set on a hill
radiating light to the nations (Is. 2:1–5; 60:1–22). Table 2.1 illustrates
this development.
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8 Although many of these prophets were pre-exilic, their oracles were probably
redacted during the exile or shortly thereafter, and many of their prophecies predicted
the exile as God’s judgment.

9 Cyrus’s title in Is. 45:1 is Messiah.
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Narrative: storyline Digression: commentary
TORAH
Genesis – Beginning of storyline 
Creation of Adam leading to Abraham and Judah 
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers 
Deuteronomy 

PROPHETS
Former Prophets
Joshua 
Judges
Samuel
Kings 
Exile and release of Jehoiachin

– Break in storyline and beginning of commentary 

Middle of Tanakh 
Latter Prophets

Jeremiah
‘To build and to plant’ and
seventy years of exile

Ezekiel
Isaiah
The Twelve 

WRITINGS
Ruth [narrative flashback]
Psalms
Job
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs 
Lamentations 

Daniel – resumption of storyline 
Seventy years = 490 years of exile begin
with return to Judah and rebuilding of temple 

Esther
Ezra-Nehemiah
Chronicles – End of Tanakh but not of storyline

Adam to David concluding with command to return and rebuild
temple: the beginning of 490 years

Table 2.1 The development of the storyline.
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I
Dominion lost: the rise and

fall of Israel
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Chapter Three

The narrative storyline begins
(Genesis)

‘These are the generations of . . .’

The first chapter of Genesis introduces not only the text of Genesis
but the Text of the Tanakh. Consequently, it has important literary
and theological stature. It functions as a hermeneutical prologue,
introducing some of the main themes of the larger Text. In Genesis
there are eleven genealogical formulas, which follow Genesis 1:1 – 2:3
at various points, splitting up the content into ‘chapters’. The usual
formulaic pattern is worded, ‘These are the generations of . . .’ This
formula introduces either a genealogical list or a narrative that has as
its goal a descendant indicated or implied by the list. The narratives
alternate with the lists to provide the main storyline of Genesis. The
pattern is as follows:

1. Introduction: (Gen. 1:1 – 2:3): The creation
2. Genealogy 1 (Gen.2:4 – 4:26): A narrative about heaven and

earth as realized through their human ‘progeny’
3. Genealogy 2 (Gen. 5:1 – 6:8): A genealogical list of Adam with

narrative addition of sin and judgment
4. Genealogy 3 (Gen. 6:9 – 9:29): A narrative about Noah, and his

three sons Shem, Ham and Japeth.
5. Genealogy 4 (Gen. 10:1 – 11:26): A genealogical list of Shem,

Ham and Japeth with narrative addition of sin and judgment;
resumption of genealogical list of Shem

6. Genealogy 5 (Gen. 11:27 – 25:11): A narrative about Terah as
realized through his son Abram

7. Genealogy 6 (Gen. 25:12–18): A genealogical list of Ishmael, one
of Abram’s sons

8. Genealogy 7 (Gen. 25:19 – 35:29): A narrative about Isaac as
realized through his son Jacob

9. Genealogy 8 (Gen. 36:1–8; 9:1 – 37:1): Two genealogical lists of
Esau
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10. Genealogy 9 (Gen. 37:2 – 50:26): A narrative about Jacob as real-
ized through his son Joseph

The first words of the Tanakh’s masterful literary introduction
read, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen.
1:1). In a text that stresses the importance of the number ‘seven’ it is
no accident that the first verse of the Hebrew Text has seven words.1

Moreover, as will be seen, Gen. 1:1 – 2:3 has many linguistic echoes
in the ensuing narrative. God speaks directly, creating the world and
its inhabitants, and the expression ‘God said’ is heard ten times.2 The
audience experiences an opportunity to get a ‘God’s-eye’ view of the
world, and at the beginning it is good, a fact that itself bears repeat-
ing seven times.3 The agent of creation is never in doubt. Thirty-five
times the name of God is used, always as a subject of a verb.4 Formal
closure of this opening chapter is signalled by thematic closure: God
completes his creation by resting on the seventh day.

The goal of creation

Many scholars have pored over this text, studying its exquisite artistry.
But as far as the larger Text is concerned, this is the beginning – the
beginning of everything, not only of time, but also of space and in
particular of the geographical location for everything that will trans-
pire. As the form of the text indicates, the universe is created as a place
of harmony and order, where each creation is good; that is, it fulfils its
function. Yet, for all the concern with the creation of the universe and
its creatures, this text clearly has a goal to which everything in it is
directed, namely the creation of humanity on the sixth day:

Then God said, ‘Let us make human beings in our image, after
our likeness; so that they may have dominion over the fish of
the sea . . .’ God created human beings in his own image, in the
image of God he created them; male and female he created
them. God blessed them, and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and take charge of
the fish of the sea, the birds of the air and every living thing
that moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:26–28).
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1 See Cassuto 1961: 1:13–14.
2 Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 28, 29.
3 Note the expression ‘God saw that it was good’: 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31.
4 This assumes that the participle ‘hover’ is functioning verbally in verse 2.
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Thematically as well as verbally, humanity is crowned the royalty
of creation. Whereas other creations come about by the divine word
in a predictable manner (‘Let there be . . . and it was so.’), there is a
pregnant theological pause before the creation of humanity. God
takes counsel with himself before speaking. As von Rad (1976: 57)
remarks, the origin of humanity springs from the world above ‘in
absolute immediacy’ from the depths of the divine heart. Human
beings have a heavenly origin. The use of poetry, as well as the three-
fold repetition of the Hebrew verb for ‘create’ in verse 27 (a verb that
occurs only six times in this text), indicates the importance of human-
ity. Again, von Rad states:

The use of the verb bara’ in v. 27 receives its fullest significance
for that divine creativity which is absolutely without analogy.
It occurs three times in the one verse to make clear that here
the high point and goal has been reached toward which all
God’s creativity from v. 1 was directed (1976: 57).

The goal of creation is anthropological. This can be clearly seen in
the build-up to the grand finale of creation on the events of the sixth
day, when humanity is created. Figure 3.1, showing the number of
words allotted to each day of creation, demonstrates the extraordin-
ary importance of the sixth day.

Finally, the terminology used to describe the human beings shows
this anthropological focus. The use of the terms ‘image’ (selem) and
‘likeness’ (dĕmût) to describe humanity constitutes it as unique
among the creatures. Much has been written about these words in the
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Figure 3.1 Number of words per day of creation in Genesis 1:1 – 2:3.
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history of exegesis (Dion 1981; Jónsson 1988), but in their immedi-
ate context it is clear that they indicate that humanity is uniquely
related to both God and the created order. Furthermore, these terms
are relational and referential: humans are referential creatures; their
being automatically signifies God. Since they are like God, they are
best suited for a unique relationship to God, and this means that they
also have a unique relation to their natural environment.

Although the doctrine of creation has been demoted to secondary
status in the recent history of scholarship (von Rad 1966: 131–143),5

it has literary pride of place in the Bible. This text announces the
beginning, which commences a narrative leading up to Abraham,
Israel, exodus, Sinai, conquest, kingship, temple, exile and return. It
is indispensable for understanding the Bible, sketching out an under-
standing of what it means to be human, namely to bring the world
under the dominion of the image of God. More and more scholars
are seeing this function for the early chapters of Genesis (e.g.
Firmage 1999).

The hermeneutical importance of Genesis 1 becomes obvious in
the ensuing narrative. For example, there are some significant echoes
of the terms used to describe humanity. The same language is used to
introduce the first major genealogical list in the text, and it shows the
integral connection of the image concept with genealogy. The
description of the creation of humanity in God’s image is repeated in
Genesis 5:1–3:

This is the book of the generations of Adam. When God
created humans he made them in his likeness. Male and female
he created them . . . When Adam had lived 130 years, he had a
son in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth.

By juxtaposing the divine creation of Adam in the image of God and
the subsequent human creation of Seth in the image of Adam, the
transmission of the image of God through this genealogical line is
implied, as well as the link between sonship and the image of God.
As Seth is a son of Adam, so Adam is a son of God. Language is
being stretched here, as a literal son of God is certainly not in view,
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5 Von Rad’s article ‘The Theological Problem of the Old Testament Doctrine of
Creation’ reveals the time in which it was written (1936), during the struggle of the
Confessing Church against the German Christian movement, which grounded its
ideology of race in a doctrine of creation. See Matheson 1981: 5. For further discus-
sion see Brueggeman 1997b: 150–160.
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but nevertheless the writer uses an analogy to make a point. The next
time similar phraseology occurs is after the judgment of the flood,
and in this context humans are allowed to kill animals for food but
not to eat their blood, for the blood is holy and represents a divine
gift of life (9:1–4). Humans, however, are not allowed to shed human
blood, because humanity is made in the divine likeness (9:5–6). The
close relationship between humans and God makes all of human life
sacred. Later in the text, the line of Shem is singled out for blessing
(9:26), and this is narrowed down to Abram (12:1–3), whose descend-
ant Israel is specifically designated God’s firstborn son (Exod. 4:22),
upon whom the divine name is placed (Num. 6:27). Through obedi-
ence to the ‘Father’, the divine nature is to be displayed to the world.

If the terms ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ stress the unique relationship
humanity has to its Creator, they also indicate the exalted, regal role
humanity plays in its natural environment. The male and female as king
and queen of creation are to exercise rule over their dominion, the
extent of which is the entire earth. Alter states: ‘Man, entering the
picture climactically just before it is declared complete on the seventh
day, is assigned a clearly demarcated role of dominance in a grand hier-
archy’ (1981: 144). Being made in the image of God signifies humans
exercising dominion as God’s vicegerents of creation (Wildberger 1965:
255–259).6

The language used to describe the royal status of the human pair
is unambiguous. They are to have dominion (radâ) over the earth
and subdue (kabas) it. These words are associated with power and
authority. The word radâ may have originally denoted the treading
activity taking place in a winepress (cf. Joel 3:13 [MT 4:13]; Wolff
1974: 163). Its next occurrence describes Israelites who have author-
ity over indentured servants. They are not to rule them harshly (Lev.
25:43, 46). The word also describes Solomon’s salôm-producing rule
(1 Kgs. 4:24 [MT 5:4]). Significantly, in eschatological contexts it
depicts an ideal, messianic king, who will emerge from Israel and
exercise rule over the kingdom: a star and a sceptre – royal images
– will arise and defeat the age-old enemies of Israel, exercising
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6 Westermann (1974: 143–166) objects to this royal interpretation since the human
species cannot function as a king. But he imposes his concept of kingship on the text.
See Levenson 1988: 111–117 for an incisive critique. Note also the fact that ‘in his
image’ refers to a heavenly pattern (image) after which humanity is formed. The
Hebrew preposition must be construed that way (contra Clines 1968). Thus a heavenly
archetype is implied after which humanity is formed (cf. the analogue of the plan for
the tabernacle and the tabernacle itself in Exod. 25:9, 40).
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dominion from Jacob (Num. 24:17–19); an Israelite king will one
day rule from sea to sea, from the Euphrates river to the ends of the
earth, and all his enemies will lick the dust (Ps. 72:8; cf. Zech. 9:10);
an Israelite priest-king is given the sceptre to rule while sitting at the
right hand of God, who puts his enemies under the priest-king’s feet
(Ps. 110:2). This last passage, with its imperative ‘Rule!’, powerfully
echoes Genesis 1.

As for the word kabas, it reinforces radâ. Wherever it occurs in the
Bible ‘it always means an action in which man reduces something to
his use through the application of force’ (Wolff 1974: 163). It is used
of the subjugation of the land of Canaan (Num. 32:22, 29; Jos. 18:1);
in a similar context it refers to the Israelite king, David, who dedi-
cates to God wealth taken from subdued enemies (2 Sam. 8:11). In an
eschatological passage, the Israelites themselves, aided by Yahweh,
will subdue their enemies, perhaps even with sling-stones as David
once did (Zech. 9:15).7 The rest of the canon assumes the royal over-
tones of Genesis 1, indicating the unique authority assigned to the
primal couple, and thus to all humanity: ‘Dominion over the world is
not to be made over to great individuals but to the community . . . No
member of mankind is to be excluded from this authority’ (Wolff
1974: 161).

There is another linguistic echo in the commentary section of the
canon in Psalm 8. Here the ‘image of God’ is not used, or the terms
radâ and kabas. Nevertheless, this text certainly is an ancient exposi-
tion of Genesis 1. This creation psalm celebrates the magnificence of
the divine name throughout the universe (8:1 [MT 8:2]). ‘Magnificent’
does not quite capture the meaning of the Hebrew term ’addîr, which
is often translated ‘leader’ when used of individuals (Jer. 30:21), ‘tall’
when used of trees (Ezek. 17:23) and ‘majestic in power’ when used
of God. In this psalm, God’s name signifies divine identity and, after
gazing upon the wonders of the heavens, the psalmist’s gaze turns to
earth to see the supreme expression of that identity: frail and weak
humanity is crowned with glory and honour, is made a little less than
God, and rules over all the works of nature with everything placed
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7 One possible translation of this difficult text is, ‘They will consume and conquer
with sling-stones.’ The general context favours this translation (cf. the Septuagint).
There seems to be a Davidic thrust (cf. Zech. 9:9–10 with Ps. 72:8). Moreover, Israel
is God’s flock, and he will save them like a flock of sheep and exalt them as stones in
a crown lifted high over the land (Zech. 9:16). Just as David once became king
through the use of a slingshot, so Israel will experience the same destiny at the end
time.
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under its feet.8 Clearly, this psalm puts to rest any thought that
human beings were not created with royal dignity and purpose.9

Although the term for divine ‘image’ does not appear here, its
meaning does. Humanity – the son of man – represents divine king-
ship on the earth. And yet there is something wrong with the picture
in this psalm, which is not so in Genesis. There are enemies and
avengers actively resisting divine dominion (8:2 [MT 8:3]; cf. 44:16 [MT

44:17]).
One concluding echo of the image concept occurs in the book of

Daniel, when the narrative of the Text recommences. A heavenly
figure, described as one like a son of man, appears in the clouds and
is given an enduring kingship, authority and dominion (Dan. 7:13–
14). This individual is the human king par excellence.

Finally, it should be mentioned that God blesses human beings
with the ability to multiply and flourish in the earth. They cannot
accomplish their dominion mandate without reproducing their kind
to help them to do it. In doing this, human beings are not acting inde-
pendently of God but obeying him and reflecting the divine glory.

This phraseology of blessing at the beginning of this Text is echoed
many times in its middle. God blesses a particular genealogical line
of human beings so that they have many children (Gen. 5:1–32). It is
particularly noted that this line transmits the image of God (Gen.
5:1–3). The blessing is passed to one of Noah’s sons, Shem (‘Name’),
and his line is singled out among all the families of the earth for bless-
ing (Gen. 9:26). His descendants Abram and Sarai are promised that
they will be a blessing to the entire earth, and it is repeatedly stressed
that they will have many descendants, loudly echoing the phraseo-
logy of Genesis 1.10

At the beginning of the canon, then, human beings are created as
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18 This image of subjection (‘under the feet’) is an image from the ancient world,
describing dominion. In a Mesopotamian creation story, one of the gods of order is
told to subdue Tiamat, the goddess of disorder: ‘O my father-creator, be glad and
rejoice; the neck of Tiamat you shall soon walk upon!’ (Enuma Elish 2:112–113). In
ancient iconography, kings are often shown with their enemies crouching beneath their
feet, and with animals under their feet, as the sign of dominion, authority and owner-
ship.

19 Among others, Van Seters (1989: 341) notes the pervasive royal ideology in Gen.
1 and Ps. 8, and concludes, on the basis of a recently discovered Babylonian creation
text, that the author of Gen. 1 has ‘democratized the myth of the creation of king in
order to apply it to mankind in general’. Whether this is true or not, it is clear that the
royal imagery in Gen. 1 is indisputable.

10 Gen. 12:1–3; 17:6, 20; 26:22; 28:3; 35:11; 47:27; 48:4; Exod. 1:7; 23:30; Lev. 26:9;
Jer. 3:16; 23:3; Ezek. 36:11.
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rulers of the earth, representing the mighty name of God throughout
the world. They are the recipients of blessing, which includes not only
their status but also the ability to transmit the image of God by creat-
ing life. Thus, there is a deliberate anthropological climax in Genesis
1 with the creation of humanity as the ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ of God.11

In a deft literary move, with the use of these terms the writer makes
the goal of creation anthropological and thus doxological, since to
crown the creation with the creation of humanity is firmly to stamp
God’s own image in the very heart of the created order. It is as if
humanity is functioning as a type of priest-king, mediating God to
the world and the world to God (cf. Barr 1972).

Another way of describing this emphasis on human dominion and
dynasty would be by the simple expression ‘the kingdom of God’.
The earth is created for human dominion and rule, which reflects the
divine rule. For human beings to function as the image of God they
need a territory, a domain to rule over. And to have the land without
human beings is also pointless, for the kingdom needs a king, the
dominion a dynasty.

The garden of Eden

If Genesis 1:1 – 2:3 is the introduction to the text of Genesis and the
Text of the Tanakh, its second chapter continues the emphasis on
these dual aspects of dynasty and dominion. The geographical aspect
is limited to the garden of Eden, the throne-room, as it were, of the
kingdom. The place that will become the prime habitat for the human
couple is a garden planted by the Lord God. This term ‘plant’ is a rich
theological term used to describe something that God produces to
give life to and to nourish its surroundings. The garden brims with
life, with fruit trees, a tree of life, a tree of knowledge of good and
evil and a river whose head waters flow out of Eden, dividing into
four branches, providing water to the rest of the earth (Gen. 2:8–17).
The presence of cherubim later in the narrative (Gen. 3:24), and the
description of the garden as the place where the Lord God walks
(Gen. 3:8), all contribute to understanding it as a cosmic mountain
where heaven and earth are united and from which the divine rule is
exercised.12 Some scholars observe the similarities between Eden and
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11 ‘At the very end of the succession is man, and he is quite responsible to God! The
world is oriented toward man, and in him it has its purest direct relation to God’ (von
Rad 1976: 66).

12 See e.g. the description of the garden of Eden in Ezek. 28:12–17.
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the later tabernacle and temple on Mount Zion (e.g. Wenham 1986).
The design of Genesis 2 showcases the centrality of the garden and
its associated river, as the creation of man and of woman bracket its
description.

If the text is written in realistic narrative, there is also a pervasive
symbolism. The river of life, stressing God’s presence, flowing from
the ‘temple’, is echoed later in the Text (Ezek. 47:1–12; Joel 3:18 [MT

4:18]; Zech. 14:8; Ps. 1:3; 36:8 [MT 36:9]). The command not to eat of
the tree of knowledge – the one ‘thou shalt not’ – can be seen in some
ways as an encapsulation of the commandments given later at Sinai,
which would be kept in the sanctuary. While having many and various
interpretations, the tree of knowledge of good and evil probably sig-
nifies the violation of commandment, represented in a quest for
moral and epistemological autonomy.13 To disobey the law means
death.

The genealogical aspect focuses on the creation of the man and
woman and cannot be separated neatly from the geographical
aspect. This is clear from the outset, as the passage is introduced by
the structuring formula ‘These are the generations of the heavens
and the earth’ (Gen. 2:4). Every time this is used in the text, a human
being is named in the slot where ‘heavens and earth’ occur, followed
by either a genealogical list or a narrative of significant events in the
life of a person or his relative in the formula. But here, uniquely,
‘heavens and earth’ are non-human, and the question can be validly
asked: ‘What does the expression “genealogy of heavens and earth”
signify?’ From the ensuing detailed description of the creation of
humanity, it is shown that the early history of humanity as the
product of the heavens and the earth is in view. As Childs (1979: 150)
aptly puts it: ‘Mankind is the vehicle of the tôledôt. Thus, in spite of
the partial overlapping in the description of creation, ch. 2 performs
a basically different role from ch. 1 in unfolding the history of
mankind as the intended offspring of the creation of the heavens and
the earth.’
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13 The other serious possibility is that the tree stands for a desire for comprehensive
knowledge, which is signified by the merism ‘knowledge of good and evil’. Good and
evil represent the poles of knowledge and thus everything in between. The sexual inter-
pretation is more a matter of eisegesis than of exegesis. Sexuality is something that was
clearly good before sin entered the world. The fact that after the sin human beings are
affected in their sexuality shows the importance of the sexual dimension of human life.
That which represents unity, ecstasy and transparency (Gen. 2:25) is now marked by
division, shame and covering. For the sexual interpretation see Soggin (1975: 102 n.
35) and the literature listed there.
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In the actual description of humanity and its birth, a number
of key terms are used. Absent are the terms of Genesis 1, such
as ‘create’, ‘image’, ‘likeness’, ‘male and female’, ‘rule’, ‘subdue’.
Present are different terms, such as ‘form’, ‘build’, ‘land’ (’adamâ),
‘breathe’, ‘keep’, ‘serve’, ‘man and woman’. To be sure, some similar
terms, such as ‘ name’, ‘Adam’, ‘see’ and ‘good’, are used in both
texts. The most obvious one is ‘God’, which is never used alone in
Genesis 2 – 3 as it is in Genesis 1.14 Everywhere else the term
‘Yahweh God’ (yhwh ’elohîm) is used, just as systematically as God
(’elohîm) was used in the introduction. By placing all these terms in
juxtaposition with the terms in Genesis 1, not only is there a further
commentary on the terminology of chapter 1, but a greater depth is
given to the description of humanity and its function, and of its
relationship to its environment and God. The personal name
‘Yahweh’ is added to the title ‘God’ at every point to indicate unmis-
takably that the God who later enters into covenant with Israel is
also the God of Adam (Cassuto 1961). Nowhere else in the Hebrew
Bible does such consistent repetition of yhwh ’elohîm occur, a point
for significant theological consideration.15

After a description of the ground and its supply of water, the
passage begins with the Lord God forming the man (’adam) from the
dust of the ground (’adamâ), and ends with his building the woman
(’issâ) from the man (’îs). The relational aspect of this dual creation
is shown linguistically: the Adam is separated from the Adamah and
animated by the divine breath. He is related to the ground but also to
God, and this closeness to the divine alludes to the divine image and
likeness. Consequently, a brief commentary on the task of dominion
over the creation follows. The Adam is to serve the Adamah, the
garden into which he has been placed, and look after it, which prob-
ably means to develop it by cultivating it as a farmer. Also, given the
symbolism of the garden and its relationship to the later sanctuary
and temple (as noted above), it is interesting to note that this lan-
guage is often used with respect to the task of priests and Levites in
fulfilling their respective responsibilities (e.g. Num. 3:7–8). But there
is another task: the man is to enjoy all the trees in the garden except
one, a tree of knowledge of good and evil. To eat from this tree means
certain death. The language used to describe this penalty, ‘You will
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14 Except when tellingly used in direct discourse by either the serpent or its victim
(3:1, 3, 5).

15 The expression yhwh ’elohîm occurs thirty-five times in the Hebrew Bible, nine-
teen times in Gen. 2 – 3, and only once in the rest of the Pentateuch (Exod. 9:30).
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certainly die’, is often used to state the penalty for capital crimes in
the later Sinaitic covenant.16

Yet there is something lacking in the man. At the end of the chapter
God sees that it is not good that he should be alone. This expression
contrasts sharply with the seven-fold expression of perfection in
chapter 1: ‘God saw that it was good.’ The animals are created and
brought to Adam for a possible partner, and he names them, an activ-
ity that echoes God’s naming activity in chapter 1 and thus shows
human dominion. Finally, the man is put to sleep by the divine
‘surgeon’, thus virtually reverting to his position at the beginning of
the chapter before the divine breath animated him. From his body is
extracted a part from which the woman is built, and so he is awak-
ened again, this time to a human partner ‘corresponding to him’
(Gen. 2:20).

The term ‘build’ used to describe the creation of the woman, also
alludes to woman as a future life-giver. Nevertheless, instantly the
man sees ‘himself ’ in the woman, as opposed to the animals; and he
utters an exclamation that echoes the climactic poetry of chapter 1,
which had emphasized the creation of humanity: he names his
partner ‘woman’. She who has had her life derived from the man by
being built from him will give him his life back by building his house;
that is, by bearing children (cf. Gen. 16:2; 30:3). This time the act of
naming does not stress mastery (note the similarity of the names) so
much as it depicts ontological equality, which means the end of
human solitude. The man and the woman are referential creatures,
existing in and for relationship: to God, to each other and to the
ground.

In summary, the text clearly focuses on the genealogy of heaven
and earth, which results in the birth of humanity, describing its ideal
environment in which there is complete harmony between humanity
and God, the primal human community, and between humanity and
nature. Humanity’s task is to serve and keep the garden, which means
having dominion. This role can be maintained by having the ‘run’ of
the garden except in one matter. Human beings must remember their
limits by not eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
Thus, there is significant interplay between Genesis 1 and Genesis 2.
Leading thoughts in chapter 1 are developed. The anthropological
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16 The phrase, worded in the third person singular with the passive finite verb, is
found twenty-four times in the Hebrew Bible; twenty-one of these occurrences are in
Pentateuchal law! The other cases are Gen. 26:11; Judg. 21:5 and Ezek. 18:13.
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climax of Genesis 1 is continued with a focus on the creation of the
male and the female. Significantly, a negative obligation is placed
upon the primal couple, the violation of which will destroy their exist-
ence.

The fall

The story that has been called ‘the fall’ in traditional Christian ortho-
doxy is found in the next chapter, and it describes the expulsion of the
couple from Eden for listening to the serpent. This theological doc-
trine has ‘fallen’ itself – into much disfavour among biblical scholars
(e.g. Westermann 1974: 374–375; 1987: 28, Barr 1993). In fact,
Brueggeman boldly states that, although the text is commonly treated
as proof of this doctrine, yet ‘Nothing could be more remote from
the narrative itself . . . In general the Old Testament does not assume
such a fall’ (1982: 41; cf. 1997: 553–554). Some scholars even inter-
pret the text as describing not the descent of humanity but its ascent
(Carmichael 1992). But such views suffer from exegetical myopia. For
even though the theological term ‘fall’ and the related vocabulary of
sin are absent, and despite the fact that the technical term does not
occur in the rest of the Hebrew Bible,17 the concept of the fall is not
absent from the text. In view of the disastrous developments in the
larger literary context and what has been termed the Primeval
History (Gen. 1 – 11), the term ‘fall’ to describe the event of Genesis
3 seems more like a euphemism. And far from being a text ‘exceed-
ingly marginal’ (Brueggeman 1982: 41) to the biblical narrative,
Genesis 3 is given literary and theological priority by being placed at
the beginning of the narrative as necessary information for compre-
hending the rest of the Text.18 An expression like ‘cosmic tragedy’ is
a more suitable expression than ‘fall’. The flagrant rebellion against
the divine word by the pinnacle of creation, which has just been
invested with the divine rule, is a heinous crime against the cosmos
and its Creator.

A serpent, ‘the most shrewd of the creatures of the field’ (3:1), sud-
denly appears, urging the woman to reject the imposition of any
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17 It is first found in extrabiblical sources (Sirach 25:24; 2 Esdras 3:7–22).
18 Fretheim’s (1994: 146) comments belie a fundamentally different hermeneutic

from that used by Westermann, Brueggeman and Barr: ‘Moreover, placement at the
head of the canon has given Genesis 2 – 3 a certain theological stature.’ Viewed from
another angle, it is hardly an accident that the theodicy of all theodicies has its place
at the beginning of the Tanakh (see von Rad 1976: 101).
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limits and flatly contradicting God. Literalistic commentators who
describe this text as belonging to an age when people still believed in
talking animals fail to see its theological depth.19 The snake is a
bizarre aberration in the garden, with its ability to do what only
humans and God can do (namely speak) and its attempt to rule the
rulers. In consonance with its slippery nature, it subtly renames the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil as the tree of life instead of
death. When the woman objects to its subtle questioning of the divine
command, the serpent unequivocally contradicts the divine word:
‘[When you eat from it] You will never die! For God [note: not
“Yahweh God”] knows that, in the day you eat from it, you will be as
gods, knowing good and evil’ (Gen. 3:4–5). This serpentine figure will
raise its head in the Text in a variety of ways, and it represents an evil
power opposing the purposes of God (see e.g. Is. 27:1; Amos 9:3; Job
26:13).

For disobeying the divine word and eating of the tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil, the man and woman are exiled from their geo-
graphical home, the throne-room of the universe, to live east of Eden
as dispossessed royalty. They are removed from the source of the river
of life and from the source of their beatitude, the divine presence.
Here they live outside the garden and here they will die. The conse-
quences of the disobedience leave them to eke out an existence under
the verdict of death. The rupture in divine–human concord has led to
a breach in the harmony between the woman, the man and nature
itself. Work – the service and keeping of the creation – now becomes
laborious toil, and Adam’s destiny is now to be placed under the foot
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19 See for example Soggin (1975: 91), citing Gunkel: ‘Those were the times, the
ancient would answer, when animals could still speak.’ It would seem that Barr (1993:
1–20) also is given to such literalistic readings, not noting the theological symbolism
of the narrative. I find myself at times incredulous at Barr’s treatment of Gen. 2 – 3.
The canonical placement of the Genesis account receives no treatment. Such a strat-
egic position goes a long way to explain its linguistic ‘absence’ from the rest of the
Tanakh. Many of its facts were assumed. Yet they are frequently expressed when an
author is trying to describe features alien to his normal perspective and therefore
belonging to the pristine beginnings of human life; e.g. the prophetic hope for a return
to Paradise (Is. 11:1–10; 65:17–25), which even mentions the serpent’s demise, and the
end of death and tears (Is. 25:6–8). Cf. also the river of life coming out of the temple
(Ezek. 47:1–12), which recalls the story of the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:10–14) and the
echoes of vanity and death in Ecclesiastes. The fact that Barr (1993: 75) can view the
flood story as more of a ‘fall narrative’ than Gen. 2 – 3 shows that his reading has not
understood the significance of what happened in the latter. The tiny spark has grown
into a raging inferno. Using a different metaphor, von Rad (1976: 108, 152) writes of
an ‘avalanche’ of evil. The beginning of the avalanche seems innocuous when separ-
ated from its final expression.
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of Adamah rather than vice versa. The woman created from the man
to be his partner in co-ruling the creation is now placed under his
foot. The serpent has apparently won.

Genealogical and geographical hope

At the same time, the picture is not so bleak. The exile of the couple,
who have lost their royal status and dominion, represents in a graphic
way their death and fall; but there is genealogical hope, a promise
imbedded in the curse on the serpent, the so-called Protoevangelium
(3:15). God curses the serpent, and contained within the curse is liter-
ally a seed of hope for humanity: there will be enmity between the
seed of the woman and the seed of the snake; the woman’s seed
will strike the serpent on the head while the latter will strike a blow to
the former.20 In the light of the immediate context, the triumph of the
woman’s seed would suggest a return to the Edenic state, before the
serpent had wrought its damage, and a wresting of the dominion of
the world from the serpent. Just as the woman was built from the man
to complete the old creation, so a seed will be built from the woman
with the task of restoring the lost dominion of the old creation to its
rightful heirs.

Thus should be understood as the first echo of the penalty, in
which the woman is given a personal name by Adam.21 For the first
words after the divine judgment are words of hope. Adam names his
wife ‘Eve’, ‘for she is the mother of all the living’ (Gen. 3:20). As von
Rad (1976: 96) recognized, this is a genuine act of faith on the part
of the man. But not in a general ‘embracing of life, which as a great
miracle and mystery is maintained and carried by the motherhood
of woman over the hardship of death’. Rather, in the context it
shows Adam reclaiming dominion in faith through naming his wife
the mother, which cannot help but allude to the more specific role she
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20 The word translated ‘strike’ is rare and occurs elsewhere in Job 9:17 and Ps.
139:11. In Job the passage reads: ‘in the storm he would pummel me; he would multi-
ply my wounds without cause’. The parallel passage supports the reading of sûp, with
a meaning such as ‘beat’ or ‘strike’. More difficult is Ps. 139:11, which states, ‘If I say,
“Surely the darkness will attack me and the light becomes as night about me . . .”’ Most
translations use ‘cover’ or ‘hide’ for this word, but the New American Standard Version
uses ‘overwhelm’, which could convey a meaning consistent with Job and Gen. 3. The
other possibility is that the word in Genesis is a linguistic variant of the word for ‘gasp’
or ‘pant for’, which should then be expressed as ‘strive after’. This makes little sense in
the context. As Wenham (1987: 80) notes, the majority of interpreters opt for ‘crush’
or ‘strike’.

21 The reference to Adam as a personal name first occurred in 3:17.
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will have as the one who will provide a seed who will strike the
serpent.22

Many modern scholars do not see much theological significance in
the matters of seed and land.23 This shows that they limit the scope
of exegesis atomistically to the immediate context (ch. 3) and, at that,
read it rather woodenly when the context demands a more perceptive
reading. To say with some scholars that this text helps to explain ‘why
women both loathe and fear it [the snake] so intensely’ (Joines 1975:
1)24 is an impoverished exegesis at best.25 In a chapter laden with
images such as trees of life and knowledge, a life-giving river and a
talking snake, it is obvious that there is more going on than meets the
eye. In the context there is a battle going on for competing visions of
reality, that of the divine word versus that of the serpent, which
doubles as an ‘anti-God symbol’ (Wenham 1987: 80). Moreover, this
battle will determine who will have dominion over the created order
– the human or the serpent. The man and the woman have already
been told to be fruitful and multiply and to have dominion over the
earth. In the immediate context it is clear now that, though this is not
a present reality, it will be the future destiny of their progeny. Once
the contextual scope is widened, not only to the book of Genesis but
to the literary horizon of the canon, there remains no doubt what-
soever of the importance of this genealogical hope for the human
race. The seed of the woman will restore the lost glory. Human – and
therefore divine – dominion will be established over the world. The
realization of the kingdom of God is linked to the future of the
human race.26

These two themes are immediately emphasized after the story of
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22 Barr (1993: 65–66) suggests that the name ‘Eve’ may be elucidated by an Aramaic
cognate word meaning ‘snake’. He admits that this old interpretive option is incapable
of proof, but he seriously considers this as an attractive possibility given the context.
‘Had she perhaps at some time been a snake goddess of knowledge and wisdom who
tempted the first man?’ Perhaps. But no-one is more familiar with the pitfalls of com-
parative philology than Barr.

23 Gitay’s (1996a) observation of the geographical theme is a notable exception, as
are Alexander’s (1993; 1998) studies of the genealogical theme.

24 To be sure, Joines sees more symbolic aspects of the story against the near-eastern
background, but she largely ignores the canonical context of the account.

25 See e.g. the typical attitude regarding Gen. 3:15 in Mowinckel (1954: 11) and
Whybray (1995: 38–39).

26 The question whether ‘seed’ means a singular person or a collective group is
determined by the fact that the Hebrew word ‘seed’ is a collective noun. The narrative
to follow, as Alexander (1993) indicates, stresses the narrowing down of a line of
descent to focus on one human family. An oscillation between a group and an individ-
ual within the group as its representative is certainly common in the Tanakh.
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the Fall. Adam and Eve live outside Eden, and the storyline focuses
on birth and children with the account of Cain and Abel (4:1–16).
The narrative quickly transports the audience to a time when the chil-
dren have become adults engaged in religious practices. The elder
son’s sacrifice is rejected, while his younger brother’s is accepted. This
apparent reversal of human expectations becomes a leading idea
throughout the biblical narrative as Isaac is preferred to Ishmael and
Jacob to Esau, and it culminates in the choice of David over his seven
brothers.27 As the commentary on the choice of David clarifies, God
sees things differently from man (1 Sam. 16:7). In the primal situa-
tion, Cain can reclaim a rightful position as firstborn if he makes
things right with God. But the new reality in a fallen world is that sin
lies crouching at the door ready to pounce and dominate (Gen. 4:7).
Cain succumbs to its rule as he murders his brother, Abel, and as a
result he is alienated from the land by the curse of God (Gen. 4:8–16).
Innocent blood pollutes the land and cries out for justice.

Cain is condemned to the life of a nomad. God protects him from
human vengeance by placing upon him a distinctive mark, which
ensures his safety. If Cain is killed, God will deliver seven-fold justice.
Instead of wandering, the new nomad defiantly builds a city. It is
really an anti-city, since his character is stained with blood and
discord. Next follows the first genealogical list of the Bible (Gen.
4:17–24), which is an ‘anti-genealogy’ (Robinson 1986: 600), since it
begins with Cain, the brother-killer, and ends with the child-killer,
Lamech, the seventh from Adam. Lamech’s boastful taunt to his
wives at the conclusion of this first family tree reveals a man of titanic
arrogance and heartless cruelty: ‘If Cain be avenged seven-fold, then
Lamech will be avenged seventy-seven times’ (Gen. 4:24).

This short genealogical notice communicates profound theology.
In the list is noted the first development of civilization, the domesti-
cation of agriculture and animals, and the development of metal-
lurgy and of the arts. But there also is the stark spectre of a
civilization ruled and governed by sin, using its learning for dark pur-
poses, arrogating to itself the prerogative of divine justice. In a few
verses the writer is able to convey a sense of the catastrophic descent
of the human race from covering up killing to boasting in bloodlet-
ting. Cain’s nonchalant words and his great-great-grandson’s boast
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27 See e.g. the blessing of Shem, who is not the oldest son (Gen. 9:26), of Isaac
instead of Ishmael (Gen. 21:12), of Jacob instead of Esau (Gen. 25:22–23), and of
David instead of his brothers (1 Sam. 16:6–13).

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 70 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 - 



frame this genealogy and mark its spirit and its descent into a moral
and spiritual abyss. The irresponsible ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’
attempts to deny murder (Gen. 4:9); ‘I have killed a man for wound-
ing me’ glories in it (Gen. 4:23). This is certainly not the dominion
intended for humanity in Genesis 1 – 2.

Immediately after the genealogy, Eve has another ‘seed’ that
replaces his slain brother, Abel (Gen. 4:25–26). In the context, this
reference to the replacement of the seed instantly resonates with
Genesis 3:15 and represents an implicit hope that Eve has for this
child to relieve the earth from the curse imposed on it.

Implicit expectation becomes explicit in the next chapter (Gen. 5),
which is entirely devoted to a ten-member genealogy in sharp con-
trast to the anti-genealogy of Cain. In this genealogy there are also
notices of death but not those of murder. Each of the descendants
listed lived to a very old age, and yet each died in turn, succumbing
to the dominion of the earth.28 This unique litany of death in a genea-
logy of the Tanakh, despite the longevity of life, is best explained by
its context. It functions as the death knell of the judgment in Eden.
At the end of the genealogy another Lamech speaks, not boasting
about murder this time, but wishing for a release from the curse
imposed on the earth by God (Gen. 5:29). This is a world under curse
with no relief in sight.

Yet a note of hope echoes Genesis 3:15 and the birth of Seth (4:25).
This new genealogical tree emphasizes the transmission of the divine
image (Gen. 5:1–3), not its violent elimination. Adam is made in the
likeness of God and begets Seth in his own likeness. The genealogy
moves quickly down to its conclusion, using the following formula:
‘A lived x years and begot B; B lived y years and begot C . . .’ Then,
with the birth of Noah, the tenth from Adam in the genealogy, there
is the startling information: ‘When Lamech had lived 182 years he had
a son. He named him Noah and said, “He will comfort us in the
labour and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground (’adamâ)
the LORD has cursed”’ (Gen. 5:28–29). The linguistic and conceptual
associations with Gen. 3:17 are striking, particularly the link between
the birth of a son and relief from the curse of the land. Genealogy and
geography are crucially linked! A close reading of this genealogy
reveals the unique use of the word ‘son’ at its conclusion, as well as
the speech of Lamech, which functions to name the child. The act of
naming leads back to the beginning of the genealogy, when God
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28 The exception is Enoch (Gen. 5:24).
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named his own image ‘Adam’ and Adam named the son in his own
image, ‘Seth’. This naming is intended to show the transmission of
the divine image. But the only time naming occurs again is at the end
of the genealogy, when Lamech’s son, Noah, is named. This genea-
logy – unlike Cain’s – moves to a goal that envisions the removal of
the fateful curse of Genesis 3. Noah is envisioned as a saviour.

He fulfils this role in the ensuing narrative. The world has become
a frightful place under the rule of sin. The magnificent creation that
once elicited the seven-fold ‘it is good’ has become a house of horrors.
The creation is being raped by a humanity engaging in widespread
evil. God is deeply pained29 and regrets his creation of humanity. The
decision is made to start again with a man who experiences his grace.
It is hardly surprising that this person is Noah.

A new genealogical formula introduces a righteous Noah at this
point, and, instead of a genealogical list that traces a single line of
descent through a succession of generations, there is one entry in a
‘segmented’ genealogy in which the various descendants of one gen-
eration are named: Noah begets Shem, Ham and Japeth (Gen.
6:9–10).30 Then follows the history of the flood and its aftermath. The
widespread violence of the world is repeated in ever more graphic
terms. Instead of the glory of God being everywhere, it is hamas (‘vio-
lence’) that is omnipresent.31 To think of modern suicide bombers
wreaking vengeance on ‘infidels’ would probably not be far from the
truth.32 God, then, establishes a covenant with this one made in the
divine image, the tenth from Adam.

Creation and covenant

The first time the word ‘covenant’ is used in the Tanakh it has to do
with the salvation of the world. This word will appear as a key term
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29 Significant is the expression in Gen. 6:6 (yit‘asseb) to describe God’s suffering as
he witnesses the violence of humanity. The other occurrence of this form indicates the
pain of Jacob’s sons when they hear about the rape of their sister Dinah (Gen. 34:7).
The root of this word is associated with the pain of the fall and shows that God is not
a detached, dispassionate being, but one deeply moved and affected by human pain
and suffering.

30 Segmented genealogies refer to the enumeration of the children of the second
generation, while linear genealogies follow a representative of one particular family
through a sequence of generations. See R. Wilson 1977.

31 Gen. 6:11, 13. These texts need to be compared to descriptions of the last days of
history that depict a universe filled with the glory of God. See Is. 11:9; Hab. 2:14; Ps. 72:19.

32 The name of the Arabic organization Hamas is an acronym for Harakat al-
Muqawamah al-Islamiyya, the Islamic Resistance Movement. The word means ‘zeal’.
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in the ensuing narrative and it refers to an agreement made between
two parties. Sometimes it is unilateral, sometimes bilateral. A cov-
enant establishes a relationship, entails obligations, and charts a
future for both parties, since it is based on promise and responsibil-
ity (Mendenhall 1962; Haran 1997; P. R. Williamson 2000). In this
particular case, God is going to save Noah, his family and the animals
from the coming judgment. In its aftermath, they will provide the
beginnings of a new creation. Noah’s sole obligation is to build the
ark by which the rescue operation will be accomplished.

Following the flood, which is represented as a return to the pre-
creation chaos of Genesis 1:2, a new creation occurs with the pres-
ence of the Spirit of God pushing back the primal waters (Gen. 8:1).
Noah’s family and the animals emerge into a new world where new
commands echo old creation imperatives, namely to be fruitful and
multiply (Gen. 8:17; 9:1). But there are important differences. Human
dominion over the animal kingdom is now based on fear. Humans
now can kill wildlife. The divine image is mentioned as a sanction
against murder rather than as a celebration of wonder. Human
nature is indelibly marked by sin engraved in its heart (Gen. 8:21).
Nevertheless, God makes a covenant not just with Noah but with all
creation, never again to unleash the waters of chaos over the planet.33

To guarantee it he tosses aside his weapon in the sky in the first uni-
lateral disarmament treaty!34 Thus the discarded (rain)bow is a cov-
enant sign, a visible reminder to God (and humanity) of the promise
of grace for the world.

Shem, the Table of Nations and the tower of
Babel
Virtually cast as a new Adam after the flood, Noah fails like the old
one as a result of fruit taken from a vine instead of a tree. In a
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33 Some argue that this simply reiterates the covenant made with Noah in 6:18,
which merely anticipated the former (P. R. Williamson 2000: 421). They are obviously
related, but it is more natural to read the covenant in ch. 9 as a separate covenant.

34 A point made by a number of scholars. Note Brueggeman’s (1982: 84–85) com-
ments: ‘The first creation (1:1–2:4a) ends with the serene rest of God. The recreation
(8:20–9:17) ends with God resting his weapon.’ It seems to me that scholars such as
Dumbrell (1984) are correct in speaking of an original covenant with creation in the
garden. The covenant with creation after the flood uses language extremely similar to
that of Gen. 1 – 2, even though the word ‘covenant’ does not occur there. The ‘new’
covenant with creation is not quite like the old, as there are significant flaws in the post-
flood world. It is clearly a post-fallen world, which is graciously preserved from further
judgment in spite of human sin.
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drunken stupor, he lies naked in his tent. There will have to be another
descendant to bring final relief from the curse upon the ground. One
of Noah’s sons witnesses his nakedness and brings down upon
himself a curse (Gen. 9:20–27). The fact that Canaan, the ‘son’ of
Ham, is cursed, and not Ham, shows the biblical understanding that
the curse registers an impact on the generations. Humanity is an
interconnected whole. The content of the curse indicates the future
subjugation of the Canaanites by the descendants of Shem. Shem is
marked for divine blessing and his line is singled out in the subse-
quent story as a harbinger of hope for the world.

A remarkable text follows, the so-called Table of Nations (Gen.
10), which sketches a map of the ancient world, indicating the various
ancestors of the nations and their lands. Significantly, there are
seventy, hardly an exhaustive number but one indicating complete-
ness. It bears the mark of a later period and shows the nations from
an Israelite perspective, emphasizing Israel’s neighbours, particularly
the Canaanites, thus linking up with the previous curses on Ham,
which imply the future conquest of Canaan.

The structure of the table is designed to show the prominence of
Shem, who had earlier received the divine blessing. Japeth’s descend-
ants are listed first, then Ham’s and finally Shem’s. This order is quite
different from the normal order of the names (Shem, Ham and
Japeth)35 and places the final focus on Shem. Throughout Genesis
genealogies are deployed in such a way that when two or more are listed
from the same generation, the last will include a member who will
assume a prominent role in subsequent narrative.36 Grammatically, the
introduction of Shem’s genealogy is also distinguished,37 and Shem is
noted as the father of all the children of Eber, a reference to the later
Hebrews.

The genealogy of this person whose name means ‘name’ proceeds
down to the line of Eber, the ancient ancestor of the Hebrews, who
is also distinguished grammatically in the text (10:25). He has two
sons, Peleg and Yoqtan. It is observed that the earth was divided in
Peleg’s time, an allusion to the subsequent story about the tower of
Babel. Then the line of Yoqtan is followed to its end. Shem’s genea-
logy thus completes the table, and a concise summary follows, which
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35 Gen. 5:32; 6:10; 7:13; 9:18; 10:1.
36 Note Gen. 4:16ff.: 5:1; 10:2, 6, 21; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9, 37:2.
37 Note the prominence of Shem in the grammatical construction with the fronted

prepositional phrase (10:21).

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 74 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 - 



provides the rationale for the present locations of the nations: they
have been dispersed over the earth after the deluge (Gen. 10:21–32).

The textual symmetry of the Table of Nations, in which seventy
nations represent the then known international community, is artist-
ically impressive. But the text that follows indicates that this symbolic
symmetry is the result of judgment, not blessing. The nations in their
respective locations are in exile, having been dispersed from a central
geographical location, Shinar, for rebellion.

In this text (Gen. 11:1–9), which is chronologically prior to the
table, the nations are envisioned as a unity on the plains of Shinar.
There (sam) at sin‘ar, by building a tower whose top would reach the
heavens (samayim), the human community wishes to make a name
(sem) for itself.38 The longing for status, dominion and authority as
seen in the desire for a name is a rebellion en masse, storming as it
were heaven’s gates.39 Consequently, the community is judged like the
generation of the deluge. While they use bricks to build the tower
(nilbenâ), God confuses their language (nabelâ) and disperses the
people into exile, where they take the form of seventy distinct ‘fami-
lies’ (Turner 2000).

The genealogy of Shem and the call of Abram:
land, descendants, universal blessing

At this point, the genealogy of Shem is resumed after the false quest
for a sem (Gen. 11:10–26). This ten-member postdiluvian genealogy
follows the line of Peleg and beyond, and again it emphasizes name.
It mirrors the ten-member prediluvian Sethite genealogy, whose last
member saved the world from deluge, an Adamic figure with whom a
covenant with creation was made. Just as Adam to Noah was ten gen-
erations, so is Noah to Abram. After the arrival of Abram on the
scene, a new genealogical formula begins a narrative devoted to this
man named Abram, who is described as such an inauspicious bearer
of promise. His brother dies, his wife is barren and, as far as the
ancient world is concerned, he is a ‘no-name’, whose father dies
shortly after making a migration from Ur to Haran with his family

GENESIS

75

38 For the detailed observation of such verbal artistry see the masterful study by
Fokkelman (1980).

39 After all, this is not just any tower but a tower whose top would reach the heavens.
Note that, significantly, Nimrod is implicated in the founding of Babylon (Gen.
10:8–10). His name means ‘rebel’.
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(Gen. 11:28–32). What a pathetic sight is this man, trudging the dusty
Mesopotamian roads, whose journey has come to a dead end north-
east of Canaan. How could it be possible that one without such
promise could hold so much promise? 

As mentioned before, Johnson (1969: 253) has shown that ‘the bib-
lical genealogies are closely attached to their contexts and to the nar-
rative in which they occur in regard to language, structure, and
theology’. This is certainly true in the above examples. A further
point he makes is that there are a variety of purposes for the use of
linear genealogies in the biblical narrative, one of which is to exhibit
‘a sense of movement within history toward a divine goal’ (1969: 60).
The purpose of this goal is not left to the imagination but is spelled
out explicitly in the subsequent narrative, despite what seems like an
inauspicious beginning.

The previous millennia can be described in eleven chapters (Gen. 1
– 11); the next twenty-five years occupy ten chapters! In the nar-
rative world, it is as if the world has been waiting for this moment,
the arrival of Abram, the tenth from Noah. In the opening text the
key theological pronouncements are declared, and they involve geo-
graphy and genealogy. Abram is told to leave the world of Babel so
that he can have God’s piece of geography. Moreover, he and his
barren wife, Sarai, hold the key to the promise, as they will be shown
that land and, what is more, they will become a great nation through
which all families of the ’ădamâ will be blessed (Gen. 12:1–3). This
indicates not only the genealogical dimension to the promise but also
a royal one, as the promise to become a great nation assumes a polit-
ical and regal destiny. This point will emerge later in an even more
powerful form, as Abram will become the father of a multitude of
nations and his wife the mother of a royal dynasty (Gen. 17:6, 16).

Abram’s acquisition of a great name forms one of the central ele-
ments in this story. Unlike the builders of Babel, who sought a name
by constructing a colossal building, Abram’s name will be made
great by God’s building him into a great nation that will bless the
nations that have just been enumerated (Gen. 10) and that are now
living in exile under divine judgment. That nation later becomes
Israel. At the beginning of Israel’s history, then, is the fundamental
fact that it has been made for the benefit of the world. Israel’s calling
is fundamentally missiological; its purpose for existence is the rest-
oration of the world to its pre-Edenic state. Genesis 12:1–3 is thus
‘the aetiology of all Israelite aetiologies’, showing that ‘the ultimate
purpose of redemption which God will bring about in Israel is that
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of bridging the gulf between God and the entire human race’ (von
Rad 1966: 65).

The divine answer to the human plight

Against the dark background of the Table of Nations and the fiasco
of Babel, the blessing of Abraham is clearly an answer to the funda-
mental problem of the human condition. Just as Lamech’s hope for
a removal of the curse was answered through his son Noah, so
Terah’s son Abram will be the agent of blessing for the world. As
Wolff (1974: 54–55) has noted, the word ‘blessing’ occurs five times in
the three verses of the call narrative (12:1–3), in sharp contrast to the
five-fold curse mentioned in chapters 3 – 11.40 Moreover, the text
implies that there will be opposition to the plan of blessing but that
this attack will be defeated: ‘I will bless those who bless you and curse
those who curse you.’ This same text is echoed near the end of the
Torah, when Israel begins its conquest march to the promised land
after wandering in the wilderness for forty years. The curse of the
prophet Baalam presents a formidable threat to the fulfilment of the
promise of land. Baalam, a religious mercenary, has been both
bought and brought by Moab to curse Israel before it enters Canaan.
But even this adversary recognizes Israel’s destiny by protesting,
‘How can I curse what God has not cursed? How can I revile what
God has not reviled?’ (Num. 23: 8). And he later admits that those
who bless Israel are blessed and those who curse it are cursed (Num.
24:9; cf. Gen. 12:3). The powers of darkness have been temporarily
defeated.

The Abram story: geography and genealogy

Succeeding narrative stresses both geography and genealogy. There
are scholars who believe these themes to be secondary and not orig-
inal, but surely von Rad’s insight is more accurate when he states that
the twin themes of land and posterity ‘run through the whole like a
cantus firmus’ (1963: 31). In fact, some scholars maintain that, in the
narrative of chapters 12 – 22, beginning with God’s call for Abram to
leave Mesopotamia and ending with his call to sacrifice Isaac, the text
can be neatly divided into the themes of land and seed.41 Chapters 12
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40 Gen. 3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25.
41 For the discussion and analysis see Wheaton 2001: 36–135.
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– 15 underline the former and conclude with God’s making a divine
oath to Abraham, and chapters 16 – 22 highlight the latter and close
with another divine oath. While there may be a general thematic
orientation to these sections, it is not absolute.

Focus on land
In the first half of this section Abram and Sarai wander through the
land growing older by the chapter and thus losing whatever remain-
ing human potential they ever had for a child. When he first reaches
Canaan, Abram has a vision from God that emphasizes both geo-
graphy and genealogy. He is told that this land to which he has come
will be given to his descendants. He promptly builds an altar, moves
further south and builds another one, calling upon the name of the
Lord (Gen. 12:5–9). This resumption of true ‘worship’ (Gen. 12:8)
places Abram squarely in the lineage of Seth (Gen. 4:26), whose
descendants were marked by such activity.

Abram is faced with a critical choice soon after arriving in the land
(Gen. 12:10–20). A famine in Canaan forces him to depart for Egypt.
Abram seems to be acting in fear rather than faith as he jeopardizes
the promise of land through his actions. Likewise, his fear of losing
his own life forces him also to endanger the promise of seed. He
passes off Sarai as his sister to ensure his own personal safety. She is
then taken to the Pharaoh’s harem, which imperils the promise of
seed. The Lord rescues Abram and Sarai and they return to Canaan
(Gen. 12:10 – 13:1).

Back in the land of promise, Abram nearly fails again as he endan-
gers the promise of land by offering it to his nephew, Lot. Abram’s
and Lot’s flocks have outgrown any common grazing space. Lot
chooses the well-watered plain of the Jordan instead of the land of
Canaan. After this decision, God announces to Abram that he will
possess the land as far as he can see in all directions. It will be given
to him and to his innumerable descendants. He is told to walk through
the land – its length and breadth, for the land is to be given as God’s
gift. In response Abram promptly builds an altar and calls on the
Lord’s name (Gen. 13:14–18).

By this time Abram has built altars in Shechem, Bethel and
Hebron. There has not been any mention of the future holy site of
Jerusalem. This may seem surprising, but the strategy of the narrator
is to delay the visitation of this site until a climax is reached. There
are two such climaxes in the Abram story. In both, the site appears
after Abram has just saved his nephew and his family from destruc-
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tion. In the first instance Abram is a military hero who rescues Lot
and the people of Sodom and Gomorrah from Mesopotamian
marauders (Gen. 14), and in the second he is a spiritual hero who
saves Lot from God’s judgment of these same cities (Gen. 18 – 19).
In the first example, after Abram defeats the Mesopotamian armies,
Melchizedech the king of (Jeru)Salem meets him. This king honours
Abram by giving him bread and wine and then pronounces on him
and on God a blessing. In this way Abram’s blessing is linked with
God’s blessing.

Genesis 14 is the first text in the Tanakh that features kingship
and war.42 Ten kings are mentioned, nine of whom engage in war
and one of whom, the king of (Jeru)Salem, is associated with the
divine blessing and shalom. Abram is portrayed as a conquering
warrior who is able to defeat the five Mesopotamian armies with
only 318 servants. Abram is a vastly superior ‘king’ because of the
obvious supernatural help that he receives. After the victory Abram
and the Creator both receive a similar blessing from Melchizedech.
Abram and the Creator are mentioned not only in the same breath
but in the same way. Moreover, Abram’s blessing is bestowed by the
Creator of heaven and earth, who was first mentioned in Genesis
1:1. The blessing of creation is now transferred to the arena of
history, where the Creator’s global purposes are being achieved. The
most high God, the Creator and conqueror of chaos, is at work
defeating the enemies of Abram, giving this aged nomad regal
dominion and authority over the kings of the nations. God’s pro-
gramme with and through Abram is to restore the original condi-
tions of creation described in Genesis 1 – 2 (Gen. 14:19–20). The
fact that the blessing is given by someone who originates from what
will become the holiest site in the Bible is significant. (Jeru)Salem
emerges as a geographical source of blessing for Abram; later it will
surface as a source of universal blessing! 

Genesis 15 concludes the first section of the Abram narrative, by
repeating once more the dual themes of genealogy and geography.
Abram is reminded that he will have a child, yet he asks the Lord to
substitute his servant Eleazar for the promised heir (Gen. 15:2–3).
This domesticates the wild promise of God by viewing it from a
strictly earthly horizon. God rejects his request and directs Abram’s
gaze beyond the earth to the heavens to find the horizon of his ex-
pectations. The innumerable stars represent his countless children
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42 The noun ‘king’ (melek) occurs twenty-seven times in this text.
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(Gen. 15:4–6). He finally believes this wild promise, and this act is
counted as a righteous deed. The promised seed will come.

The theme of land naturally follows, since a great number of chil-
dren require a living space. This theme is evoked by a question from
Abram. He has been dwelling in the land for a number of years and
wonders how and when he will possess it. God makes a covenant with
the patriarch by means of a sacrificial ritual. He states that the
promise of land possession will be delayed some 400 years because
Canaanite sin is not yet ready to be judged. This promise of blessing
to Abram and curse for the Canaanites loudly echoes Noah’s bless-
ing of Shem and curse of Canaan after the flood. In Abram the divine
goal for history is being worked out.

Abram’s action is part of a covenant ceremony that guarantees the
promise made by means of an oath. In such a ritual animals are
slaughtered, their carcasses are divided and the parties of the coven-
ant swear to a pledge (in this case the granting of land) between the
dismembered animals, which graphically illustrate the consequence
of covenant violation.43 After Abram performs the ritual, he falls
asleep and has a vision of God passing through the animal segments
as a blazing fire. God explains that the possession of the land will be
delayed. Abram’s descendants will become slaves in Egypt, will be
delivered and will later possess Canaan (Gen. 15:12–17). It is then
stated that God cut a covenant with Abram ensuring that the land
would be given to his descendants (Gen. 15:18). Consequently, God
curses himself if the descendants do not possess the land.

Abram has thus begun the journey of faith in response to the call
of God; his faith has faltered by going down to Egypt and lying about
his wife. He tries to domesticate the promise. Nevertheless, he has tri-
umphed in his faith. God has made a covenant with him and sworn
an oath that the patriarch’s descendants would receive the land.

Focus on descendants
The second section (chs. 16 – 22) shows Abram years older, stumbling
again at the promise, attempting to domesticate it once more. With
the passing of a decade there has been no sign of fulfilment. His wife
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43 Although there is controversy over the meaning of this rite, the strongest biblical
evidence comes from a later parallel in Jer. 34, where the slave-owners of Jerusalem
make a covenant to free their slaves. When they break the covenant, Jeremiah’s
response clarifies the meaning of the ritual: ‘The men who have violated my cov-
enant . . . I will treat like the calf they cut in two and then walked between its pieces’
(Jer. 34:18). The extrabiblical evidence is equally lucid.
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encourages him to have a child through her much younger servant
Hagar. Abram listens to her and fathers Ishmael. But it is a wrong
decision (Gen. 16).

The theme of incredulity at the wild nature of the promise now
dominates the storyline. The word ‘laughter’ runs through it as a leit-
motiv.44 Time has moved relentlessly on and the ticking of the bio-
logical clocks of the aged couple has rendered impossible the birth of
any descendant. Abram is ninety-nine and his wife eighty-nine; they
are no closer to having a child than when they started their ‘absurd’
journey twenty-four years earlier (Gen. 17:1).

At this point there is a revolutionary new beginning, signalled by
startling transformations. God changes Abram’s name to Abraham
and commands him to be circumcised along with all the household
males (Gen. 17:5, 10). The promise of seed is reaffirmed to Abraham.
The new name, Abraham, demonstrates this forcefully: Abraham is
to be the father of a multitude, the father of many nations. What is
in view is not just a new nation but a new humanity! The echoes of
Genesis 1 resound.

God adds an obligation to the covenant already made with
Abraham, for he tells him ‘to walk before me and be perfect’.45 The
sign of the covenant is circumcision – the removal of the foreskin of
the male genital organ. Just as the rainbow (the sign of the war bow
pointing in the sky) reminds God of his promise to preserve creation
from another judgment by flood, so circumcision (the sign of the
knife in the flesh) is to remind him of his promise of descendants in
the face of the curse of sterility and death (Fox 1994). The knife that
threatens curse is in fact the promise of life. And if it borders on exe-
getical myopia not to see this rite with its emphasis on seed in the
context of the promise of descendants to Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3),
then the same is true when the context is expanded to include the
promise of seed that provides hope for the human race (Gen. 3:15).

The fecund and regal nature of the covenant is shown by renam-
ing Abram as Abraham (‘my father is exalted’ to ‘father of multi-
tudes’) and Sarai as Sarah, a name that signifies royalty (‘princess’).
She is to be the mother of many nations as well as the mother of a
royal dynasty (Gen. 17:16). Abraham and Sarah will produce heirs
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44 Gen. 17:17; 18:12, 13, 15 (twice); 19:12 (incredulity at divine judgment!); 21:6, 9.
45 A standard view of this chapter is that it is the work of an author different from

that of ch. 15, in which an unconditional covenant is made. Ch. 17 is the work of the
Priestly author, who is trying to adapt the Abrahamic covenant to the later Sinai cov-
enant. This seems like hermeneutical domestication.
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for the throne of creation. Three times in this text the double use of
the adverb ‘exceedingly’ occurs, stressing the fertility of this royal
couple (mĕ’od mĕ’od, 17:2, 6, 20; Klein 1979: 130).

By now this all seems too much for a budding centenarian!
Previously, he had been told that he would be the father of a great
nation, not just nations. Given his present condition, his new name
seems absurd, and any surgery on his genital organ (circumcision) has
come much too late to help him produce children. The whole scene is
so patently outrageous that Abraham domesticates the promise again
and pleads with God to accept Ishmael as the seed of promise. When
the answer is negative, Abraham cannot contain his laughter: ‘God
just can’t be serious!’ God’s response is to ensure that the old man will
never forget the outrageous promise; he must name the firstborn of
many descendants Isaac (‘laughter’, Gen. 17:17–19). The joke is on
the old man.

If this has seemed hilarious to Abraham, it is equally ridiculous to
Sarah. After her husband and the males of the household have been
circumcised, three visitors appear. When they have been shown hos-
pitality by the aged couple, they announce the imminent birth of
Isaac to Abraham. Sarah chuckles to herself as she eavesdrops on the
conversation. Like husband, like wife. The visitors rebuke her and
predict that the birth will occur within a year (Gen. 18:1–15).

The laughter is intended to highlight the shock of the divine gift.
This is something that could not be calculated on the trajectory of
any human scheme of possibility. But something like this should not
be that surprising to anyone who has followed the storyline and the
overarching importance of the seed of the woman established in the
preceding chapters, especially in Genesis 3 – 11. When the crucial
seed arrives there should be something in the text that arrests the
audience’s attention. This not even the bearers of the seed could
imagine happening. It is almost a reminder of the chaos and darkness
that preceded the creation in Genesis 1. Abraham and Sarah, in their
old and decrepit bodies and in their unbelief, represent that chaos.
Into that death and curse will come the ‘laughter’ of life.

A crucial scene immediately follows, which describes the role of the
seed that Abraham and Sarah will have (Gen. 18:16–33). The seed
will be not only an individual but also a nation that will effectively do
God’s plan for the nations. This plan is called a ‘way’, one that is
marked by truth and justice. Since Abraham will educate his seed in
this way, he will be able to help to direct the future of the world (e.g.
Sodom’s destiny). Abraham can intercede for the nations and be
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involved in the salvation of the world. He is invited to become
involved in the divine council.

‘Involved’ is a euphemism for Abraham’s next move. He knows
about both the wickedness of Sodom and the justice of God, and
pleads for the city. He dares to argue with God for the sake of Sodom.
Abraham’s argument is based on a conception of justice shared with
God that would not permit the righteous to be destroyed along with
the wicked. At first he questions God as to whether he could allow
fifty good people to be destroyed along with the rest of the city’s evil
population. When he receives a negative answer, he continues by
‘raising the stakes’, reducing the number of the righteous until he
feels he can go no further. He receives the divine guarantee that the
city will be saved if only ten righteous people remain in it.

Abraham intercedes for an entire city on behalf of ten righteous
individuals. His prayer is not enough to save the city – only a right-
eous man and his two daughters. To some of the members of the
family, the looming divine judgment seems absurd, a fact that unifies
this material with the previous storyline in chapters 17 – 18.

But from a larger perspective the radical nature of Abraham’s
intercession is seen. Abraham – the father of nations – pleads for the
salvation of the city on behalf of its righteous. His prayer does not
succeed in saving the city but it does save the righteous. There is a sug-
gestion in the text that Abraham’s role (and by implication his seed)
will have consequences for the salvation of the nations.46

The disaster upon Sodom in this second half of the Abraham nar-
rative parallels the salvation of the city and Lot’s family in the first
half. There the outcome was followed by the reiteration of the divine
promise and an emphasis upon Abraham’s faith.

A subsequent chapter emphasizes the arrival of the long-awaited
seed. As if to underline this birth, the fact of fulfilment is repeated:
‘Yahweh visited Sarah just as he had spoken; Yahweh did to Sarah
just as he had promised’ (21:1). In verse 3 there is a dramatic build-
up of suspense before the name of the child is given: ‘Abraham (1)
called the name of his son, (2) who was born to him, (3) whom Sarah
bore to him, (4) Isaac’. This four-fold reference is important, since a
similar description occurs in the next chapter in a far different context
(22:2). The child is named Isaac (‘laughter’), not now as evidence of
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to the point of giving up his own life so that the wicked – not the righteous – can be
spared (Is. 53).
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disbelief in the divine promise, but because of the incredible joy
brought to an old woman whose womb was as good as dead! New life
from death evokes laughter. The earlier focus on doubt is swallowed
up in the joy of the astonishing new life in the midst of death.

No sooner are the birth and early childhood of Isaac described
than the scene shifts to the most severe crisis in the narrative. God
requires Abraham to sacrifice his son as a burnt offering (Gen.
22:1–2). The text juxtaposes the height of blessing (the birth of the
seed) with the depth of curse (the attack upon the seed). Isaac, who
has caused so much laughter, will now cause so much pain. And here
the irony is that the one who seems to be the perpetrator of curse is
the author of blessing – God himself. So much for the innumerable
progeny! And Abraham thought God would curse himself if he did
not fulfil the promise.

There are two foci in this remarkable text: the child of promise and
Abraham’s amazing faith. As many scholars have observed, echoes
of the original call of Abraham to leave Mesopotamia reverberate in
the narrative. But now Abraham’s journey is to move into more unex-
plored territory, a locale known as ‘Oblivion’ (Crenshaw 1984: 29). It
is found on a mountain that is later linked to Jerusalem (2 Chr. 3:1).
The place from which Abram was blessed by the Most High God is
now a place where curse seems pronounced. And the young lad’s
death will be the death of the old man too.

The command to kill Isaac echoes his birth by presenting another
four-fold description of the child: ‘Take (1) your son, (2) your only
son, (3) the one whom you love, (4) Isaac’. The longed-for and hoped-
for descendant has arrived, and the father is told to take him to the
site where he had received the blessing from the Most High God.
Now he must take his child of promise to Mount Jerusalem, which
might better be named Mount Doom. Blessing and curse are juxta-
posed in bold relief. Yet, at the climactic moment there on the moun-
tain, God becomes the provider again. God provides (ra’â) a sacrifice.
He has shown (ra’â) Abraham the land and has provided (ra’â) for
him a sacrifice. He has blessed him from Jerusalem twice. For the first
time God promises Abraham that, in addition to blessing the world
through Isaac, the aged patriarch will possess the gates of his
enemies; that is, he will decisively defeat the enemy by taking him at
his most vulnerable point (Gen. 22:17). In the context of story of
Abraham and Israel this text certainly means one thing: that the
nascent Israelite nation will have military success. But in the context
of Genesis 1 – 11 that military success has much wider theological
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ramifications. For the real enemy is the serpent, and to transfer
appropriately the expression ‘to take the gate of the enemies’ in this
sphere would mean to strike a blow to the serpent’s head.

But the text’s canonical trajectory points forwards as well as back-
wards. For it contains very specific terminology and symbolism that
are used later in the canon. The fact that it is Jerusalem where this
sacrifice is offered is hardly incidental. It is certainly also significant
that the sacrifice functions as a substitute for the child of promise.
Similar sacrificial terminology occurs in only two other places: the
first sacrifice at the tabernacle (Lev. 8 – 9) and the annual sacrifices
used for the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16).47 It as if the Day of
Atonement institutionalizes for the public community this private
experience of Abraham and Isaac (cf. Walters 1987). Israel is also
spared the knife.

While the issue of genealogy has been treated effectively, the matter
of geography is still urgent. Abraham now has a sign that he will be
a great nation, the child Isaac. What about the land? And what about
the future of Isaac in the land? Genesis 23 deals with the first ques-
tion and Genesis 24 with the second.

In Genesis 23, Abraham purchases a grave for Sarah, his recently
deceased spouse. The detailed description of the transaction in the
presence of witnesses shows the importance of this text’s contribution
to the storyline. If the birth of Isaac provides Abraham with positive
proof of God’s promise of descendants, the purchase of the cave of
Macphelah supplies corresponding evidence for God’s promise of
land. As von Rad (1976: 249) observes, this text describes ‘a fact central
to Israel’s faith’. That central fact is land. Israel’s faith is anything but
a disembodied spirituality. It is rooted in dirt and soil – ’adamâ.

The next chapter (24) is the longest in Genesis and records the
acquisition of a wife for Isaac. The tedious repetition in this episode
highlights the importance of the subject matter – the crucial signi-
ficance of genealogy. The episode’s climax is achieved with Rebekah’s
departure to Canaan. She is sent with the family blessing: ‘May you,
our sister, become thousands of ten thousands [through mother-
hood] and may your seed possess the gates of its enemies’ (24:60).
Thus the creation blessing of Genesis 1:28 continues to reverberate
through the pages of the Text (cf. 3:15; 8:17; 9:1, 7; 17:6; 22:17).
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47 As Walters (1987) has shown clearly, Gen. 22 entails Leviticus and vice versa. The
Hebrew words for ‘burnt offering’, ‘appear’, and ‘ram’ appear together only in Lev. 8
– 9, 16 and Gen. 22. See further Childs 1992: 327–335.
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The Jacob story: the merging of geography
and genealogy 

The blessing of Abraham is transferred to Isaac, and the focus shifts
to him and his barren wife. This situation contrasts with the blessing
pronounced upon her in the previous chapter. If twenty-five years
pass before Sarah conceives, twenty transpire before Rebekah does,
and her pregnancy is the result of Isaac’s prayers (Gen. 25:20–25).

If the command of God is the engine that drives the Abraham nar-
rative in Genesis 12, an oracle of God to a pregnant but confused
Rebekah propels the Isaac narrative: ‘two nations are struggling
within you and the older will serve the younger’ (Gen. 25:23). If the
focus in the Abraham narrative is on the incredible nature of the
promise and the faith of Abraham and Sarah, the focus in the Isaac
story is on the electing purposes of God, seen in the birth of Esau
and Jacob, and the unexpected transfer of the blessing to the younger
son, Jacob (Gen. 25:11, 19–26).

Two birth scenes frame Jacob’s life: the struggle with Esau in the
darkness of the womb, when he is born ‘Jacob’ (Gen. 25:22–23), and
the struggle with God in the darkness at the Jabbok River, when he is
reborn ‘Israel’ (Gen. 32:25–33). Similarly, two nocturnal divine
encounters shape his life: the dream at Bethel (Gen. 28:10–22) and the
struggle at the Jabbok. Jacob’s earlier vision at Bethel, before he
leaves Canaan for Mesopotamia, reminds the reader of the event in
Mesopotamia before Abraham left Ur – the building of the tower of
Babel. There the human community launched a massive effort to
make a name for itself by building a tower in order to collapse the
boundary between earth and heaven. It resulted in failure and exile.
As Jacob flees from Canaan to escape his brother’s wrath, he looks
for a stone upon which to rest his head in a field. There he has a dream
in a field in which he sees a ramp connecting heaven to earth and its
base the stone on which he rests. Angelic beings move up and down
on the ladder and Yahweh pronounces a blessing upon the fugitive:

‘The land upon which you have been lying I will give to you
and your seed. Your seed will be like the dust of the earth,
spreading out in all directions. All families of the earth will be
blessed through you and your seed’ (Gen. 28:13–14).

The vision is interpreted by the words. The ramp connecting earth
and heaven graphically links the unity of heaven and earth with the
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sleeping Jacob. Geography and genealogy coalesce on a rock in a
field. God will build his tower through a seed found in this land. Or,
in the language of the text, the blessing (read the blessing) will come
through Jacob and his seed.

The centre of the Jacob narrative is the patriarch’s sojourn in
Mesopotamia, where he and his wives and concubines produce virtu-
ally the entire family of Israel. The narrative pace slows down almost
to a standstill by focusing on the births of twelve children (Gen. 29:31
– 30:24). Children are virtually everything. It is equally clear that they
are born not by human means but by divine aid. The expression ‘He
[God] opened the womb’ is used for the birth of the first child (Gen.
29:31) and the last (Gen. 30:22) in the sequence. God’s work is far
more effective than any human manipulation.48

The larger picture is becoming clearer. The great nation that
Abraham and Sarah were promised is gradually becoming a reality.
The blessing of innumerable descendants for Rebekah is beginning to
happen. The geographical theme emerges after the last child is born
as Jacob asks Laban for his wages so that he can return to his land,
Canaan (Gen. 30:25–26). Jacob has not lost sight of the promise.
After gaining wealth in a dubious way, Jacob is commanded by God
to return to Canaan; he leaves Mesopotamia as furtively as he left
Canaan twenty years earlier. In the former flight he stole his brother’s
blessing from his father; in the latter he is accused of stealing his
father-in-law’s family.

Just as Abram became a new man when he was circumcised and
consequently renamed ‘father of many nations’, so Jacob becomes
born again as ‘Israel’ after being crippled in a desperate struggle with
a divine assailant (Gen. 32:25–30). As Geller (1982: 51) remarks, this
passage is extremely significant: ‘the eponymous ancestor of the
nation is about to receive the national name’. In what amounts to a
second-birth experience, he fights in the darkness not with his brother
but with God. He wins the fight by losing – by being broken – and
facing up to his identity. Consequently, he tells God who he is (Jacob
the deceiver, the heel-grabber) and has his name changed to Israel
(God’s fighter). Jacob wins the blessing and will be God’s conquering
warrior in the earth. But he does not emerge unscathed; he is now
lame, wounded in the thigh (Gen. 32:26, 33) – the place from which
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48 Note that Leah sleeps with Jacob after giving Rachel the ancient equivalent of a
fertility drug (Gen. 30:14–17). The subsequent text notes that it is Leah who gets preg-
nant, not Rachel.
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his descendants will come (Gen. 46:26; Exod. 1:5; cf. Geller 1982).
Jacob has been circumcised in his spirit. He has had a vision of God
and receives a new vision of his brother (Gen. 32:31; 33:10).

After a number of crises are resolved and an embryonic nation
enters the land – one that is committed to putting away all idols in
favour of serving God – Reuben (Gen. 35:22), Simeon and Levi (Gen.
34:30) are one by one invalidated from the place of primogeniture,
which seems to qualify a son for the reception of the all-important
blessing.49 The narrative focus shifts to Judah, the next in line.

The Joseph story and universal blessing

It is against this background that the story of Joseph, which con-
cludes Genesis, is sketched. Many of the themes of the Tanakh
resound: persecution, exile and return, Israel’s being a blessing to the
nations. But the key themes of genealogy and geography emerge here
particularly at the beginning and ending of the story. This story as a
whole fulfils the prediction to Abraham about Israel sojourning
outside the land of promise (Gen. 15:13), but it is also about Israel’s
being a blessing to the nations. Three people emerge as important in
the text. First, Joseph, Jacob’s son, has dreams of dominion and sov-
ereignty that propel the narrative. The dreams of Joseph enrage his
brothers at the beginning of the story. When the opportunity arises
to eliminate their younger sibling, they remark, ‘We’ll see now what
will become of his dreams’ (37:20). The rest of the Joseph story
answers this sarcastic jibe. The dreams of an unlikely Israelite show
that Yahweh is determined to bless the nations come what may, even
if Israel wishes to destroy the one through whom the blessing will
come. That individual, ironically, will become a person who will bring
reconciliation and healing not only for the nations but also for Israel
itself.

The second focal person in the text is old Jacob or Israel. When, as
an aged patriarch, he comes to Egypt to meet his beloved son, he is
shown to be an important medium of blessing. While on the journey
with his family, he has a dramatic vision that joins the themes of
genealogy and geography. He is about to leave the land of promise,
so he needs reassurance that he will come back:
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‘I am God, the God of your father! Do not be afraid of going
down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. It
is I who will go down with you there and it is I who will surely
bring you back! Joseph’s hand will close your eyes’ (Gen.
46:3–4).

The aged patriarch is promised that in exile the family will mushroom
from the size of a small family into a huge nation. God will then bring
the nation back and re-establish it in the land of promise. Immediately
after this scene the narrative flow freezes as a lengthy genealogical list
detailing Jacob’s family is included in the text (Gen. 46:8–27).
Remarkably, this list includes seventy members, the same number as
the nations enumerated in the Table of Nations (Gen. 10), which were
eventually dispersed across the earth. Here is Abraham’s new human-
ity, a new ‘Table of Nations’, called into being to restore the nations
to the fulfilment of the divine purpose.

That this purpose indicates blessing for the rest of the world is indi-
cated in a strange scene where the aged Israel meets the powerful
Pharaoh (Gen. 47:7–10). There are not just two individuals meeting
here, but two nations, one of them embryonic and the other the most
powerful nation on earth. Old Israel is at the end of a painful and
broken life and the Pharaoh is a picture of power and majesty. But it
is Israel who blesses Pharaoh (Gen. 47:10)! The irony is impossible to
miss. The hope for the world comes from Israel and not from Egypt.
Blessing comes from a decrepit and broken Israel and not from a
dominant and strong Egypt.

The third prominent figure in the narrative is Judah. He is first
mentioned in an obscure way, being involved in the sale of his brother
to traders (Gen. 37:26). Then follows a story about him and his family
that seems like an arbitrary interpolation by a drowsy redactor (Gen.
38). Nevertheless, it is an entire episode devoted to the future of
Judah’s line of descent. This apparently self-contained story emphas-
izes a future for Judah’s line, despite significant obstacles raised by
Judah and his own family.

Judah has moved into a particular area where Canaanites thrive;
he and his son Er marry local Canaanite women. When his son dis-
pleases Yahweh, he dies. His brother Onan likewise dies when he
refuses to do the duty of a brother-in-law by marrying Er’s wife,
Tamar, and raising up a descendant to carry on his brother’s name.
When Tamar sees that the last son of Judah, Shelah, will not be given
to her to raise up an heir for her husband, she takes matters into her
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own hands. Disguised as a prostitute, she seduces her father-in-law,
receiving as pledge of payment a staff, a string and a cylinder seal, the
ancient equivalent of an identification badge. When her pregnancy
comes to light, she is ironically condemned to death by Judah, who
quickly changes his mind when confronted with his own tokens of
pledge. Judah recognizes his sin and exonerates his daughter-in-law.
The text concludes with the birth of the grandchildren of Judah,
Perez and Zerah.

This text highlights two factors: first, the progeny of Judah through
a Gentile woman, who wanted blessing for her dead husband. She was
more righteous than the chosen people to whom she was related in
marriage. She believed more in the seed than they did, and if it had
not been for her ingenuity the promise would have been lost. But there
is a second irony. The staff left with Tamar as a pledge of payment for
sex becomes not only a means of evoking Judah’s confession but the
means by which Judah will rule the nations in the future. Thus it is not
a coincidence that at the end of the Joseph story there is a picture of
old Jacob pronouncing a powerful blessing upon his children and par-
ticularly on Judah. This blessing is especially striking because it will
be realized at the end of history, or ‘in the last days’, the first occur-
rence of what appears to be a technical term in the Tanakh for the end
of history or the eschatological age.50 In these words are gathered
together elements of dominion and dynasty:

Judah – your brothers will praise you! Your hand will be placed
upon the neck of your enemies. Your father’s children will bow
before you. Judah is a lion’s cub. You have gone up from the
prey, my son. He kneels and lies down as a lion and as a lioness
– who can stand against her? The staff will not leave Judah and
the sceptre from between his feet until the one comes to whom
it belongs, and the one to whom is owed the obedience of the
peoples. Tying to the vine the donkey, and to the plant the she-
donkey’s foal, he washes his garment with wine and his shirt
with grape juice. His eyes are dark from the abundance of wine
and his teeth white from milk (49:8–12).
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50 The term occurs fourteen times in the Tanakh: Gen. 49:1; Num. 24:14; Deut. 4:30;
31:29; Is. 2:2; Jer. 23:20; 30:24; 48:47; 49:39; Ezek. 38:16; Hos. 3:5; Mic. 4:1; Dan. 2:28
(Aramaic); 10:14. In most cases it has a specific eschatological meaning, but in some
cases (perhaps Jer. 23:20; Deut. 4:30; 31:29) it may simply refer to the distant future.
The attempt to understand most of the references in an indeterminate future sense
neglects the canonical context (cf. Jenni 1997).
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From this blessing the big picture of the Joseph story begins to
emerge. As Joseph is singled out in his dream as the one before whom
his family will bow down, so the nations will do the same to Judah.
Moreover, the imagery of a warrior-king is used: he will place his
hand on the neck of his enemies. This may allude to the battle
between the seeds mentioned in Genesis 3, in which a blow to the
head defeats the serpent. The metaphor of a human warrior is mixed
with that of a powerful, ferocious lion that has destroyed its prey. The
metaphor switches back to that of the warrior-king whose rule will
extend from Judah to encompass, one day, all the peoples of the
earth.

It is stated that the sceptre will not depart from Judah until ‘he
comes to whom it belongs’ (Gen. 49:10). The Hebrew text here is a
notorious interpretive crux.51 Although the above translation has its
difficulties, it provides a semantic parallel with the next line: ‘to whom
belongs the obedience of the peoples’. It then fosters the expectation
of a descendant from Judah whose dominion will encompass the
world. The text concludes with the effect of his reign: nature will be
renewed so much that vines will serve as hitching-posts for donkeys,
and wine will be used for washing clothes.

There is thus a clear genealogical and geographical dimension to
the promise. At the end of Genesis, Israel has been a blessing to the
nations through his son, the royal figure of Joseph. Old Israel also
looks to the end of history and sees there his son, Judah, conquering
enemies and extending rule from his own nation to that of the world.
This dynasty will renew nature. But it is worth noting that, although
Judah has an important role in the future, other individuals from the
line of Israel play significant roles as well, and help to sketch out the
nature of the dominion that will some day be exercised by Judah.52

Before proceeding to the next ‘book’ in the Tanakh, it is worth
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51 The text literally says, ‘until Shiloh comes’. This is by far the most difficult
reading. Attempts to make sense of it understand it as a prediction referring to the
coming of the sanctuary in Shiloh (Jos. 18:1–2). This, however, has nothing whatsoever
to do with the context. It is possible to read the Hebrew as ‘to whom belongs the
tribute’. This makes better sense in the context, but it means dividing one word in the
present Hebrew text into two. The reading I have accepted would mean eliminating a
consonant used as a vowel (yôd), but this seems to be the way it has been interpreted
in the Bible itself (Ezek. 21:27 [MT 21:32]). Cf. also the Septuagint. For a detailed dis-
cussion of the passage see Moran 1958.

52 Thus Alexander (1993) sees the big picture clearly in his important study that
shows the development of the seed concept in Genesis and its implications for a royal
dynasty.
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considering the next time the phrase ‘in the latter days’ occurs, this
designation of a time period in which the blessing of Judah will be
effectively realized. The phrase is next found in Numbers 24:14 and
its context is Israel’s march to the promised land. A pagan prophet,
Baalam, has been hired to curse Israel to prevent it from reaching its
destination. God transforms the curse into a blessing, proclaiming
that a ruler will emerge from Israel ‘in the latter days’, who will
destroy its ancient foes, smiting their heads, possessing their gates,
and extending his rule far and wide. Baalam’s end-time blessing both
complements and supplements Jacob’s blessing of Judah.
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Chapter Four

The narrative storyline
continues

(Exodus to Deuteronomy)

Exodus: multiplication, oppression, liberation

The scene of exile in Egypt provides the geographical background for
the next book, Exodus. The opening paragraph of the book (Exod.
1:1–7) links the material explicitly with Genesis and focuses on the
genealogical aspect of the promise with a reference to the seventy
members of the family, who came from Jacob’s thigh (Exod. 1:5; Gen.
46:27). In addition, with language that loudly echoes both the crea-
tion narrative in Genesis 1 and the promise to Abraham and the
patriarchs, the seed of Israel dramatically multiplies (Exod. 1:7). Fox
(1997: 256) aptly remarks, ‘It is as if Israel’s “becoming many” in
Exodus fulfills the plan of history inaugurated at creation.’ Before
this can happen, however, some significant obstacles stand in the way.

What is viewed as creation blessing is perceived as political curse
by the Egyptian authorities, no longer aware of the legacy of Joseph
(Exod. 1:8). They oppress the Israelites harshly in order to reduce
their population. When their plan fails, they take more drastic meas-
ures, requiring midwives to kill babies during parturition. After this
plan is aborted, the Egyptians order the liquidation of all Israelite
male infants (Exod. 1:8–22).

This background sets the scene for the birth of a saviour, Moses, but
the larger background is also important. If Exodus is divorced from
the canonical storyline, then the series of events happening to the
Israelite people, in which there is a change in their political fortunes
from prosperity to misery, has parallels in other cultures as well. This
can be viewed as part of a general pattern for exiled people groups. Or,
if Exodus is read in isolation from Genesis, then the Pharaoh is simply
another obstacle, although a major one, that the Israelites faced on
their journey to nationhood. If, however, this text is viewed in the
context of the geographical and genealogical dimensions of Genesis
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and in the wider context of that storyline as it unfolds, there is a more
profound reason why blessing for the Israelites is a disaster for the
Pharaoh (Fox 1997: 256). The series of events leading up to Hebrew
genocide is seen to work out the struggle between the seed of the
serpent and the seed of the woman mentioned in Genesis 3. Just as
there is a clear allusion to Genesis 1 in the opening paragraph of
Exodus 1, and a ‘fall’ of sorts in the change of attitude of the
Egyptians toward them, so also is there a battle between the ‘seeds’.
Israel is not just a national and ethnic entity. It represents in itself
humanity – a new humanity – with its seventy members, which is des-
tined to restore creation blessing to the world.1

Consequently, the narrative focus narrows from a stress on births
(Israelite seed in general) and persecution, to a particular birth
(Israelite seed in particular) – Moses, who narrowly escapes disaster by
being placed in an ark in the River Nile (Exod. 2:1–10). Moses’ salva-
tion from the water echoes backwards and forwards in the text; back-
wards to the salvation of humanity from the judgment of the flood by
Noah (Gen. 6 – 8), and forwards to the Israelites’ future escape from
the waters of the Reed Sea (Exod. 14). Significantly, as Fox (1997: 253)
shows, the figure of Moses, this child born as a type of saviour figure,
not only saves Israel but also embodies Israel at times. His rescue from
the water prefigures the nation’s salvation from the water; his escape
after the death of an Egyptian (Exod. 2:11–15) is a prelude to the
Israelites’ flight after the death of many Egyptians (Exod. 12:29–39);
his experience of being in the desert for forty years (Exod. 2:21–25)
foreshadows the same for Israel (Num. 14:33); his divine encounter
before the burning bush (Exod. 3) anticipates Israel before the fire at
Sinai (Exod. 19 – 24). As was the case with Joseph, another significant
Israelite, this member of the tribe of Levi gives greater significance to
the understanding of divine dominion in the world.

The revelation of the divine identity: a saving event
The text moves swiftly from Moses’ birth to his adoption by an
Egyptian princess and on to his exile from Egypt for murder. Moses
settles down among Midianite tribesmen in the wilderness of Sinai,
marrying among them and starting a family. His exile is paralleled by
the continued oppression of his people in Egypt but there is a strik-
ing note of hope:
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It happened after a long time that the king of Egypt died and
the Israelites groaned under the hard labour and their cry went
up to God. God heard their cry. God remembered his covenant
with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. God saw the sons of Israel.
God understood (Exod. 2:23–25).

The five-fold repetition of the title ‘God’ is arresting and signals that
something important is going to happen in the text; namely, the rev-
elation of the name of this God through his action. Elohim is aware,
and the assumption is that Elohim is about to act precisely because
he is in covenant with a particular people. In the very next chapter,
the shepherd Moses sees in the Sinai wilderness a burning bush that
is not consumed by the fire (Exod. 3:2). As he approaches, he becomes
aware of the divine presence and removes his sandals in the sphere of
the Holy One. He is commissioned to be a prophet to deliver Israel
from Egypt. But this deliverance will be performed by the Creator of
heaven and earth, Elohim, who has made a covenant with the patri-
archs. This God will reveal not only his power to save but also his per-
sonal identity. Elohim will become Yahweh Elohim (cf. Gen. 1–2).

Moses is commanded to tell the Israelites that ‘I AM/WILL BE WHO I
AM/WILL BE’ and that ‘I AM/WILL BE’ has sent him to effect their rescue
from Egyptian bondage (Exod. 3:14).2 There have been many theories
of the meaning of the divine name, from abstract definitions of aseity3

to more active ones like ‘Creator’ (Albright 1957: 259–272; Cross
1973: 60–71). The assurance of the divine presence for Israel per-
meates the context. The previous chapter closed with the assurance
that the God of the covenant with the patriarchs was well aware of the
Israelite situation: Elohim was the one who remembered the covenant
with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. When Moses sees the burning bush,
these facts are repeated and then he is told that God is going to deliver
the people and fulfil the promise of land to the patriarchs: ‘I have
come to deliver them from Egypt and bring them to a good and spa-
cious land, a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Exod. 3:8).

Two factors emphasize the presence of God. First, God is in cov-
enant with Israel, and this covenant implies the Abrahamic promise
that Israel can expect deliverance. The second point confirms the
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2 The Hebrew imperfect verb can be translated with the English present or future.
3 An early example is that of the Septuagint: ‘I am the one who is.’ For a more recent

example, cf. the translation of the Contemporary English Version: ‘I am the Eternal
God.’ For surveys of the various proposals see Anderson 1962 and Mettinger 1988:
14–40.
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first. For the burning-bush sign – the miraculous fire – is meant to
evoke the memory of the covenant with the pieces, when the divine
fire passed between the animal carcasses, assuring Abraham that
foreign oppression of his descendants would end after 400 years of
exile (Gen. 15:13). Then they would be rescued and brought back to
the land of promise. God appears in fire in Exodus 3 to indicate to
Moses that chronos has now become kairos. Exile is almost over.

Moreover, in the context further signs of presence are mentioned.
Moses is told that he is the one who will go to Egypt to accomplish the
deliverance. When he objects, God says, ‘I am/will be with you’ (Exod.
3:12). Then God says, ‘This is the sign for you that I have sent you:
when you have brought out the people from Egypt you will serve God
on this mountain.’ This sign, which also may refer to the extraordinary
fire, is intended to encourage Moses to rely on the divine presence to
deliver the people in order to bring them to the place where he is now
kneeling in an act of worship. (And it will be a divine fire that will lead
Israel to Sinai.) Moses objects by anticipating that the Israelites will
request the identity of the name of their God. This evokes the divine
response, ‘I AM/WILL BE WHO I AM/WILL BE’ (Exod. 3:14). The name is
repeated not only to stress the freedom of the subject – he cannot be
manipulated – but also to stress the verbal idea ‘I am/will surely be’.4

Then Moses is told, ‘I AM/WILL BE has sent you.’ Moses is assured that
this name is the name of the God of the patriarchs for ever (3:15). To
reassure Moses of the divine presence, the saving action already men-
tioned is repeated (3:16ff.) with further instructions that outline the
events of the coming exodus: the request to worship God in the desert
(3:18), the resistance of Pharaoh (3:19), the judgment of Pharaoh and
Egypt (3:20), and the exodus together with the spoiling of the
Egyptians (3:20–22). Later, when Moses objects to his call by pleading
lack of eloquence, God reassures him, ‘I am/will be with your mouth’
(Exod. 4:12, 15). Consequently, the context conclusively demonstrates
God’s saving presence for Israel: ‘I am here, really present, ready to
help’ (Anderson 1962: 410; Mettinger 1988: 41).

When Moses goes to Pharaoh to accomplish the deliverance in the
divine name, Pharaoh asks him, ‘Who is Yahweh that I should listen
to his voice?’ (Exod. 5:2). The rest of the narrative answers this ques-
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4 For similar examples stressing the freedom of the subject see Exod. 33:19 (‘I will
be gracious to whom I will be gracious’ – I will show grace to whomever I wish); 1 Sam.
23:13 (‘They went where they went’ – they went wherever they wished to go), 1 Kgs.
8:1 (‘Dwell where you will dwell’ – dwell wherever you want to dwell). Repetition, of
course, is so frequently used for emphasis that it hardly needs to be mentioned.
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tion. Yahweh is the God of creation (Gen. 1), and this Yahweh
Elohim is in covenant with a particular people (Gen. 2). This is made
clear in the subsequent storyline. In the account of the seventh plague
there is the statement that the Egyptians still have not ‘connected the
dots’. They do not yet know what Israel knows: that Yahweh is God.5

Since this is the case there is no obstacle that can stand in his way of
fulfilling his covenant with his people. Egypt and Israel are constantly
presented with proof of the divine identity in the account of the
plagues and their aftermath.6

The revelation of Israel’s identity: a saving event
To understand more about the plagues, the elements of geography
and genealogy are important to consider. The plagues are employed
to show Pharaoh who really has dominion, the firstborn son of the
Egyptian god, Pharaoh, or the firstborn son of Yahweh, Israel. A
strange story whose meaning has defied interpretation may shed
some light on these events. In this story, Moses is returning to Egypt
with his family and has just been given a preview of the future.

When you return to Egypt, consider all the miracles I will
enable you to do before Pharaoh. I will harden his heart and
he will not let the people go. You will say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus,
says Yahweh, “My son, my firstborn is Israel.” I said to you,
“Let my son go that he may serve me.” But you refused to let
him go. Look, I am about to kill your son, your firstborn.’
Later, while camping on the journey, Yahweh met him and
sought to kill him. Zipporah took the flint and cut off the fore-
skin of her son and touched his feet with it. She said, ‘You are
my bloody bridegroom!’ He ceased from him and then she
said, ‘A bloody bridegroom with respect to circumcision’
(Exod. 4:21–26).

The first part of this passage is clear. Moses will do great wonders
in Egypt – the plagues of nature – and yet Pharaoh will still not
release the children of Israel from bondage. This leads to a climactic
disaster, an unnatural one: the killing of the firstborn. In this act there
is a stunning revelation of Israel’s identity. Israel is to be released
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5 This (Exod. 9:30) is the first occurrence since Gen. 2 – 3 of the collocation ‘Yahweh
Elohim’.

6 Exod. 6:7; 7:5, 17; 8:22 [MT 8:18]; 10:2; 14:4, 18.
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since he is Yahweh’s firstborn son. This bold theological move
connects genealogy with God’s purpose for the exodus. Just as there
has been an unprecedented revelation of Yahweh’s identity to Israel,
there is an exceptional revelation of Israel to Israel. Israel is a first-
born son, a new humanity among the nations, one in whom the image
of God is transmitted. Moreover, in the mention of the death of the
firstborn son of Egypt – the future of Egypt – there is a subtle allu-
sion to the ongoing enmity between the seed of the woman and the
seed of the serpent. The salvation of God’s son will be the death of
Pharaoh’s. The oppression of Egypt strikes Israel’s heel, but Israel’s
God strikes Egypt’s head.

Moses (or his son), it seems, is then attacked by God because his
son has not been circumcised. His wife stops the divine assailant by
performing the ritual act (Hyatt 1971: 86–88; Childs 1974: 95–101).
Despite the numerous exegetical difficulties in the text,7 it did not
seem so bizarre to ancient interpreters, since they read it against the
background of the literary context of Genesis 17, whereby children
are required to be circumcised as a consequence of the covenant. Of
course, in critical exegesis, a definite problem is presented, since
Genesis 17 was written much later than this text.8 Kosmala (1962) has
helped to advance the discussion by demonstrating the importance of
the immediate literary context. The previous text anticipates the
death of the Egyptian firstborn in the tenth plague. Similarly, the
problematic text is also a ‘proleptic passover’. Moses’ son is circum-
cised, and his feet (genitals) are touched (Exod. 4:25) with the excised
foreskin, thus averting his death. In the same way a Passover animal
will be killed and its blood ‘touched’ (Exod. 12:22) on the doorposts
and lintels of Israelite homes, thus averting the death of firstborn
males.

When viewed against the wider context of the biblical storyline, the
subsequent account of the ten plagues is another expression of the
battle between the seeds, which culminates in the Passover. Israelite
firstborn males are spared while those in Egypt are not. If the
Passover is a sacrifice, it is the first one since the act of Abraham in
Genesis 22. Similarly, the Passover rite suggests substitutionary
death. A male yearling sheep or goat is slain and its blood spattered
on the doorposts and lintels of an Israelite dwelling in order to save
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7 I have translated it quite literally to show the ambiguity in pronominal reference.
8 Note Hyatt’s (1971: 88) words: ‘In any event, the narrator of this story (J) did not

know the narrative in Gen. 17 which tells of the institution of circumcision in the time
of Abraham; that narrative is by P, and was written much later.’

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 98 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 - 



the firstborn child from death. In contrast to the destruction of
Hebrew children during the beginning of Pharaonic oppression
(Exod. 1:22), this time the firstborn of the seed of promise are saved
from death by virtue of a sacrifice while the firstborn children of the
seed of the Pharaoh are dealt a death blow. Significantly, it is only this
final blow that brings about final liberation from oppression in
Egypt. The firstborn son of the Pharaoh was destined to rule but
instead it is the firstborn son of Yahweh who will have dominion.

It is at this point that the parallel between the destruction of the
Egyptian firstborn and the sparing of the Israelite firstborn should
be clarified. That the Passover rite is important in the narrative is an
understatement. In fact, there is a pause in the text between the pre-
diction of the Passover and its fulfilment. A lengthy didactic text is
inserted, which gives instructions for the Passover to later Israelites
(Exod. 12:1–28). As Fox (1997) states, this would be like including an
order of service for the Eucharist between Jesus’ announcement of
his death and its actual occurrence.

The Passover is the climax in a titanic battle that is waged between
the God of Israel and the gods of Egypt. In the plagues of Egypt
there are four stages to the battle, with three trios of judgment. The
sequence of natural disasters is laden with theological overtones; it is
as if all creation is becoming unhinged. The critical question is: who
is in charge? Pharaoh and his magicians or Moses? Pharaoh’s gods or
the God of Israel? Lurking in the background is Pharaoh’s question
at the beginning of this battle: ‘Who is Yahweh that I should listen to
his voice’ (Exod. 5:2)? Yahweh is none other than the Creator
(Elohim).

At the end of the first trio (Exod. 7:14 – 8:19 [MT 8:15]) the magi-
cians of Egypt are forced to admit the superior power of Yahweh. At
the end of the second series, in which a distinction is made between
Israel and Egypt, again the magicians are forced to recognize
Yahweh’s power. In the final sequence, which concludes with the
plague of darkness (9:13 – 10:29), Pharaoh confesses his guilt and sin.
Moreover, as many scholars note, during the first five plagues
Pharaoh appears to be in control, hardening his heart himself and
therefore causing Yahweh’s wrath to bring about the plagues. But
during the last five it is Yahweh who hardens the heart of Pharaoh,
bringing about his own will in history. It is the tenth plague that is the
climactic one, the Passover and the destruction of the Egyptian first-
born. It results in liberation for slaves. When the Egyptians change
their mind and try to recapture the Israelites, they are drowned
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beneath the waters of the Reed Sea while their slaves emerge on the
other side unscathed, a people created by God (Exod. 15:16). The
question of control has been answered.

The goal of the exodus
In the Israelite celebration of their liberation, the goal of this libera-
tion is revealed clearly and it is both geographical and theological.
The goal of the journey out of Egypt is to relocate Israel in the land
of promise in fulfilment of the Abrahamic covenant. The pathway
through the Canaanite armies in the land of promise will be much
like passing through the Reed Sea (Exod. 15:14–16). As the Israelites
passed unscathed through a watery gauntlet, they will now pass
through a human one. The goal is never left out of sight – so that ‘you
might bring them and plant them in the mountain of your inherit-
ance, the place of your dwelling that you made, O LORD, the sanctu-
ary your hands have established’ (Exod. 15:16–17).9 The goal of
Exodus is thus the building of the Edenic sanctuary so that the Lord
can dwell with his people, just as he once was Yahweh Elohim to the
first human beings.

After the exodus narrative the Israelites move to Mount Sinai.
Mount Sinai stands in the way of Canaan, the land of their inherit-
ance, but it is certainly no diversion, nor is it incidental. The central-
ity of this mountain is shown by a number of narrative signals. First
and most obvious is the virtual suspension of narrative pace. Israel
stays at Sinai for eleven months in real time (Exod. 19:1 – Num.
10:11) and fifty-seven chapters in narrative time. This is important
given the fact that sixty-eight chapters precede Sinai and fifty-nine
chapters follow it. Sinai is central to the Torah.

The narrative is virtually suspended. Legal and cultic instruction as
well as cultic description supply the main content with brief narrative
accounts interspersed (Exod. 19; 20:18–26; 24; 32 – 34; 40:34–38; Lev.
8 – 10; 24:10–23).10 Obviously, this material is extremely important.
One way the narrator highlights this importance is to place at the
beginning of it the very words of God, his ipsissima verba, his ten
words of direct communication to the Israelites (Exod. 20:1–17). He
speaks directly to the Israelites from the fire on the mountain just as
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19 On this passage and the question of typology see the excellent work of Lohfink
(1965: 85).

10 This is also true in the remainder of the Torah. The narrative portions, which
actually advance the storyline, are few: Num. 10:11 – 14:45; 15:32–36; 16 – 17; 20 – 25;
27; 31 – 34; 36; Deut. 1:1–5; 31; 34.
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he spoke directly to Moses from the fire of the bush by the same
mountain (Exod. 3).

An important observation of Bandstra (1999) is that the centrality
of Sinai is shown by the repetition of similar incidents before it and
after it in the text. For example, the father-in-law of Moses appears
immediately before Sinai (Exod. 18) and immediately after (Num.
10:29–32); there are incidents about manna (Exod. 16), quail (Exod.
16) and water (Exod. 17:1–7) before Sinai and after (Num. 11; 20:1–3);
there is also Sabbath violation before (Exod. 16:27–30) and after
(Num. 15:32–36), as well as complaining (Exod. 15:24; 16:2; 16:7–8;
17:3; Num. 11:1; 14:2, 27, 29, 36; 16:41 [MT 17:6]; 17:5 [MT 17:20]), and
battles with Amalekites (Exod. 17:8–16; Num. 14:44–45). These texts
are crucial for understanding the Sinai experience, but their signific-
ance is rarely noted. They show that Sinai, not Egypt, is Israel’s largest
roadblock to Canaan. This subject will be dealt with in more detail
later.

The covenant with Israel at Sinai is the focus of this content. At
Sinai, Israel enters into a covenant with God that seems different
from the covenant with the patriarchs; it is a covenant marked by
specific conditions for both parties. Obedience leads to blessing and
fullness of life; disobedience to curse and death.

The purpose of this covenant is that an obedient Israel may bring
God’s creation blessing to the world. If Israel obeys the divine com-
mandments, it will become God’s ‘treasured possession among all the
peoples’, ‘a kingdom of priests’ and ‘a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:5–6).
All these terms are connected with nationhood. Two of the terms are
very closely related, the first and third.11 A ‘treasured possession’ sug-
gests a personal article of movable property with an immense value.12

It can even be compared with a father’s concern for a son (Mal. 3:17).
This distinguishes Israel from all the nations that also belong to the
Lord (Exod. 19:5). A ‘holy nation’ means a nation set apart by its
holiness or its service to God. If Israel becomes a holy nation, it will
‘image’ God to the nations. The final phrase designates Israel as a
particular type of kingdom. Instead of being a kingdom of a partic-
ular king, it will be a kingdom marked by priesthood; that is, service
of God on behalf of people and vice versa. It will be ‘a kingdom run
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11 In the five other occurrences of the term ‘treasured possession’, the expression
‘holy nation’ appears three times: Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18.

12 In 1 Chr. 29:3 David speaks of donating to the temple a personal gift of gold and
silver designated a segullâ (a ‘treasured possession’): 3,000 talents of gold and 7,000
talents of silver.
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not by politicians depending upon strength and connivance but by
priests depending upon faith in Yahweh, a servant nation instead of
a ruling nation’ (Durham 1987: 263). Israel will thus redefine the
meaning of dominion – service.13 This will be its distinctive task, its
distinguishing characteristic among the world of nations. It will
reclaim the lost dominion of humanity.

Israel readily agrees to the covenant. Yet, when faced with God’s
immediate presence, the experience is too daunting. To hear the voice
of God threatens its very life, and thus Moses must become a medi-
ator (Exod. 20:18–21). This suggests that Israel itself is not up to the
task and needs help. The covenant is ratified with a unique sacrifice
(Exod. 24:3–8; cf. 3:18), in which sacrificial blood is sprinkled both
on the altar representing God and on the people. The blood is sprin-
kled on the people only when they agree to obey the words of the
covenant. The ritual is probably intended to unite Israel and God,
since they both share the same blood. Perhaps even a ‘blood’ relation-
ship is involved, in which they are understood to be ‘family’.14 That
relationship is based on character – keeping the Torah. Israel as
Torah-keeper manifests a filial relationship. But it is also interesting
that the people and the deity are united by a death – a sacrifice. The
leadership of Israel is permitted to ascend the mountain and experi-
ence a vision of God without being injured (Exod. 24:11). The text
stresses this last fact. God and Israel are in harmony at the beginning
of the covenant. Israel is God’s son.

The next chapters depict Moses’ ascent of the mountain, where he
spends forty days receiving plans for the creation of the tabernacle,
which is patterned after a heavenly archetype (Exod. 25 – 31). There
are enough clues in the text to suggest that the tabernacle to be made
on earth is also a microcosm of the creation of the world, and its
innermost sanctuary a garden of Eden. It takes place in seven actions,
with the sixth stressing the installation of two human beings filled
with the Spirit of God to implement the making of the structure.15

The seventh action stresses the importance of Sabbath-keeping and
its basis in the creation of the world (Exod. 31:12–18).

Just as the covenant of Noah had a visible sign in the created order,
and the covenant with Abraham a visible sign in the human body of
the male, so the Sinai covenant has a sign to be made visible in time.
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13 Note the contrast between slavery and service: ‘Slavery is begun and sustained by
coercion, while service is begun and sustained by covenant’ (Snell 2001: 121).

14 For studies of this ritual see the various commentators, e.g. Hyatt 1971: 255–258.
15 Exod. 25:1; 30:11, 17, 22, 34; 31:1, 12.
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More significantly, this shows that the covenant at Sinai marks a
people that manifests God’s intentions for creation from the begin-
ning: the rule of God. Just as the Sabbath was a sign of God’s rule at
creation, so it becomes a sign of his rule in history. There is a signifi-
cant progression here: the stability of the world order, the blessing of
descendants, human activity mirroring divine activity. This is a note-
worthy expression of rulership and dominion in history. Created
order leads to descendants who exercise dominion. Just as the divine
ruler worked and rested, human beings are to work and rest. This
kingdom of priests is to manifest God’s rule to the world.

There are other clues that suggest that imagery from the first chap-
ters of Genesis is evoked by the building of the sanctuary. The garden
of Eden was the place particularly of God’s Presence. The tabernacle
is the place where ‘I will reside among them’ (Exod. 25:8; 29:45–46).
In particular, the design of the curtains, and the ark placed in the
innermost sanctuary, echo the garden’s imagery associated with life.
Above the ark were the cherubim, which guarded the way to the tree
of life in Genesis 3:24; in Exodus it is stated that ‘above the cover
between the two cherubim, which are over the ark of the testimony, I
will meet with you’ (Exod. 25:22). Israel is being called to a restora-
tion of the creation rule of Genesis 1 – 2.

When Israel is before God at Sinai, a geography of holiness is
delineated (Sarna 1987: 203). Only Moses is able to ascend the
mountain to be in the direct presence of God; the elders and assist-
ants are able to ascend the mountain partially, and the people
are forbidden to come near the mountain for fear of death (Exod.
19:20–24; 24:1–18). These various zones are reflected in the con-
struction of the tabernacle in chapters 25 – 31. The Holy of Holies,
where the ark of the covenant resides, corresponds to the place of
direct encounter with the divine presence; only the high priest can
have this experience. The Holy Place, where various offerings are
received by a priestly class, is one step removed from direct access.
The courtyard, where the sacrificial offerings are presented and the
common people worship, is two steps removed. Theoretically, the
holiness of God would proceed from the epicentre of the Holy of
Holies and sanctify the entire camp, which is organized around the
sanctuary.

And from a genealogical point of view, only the high priest can
enter the place of direct encounter, wearing a vestment in which are
embedded twelve precious gems, which represent the various tribes of
Israel. Consequently, the priest will ‘bear the names of the Israelites
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over his heart’ (28:29). These twelve stones allude to Eden once again
(Ezek. 28:13).

A fundamental problem and a new covenant
This is an ideal picture. One serious problem remains. It is not
Pharaoh this time but Israel itself. Separating the planning and
description of the sanctuary (Exod. 25 – 31) from its construction in
the middle of the camp (Exod. 35 – 40) is Israel’s sin (Exod. 32 – 34).
Structurally, the latter chapters perform a critical function within the
narrative, for they separate the planning of the tabernacle from its
building, the promise of God’s presence from its fulfilment in the life
of the people. As Moses is receiving the plans for the building of the
structure on the mountain, the people grow impatient with his delay.
They break the first and second commandments by building a calf
idol. This is Israel’s original sin, and it happens before Israel even
receives the law in writing! Within forty days, Israel breaks its cov-
enant with God, violating the first and second commands. Impatient
with waiting for Moses on the mountain, Israel creates an image of a
golden calf to represent its God, and engages in false worship. The
sin forces God to threaten to destroy Israel in agreement with the cov-
enant and to start again with Moses. But Moses pleads (certainly not
on the basis of the recently broken Sinai covenant) on the basis of the
descendants promised in the covenant with Abraham as grounds for
saving Israel (Exod. 32:13). It is only this reason that decisively moves
God to have mercy on Israel.

The events recorded in these critical narrative chapters are just as
significant as the liberation from Egyptian oppression. There the end
of the oppression was signified by the revelation of the divine name,
and the meaning of the divine name was revealed in the actions of
Yahweh to save his people from harsh bondage. The divine name in
that context was expressed in the repetition of the verb ‘to be’: I
AM/WILL BE WHO I AM/WILL BE’ (Exod. 3:14). Yahweh is the God who
is there for Israel. But in this text at Sinai there is a deeper crisis. The
Sinai covenant has been shattered. Even after the crisis, the relation-
ship between the people and God remains strained. No longer does
God desire to accompany the people on their journey; he will send his
angel as a substitute (Exod. 33:1–6). This is shown by the fact that the
tent of revelation, where Yahweh meets with Moses, is moved to the
outside of the camp (Exod. 33:7). It is precisely this situation that
Moses sees as being in need of remedy. He pleads with God to accom-
pany the people to the land of promise, since Israel’s distinguishing
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mark is the divine presence (Exod. 33:16). Moses is then invited to
ascend the mountain a second time to renew the covenant.
Emboldened, he progresses from desiring to know God’s ‘way’ to
seeing his ‘face’. This text is laden with theological terms associated
with the presence of God (Jeremias 1976: 807), as shown by a simple
glance at the vocabulary: ‘way’ (13), ‘face’ (14, 15, 20, 23), ‘glory’ (18,
22), ‘name’ (17, 19) ‘goodness’ (19), ‘grace and mercy’ (19).

Certainly a high-water mark of Israelite theology emerges from
this struggle of Moses with the Lord for Israel’s and the Lord’s iden-
tity. Moses is not permitted to see the ‘face’ of God, but he is given a
place in the cleft of the rock from which he will be able to see the
‘back’ of God. The meaning of the divine name and thus the very
person of God are revealed in two texts. The first one specifies what
God will do when he discloses his name to Moses on the mountain,
and a second one ‘exegetes’ the content of that meaning:

Moses said, ‘Show me now your glory.’
And he said, ‘I will make all my goodness pass before you,

and will pronounce the name “Yahweh” before you: I will be
gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on
whom I will show mercy. But you cannot see my face; for no-
one shall see me and live’ (Exod. 33:18–20).

Yahweh descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and
pronounced the name, ‘Yahweh’. Yahweh passed before him,
and pronounced, ‘Yahweh, Yahweh: a merciful and gracious
God, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faith-
fulness, keeping steadfast love to the thousandth generation,
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet by no means
ignoring the guilty, but visiting parental sin upon their chil-
dren to the third and fourth generation’ (Exod. 34:5–7).

The first text anticipates the second. Moses wishes to see the divine
glory and God permits him to see the divine goodness – tantamount
to proclaiming the divine name in his hearing. Two statements follow,
in which the principal verb in each is repeated. This is a clear allusion
to the revelation of the divine name at the burning bush. But the
name here is not ‘I AM/WILL BE WHO I AM/WILL BE’, but ‘I am gracious
to whom I am gracious and I am merciful to whom I am merciful’.
Then this goodness is described as God’s glory. There is a progressive
revelation of the identity and character of God. God’s way is
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intimately tied up with his name, which is intimately associated with
all his goodness and his glory. But the verbal character of the iden-
tity is powerfully stressed: grace and mercy. There is the element of
divine freedom, to be sure, but it is freedom emphasized in ‘grace and
mercy’, not what could well have been the case, ‘judgment and wrath’
– at least given the context. God’s freedom is to ‘disregard’ the Sinai
covenant because of his nature and to show compassion. This is his
‘way’.

It is at this point that Moses is granted a partial vision of God
(God’s back). The text focuses not on what Moses sees but on what
he hears. Compassion and grace are emphasized to the ‘nth’ degree
and these qualities are all ‘front-loaded’. This is important, for, in the
giving of the ten commandments directly by God, the judgment qual-
ities are placed first (Exod. 20:5–6; cf. Brichto 1992: 108). This sug-
gests a subtle shift in God’s relation to human beings just as there was
a change after the deluge. There are seven qualities that are men-
tioned: a God of compassion and grace; slow to anger; abounding in
mercy and faithfulness; maintaining love for thousands; forgiving
iniquity, rebellion and sin; not leaving the guilty unpunished; and
punishing them down to the third and fourth generation (Exod.
34:6–7). Here is the core of the revelation of the identity of Yahweh
– grace and mercy. And this is the rear view! Later, when the proph-
ets speak of judgment as God’s strange work (Is. 28:21) and of his
transcendence as being marked by mercy and forgiveness (Is. 55:6–13;
Hos. 11:8–9), they are not inventing some new idea. One reluctant
prophet knew Yahweh’s way only too well (Jonah 4:2).

Moses himself understands immediately the significance of this
revelation. While freely acknowledging the rebellious spirit of
Israel, he urges forgiveness. God mercifully cuts a new covenant
with Israel that is essentially a restoration of the original one.16 As
if to show the significance of this new revelation of the divine name
to Moses, Moses descends the mountain again, carrying the new
tablets in his hand. This time his face shines with the glory of God
and he is unaware of it (Exod. 34:29–35); he descends the mountain
as the image of God, man as he was meant to be. It is not the golden
calf that represents God but rather human beings in converse with
him.17
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The remainder of the book is essentially the execution of the plans
to build the tabernacle. When the tabernacle is completed, the divine
fire moves from the mountain to the tabernacle. It is easy to under-
estimate the significance of these chapters (25 – 31; 35 – 40). Such
meticulous detail to the description is a labour of love on the part of
the author and reveals a powerful theological perspective. The spor-
adic appearances of God to the patriarchs, which were given more
permanent form in the cloud of smoke and the pillar of fire of the
exodus, have now become more regular and permanent. God is with
his people. Communion is a genuine reality. This text greatly
amplifies the covenant promise that God would be with his people.

At the same time the tabernacle is an impermanent structure. And
at the last moment one man stood between Israel and annihilation.
Questions linger. How will Israel be able to maintain its relationship
with Yahweh? What obstacles lie ahead on Israel’s journeys to the
promised land? What enemies lurk in wait to snatch its blessing?
Leviticus answers the first question and Numbers the others.

Leviticus: sacrifice and holiness

The book of Leviticus continues the Sinai experience and, in partic-
ular, the legislation that was revealed to Moses (Lev. 1:1). With the
completion of the sanctuary various issues are considered: the means
of approach to God through sacrifice (Lev. 1 – 7), a narrative describ-
ing the installation of the priesthood and a disaster associated with a
wrong approach to God (Lev. 8 – 10), and the law dealing with the
Day of Atonement (16). Laws relating to uncleanness and holiness
are inserted between these last two sections (11 – 15). Another divi-
sion, chapters 17 – 26, addresses major ethical issues for the entire
community and is sometimes called the Holiness Code. An appendix
dealing with vows is added to the material (27).

Leviticus sketches a geography of holiness, in which sin is removed
from the Israelite camp by means of sacrifice offered by a person with
a specific genealogical descent. In fact, it is the tribe of Levi, and in
particular the priestly line of Aaron, that provide this service. The
Levites intercede for Israel as it brings its various sacrifices and offer-
ings. It is the high priest who makes the most important offering of
the year to expel the sins of Israel from the camp, maintaining the
holiness of the geographical space. Here genealogy and geography
merge. It is the high priest alone who can have access to God’s im-
mediate presence, representing the people. He, as a particular ‘seed’
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of Israel, represents the ‘seed’ of Israel. In his person the people can
live in the geographical zone of God’s presence.

The classic description of the priest’s activity on the Day of
Atonement is found in the centrepiece of the book, Leviticus 16,
which is virtually the centre of the Torah. This particular day, the
tenth day of the seventh month, was the only time the high priest
could gain immediate access to the divine presence by entering the
inner sanctum of the tabernacle, where the ark of God and the cher-
ubim were located. The high priest represents virtually an Adamic
figure, but one who is able to come near the cherubim without being
slain. He makes annual atonement for the sins of the people by sprink-
ling (hizzâ) the blood of a sacrificial animal on the lid of the ark of
the covenant – the place of atonement (Lev. 16:15). Consequently, he
is able to leave the sanctuary and, in a ritual act, to place his hand on
the head of another animal, to confess all the sins of the community,
and to have the animal removed from the camp. A symbolic transfer
has occurred. As the text makes clear, the goat’s departure means the
comprehensive removal of the community’s sin from the camp, ensur-
ing for another year that the people can co-exist with a holy God (Lev.
16:22).

This ritual virtually institutionalizes the manner of God’s forgive-
ness that was revealed after the golden-calf incident: ‘all the iniquities
of the Israelites, all their rebellions and all their sins’ are symbolically
placed on the scapegoat. The last time this precise sequence of the
vocabulary of transgression occurred was during God’s revelation of
his name to Moses on Sinai as the forgiver of ‘iniquities, rebellions
and sins’ (Exod. 34:7). It is significant that the camp almost becomes
like a garden of Eden; the people can exist in the presence of God
without fear of death. The echoes of Genesis 22 should not be over-
looked either. Animals that are slain take the place of the sinner. This
is particularly true on the Day of Atonement. As mentioned before,
the only texts in which three important sacrificial terms occur
together are found in Leviticus 8 – 9, 16 and Genesis 22: ‘By means
of these inner biblical connections, the solitary sacrifice of Abraham
on a remote mountain points toward the communal worship of
God’s people in which the divine reality appears’ (Walters 1987: 309).

The subsequent Holiness Code (Lev. 17 – 26) reveals an important
textual logic. After the indicative of sacrificial forgiveness (Lev. 1 –
16), climactically realized in the Day of Atonement, there is the
ethical imperative of holiness. Israelites are expected to mirror the
divine likeness to the world; more specifically, to be holy as he is holy
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(Lev. 19:2) and so to function as priestly mediators of God. They are
to act ethically in all spheres of life (Lev. 18 – 19). They are to be holy
in the land they are going to possess. They are to treat one another
justly. The Canaanites are being dispossessed from the land because
they have made it ‘unholy’ through their acts of injustice (Lev.
18:27–28). Israelites are to live differently, bringing even the sphere of
land and time under divine lordship (Lev. 23 – 25). The stress on the
land, economy and time coincide in this text. Holiness should radiate
from the epicentre of the Holy of Holies through Israelite lives to per-
meate the entire land.

This becomes a central focus in Leviticus 25 in which the institu-
tion of the sabbatical year (1 – 7) and of the ultimate such year,
Jubilee, is described (8 – 55). When Israel enters Canaan, a yearly sab-
batical rest would be required for the land, which would affirm divine
ownership (25:23). After seven such sabbatical cycles all land that
indigent Israelites had sold would revert to them; Israelites who had
sold themselves into slavery for debt relief would also gain their
freedom. But this would happen only on the Day of Atonement,
when the high priest would blow his trumpet (Lev. 25:9). Thus this
particular day had relevance not only for forgiveness but also for land
and liberty. Therefore, the land was understood as a trust from the
divine landlord, who is pictured as living in relationship with the
Israelites in the land in the same way that he walked with Adam and
Eve in the garden (Lev. 26:12).

A bleak future but hope beyond the judgment
But if there was a negative note in Exodus, the same is true for
Leviticus. The provision of the sacrificial system and the annual ritual
of the Day of Atonement presuppose sin and transgression. The nar-
rative sections in the text describe the installation of the priesthood,
which ends in disaster, and another tragedy that also results in divine
judgment. When the priests are consecrated, divine fire consumes their
first sacrificial offering (Lev. 9:24). The glorious moment is immedi-
ately marred by divine fire that ‘consumes’ two priests who have vio-
lated the covenant (10:1–2). Aaron, their father, can only stand back
and watch as the corpses of his sons Nadab and Abihu are dragged out
of the sanctuary. In the second narrative (24:10–23), a member of the
community breaks the third commandment and is stoned to death.
Moreover, the book concludes on a negative note with a list of bless-
ings for obedience to the covenant and curses for disobedience. The
curses (Lev. 26:14–39) far outweigh the blessings (Lev. 26:3–13). The
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imbalance indicates an expectation of covenant violation. In addition,
the last curse of exile (Lev. 26:33–39) proves to be the ultimate curse
that Israel could experience. It is the death of the nation.

Hope is held out for Israel in a foreign land, however, and that hope
is grounded not in the Sinai covenant but in the Abrahamic covenant,
which is repeated three times in one verse (Lev. 26:42). If the people
confess their sins and have a change of heart, the covenant with the
patriarchs will be remembered, and the end of the exile is implied.

Numbers: journey to hell and back

The book of Numbers continues the theme of maintaining the rela-
tionship with Yahweh and adds new developments. The Israelites
begin to move from Sinai, where they have been stationed in
Leviticus, to the desert (Num. 1:1). The twin themes of genealogy and
geography are salient. Just as the description of the tabernacle and its
furniture was a labour of love, so too is the meticulous depiction of
the arrangement of the tribes around this sanctuary. The presence of
God is crucial for the well-being of the tribes; the tribes grace the
divine presence in balanced symmetry.

This picture of the tribes organized around the divine presence in
the sanctuary is like an oasis in the wilderness. When the tribes finally
depart from Sinai and move through the desert, they follow the pres-
ence of God revealed in the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night.
The tribes themselves are enumerated in great detail to show the ful-
filment of the Abrahamic promise. Abraham’s clan has grown from
twelve to seventy to well over 600,000! Moreover, in the enumeration
and arrangement of the tribes around the sanctuary, the tribe of
Judah, which has been distinguished for a special role in the latter
days, has pride of place (Num. 1 – 2).

But if there is a stress on genealogy, there is an equal emphasis on
geography. The people remain stationary when the divine presence
comes to a rest, but must move with the divine presence as well. But
the journey is not aimless; it has as its goal the promised land of life
in fulfilment of the Abrahamic covenant. After the enumeration of
the tribes, the divine blessing and the dedication of the altar of sac-
rifice, the people are led by the divine presence to Canaan (10:11), the
land flowing with milk and honey (Num. 13:27). As Clines (1978: 87)
remarks: ‘Numbers establishes from its very beginning the thematic
element of the land as the end to which everything drives, and its
matter and movement are consistently oriented toward that goal.’
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A fundamental problem: one disaster after another
However, if Exodus and Leviticus were negative about the Israelite
ability to fulfil the Sinai covenant, Numbers is downright pessimistic.
As soon as the journey from Sinai to the land of promise commences,
the people move from disaster to disaster, or, in the telling place
names given to the first few stops along the way, from ‘Fiery Blaze’
(11:3) to ‘Graveyard’ (11:34). They rebel against their leadership (12)
before their journey comes to a complete dead end (13 – 14), and the
desert becomes one vast burial ground for the nation.

The people send spies into the land of promise. Notably, their first
stop is Hebron, not only the place of the graveyard of Abraham and
Sarah (Gen. 23), but the place where Abraham went after being com-
manded by the Lord to walk through the land and survey the geog-
raphy of promise (Gen. 13:14–18). But, instead of building an altar
in faith and laying a claim to the land, the spies return after their trip,
completely intimidated by the gigantic size of the resident population
(Num. 13:31–33), demanding to return to Egypt (Num. 14:1–4).
They threaten to kill their leadership (Num. 14:10) in a ‘climactic
rebellion’ (Olson 1985: 182).18 Again, it is only Moses’ intercession
that saves Israel from complete extinction. He alludes to the covenant
of Abraham and reminds God of his own nature revealed in the
aftermath of the rebellion at Sinai. Moses uses a shortened version of
the formula of identity, specifically directing God to his own state-
ment that he is ‘longsuffering, full of compassion, and a forgiver of
sin and rebellion’ (Num.14:17–19).

Moses again front-loads the more positive qualities and is successful
to a point. God does forgive the people but condemns the entire gener-
ation to exile in the desert, with few exceptions. It is a tinged forgiveness
as the people have to bear their sins for forty years in the desert. There
is no forgiveness for the unfaithful spies, who discouraged the people
with their report. They die immediately (Num. 14:36–38).

The next chapter contains legislation about the land, suggesting
optimism and hope after the doom of the first generation. But there
is still a deadly pessimism. A distinction is made between sins of
ignorance and intentional sins, or sins of the ‘high hand’. While there
is atonement for the former, there is none for the latter (Num.
15:22–31). As if to present an object lesson of this legislation, there
is a narrative account of a Sabbath violation. The criminal is
summarily executed (Num. 15:32–36).
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Covenant violation could not be taken more seriously. To emphas-
ize this, the Israelites are commanded to make tassels for their gar-
ments so that they will be constantly reminded to keep the Torah
when they see these bits of clothing rather than follow (tûr) their
heart and the objects after which their eyes lust (zonîm) (15:37–40).
This alludes to the faithless spies whose spying (tûr)19 led the people
to bear their faithlessness (zenût) (Num. 14:33). These tassels, it
seems, are the only hope of keeping Israel in the land. Or perhaps
what is required is a heart with the Torah written all over it.

But the litany of horrors in the book of Numbers is not over. The
leaders as well as the people are suspect. A revolt against Moses and
Aaron by prominent Levites among others leads to judgment by
earthquake and divine fire (Num. 16 – 17). Even this does not silence
complaining. Olson (1985: 182) reflects on the hermeneutical value of
such moral disasters: these ‘further rebellions by the old generation
illustrate its total incapacity for repentance’. It is not long before the
great Moses and Aaron themselves learn that they will join the fate
of this doomed generation, as they fail to uphold God’s holiness at
the waters of Meribah (Num. 20:1–13).

As the older generation dies off, the people’s wandering in the wil-
derness gradually comes to an end. Yet there is still cause for concern.
Grumbling causes judgment that takes the form of poisonous ser-
pents (Num. 21:1–9), and, on the very border of Canaan, the
Israelites succumb to idolatry (Num. 25:1–3). Divine judgment is
checked by a radical act of atonement (25:7–13). The remainder of
the book, with its stress on a census of the new generation (Num. 26),
preparations for the occupation of the land (Num. 27:1–11; 36:1–12),
the transition of leadership from Moses to Joshua (27:12–23) and a
description of the boundaries of Canaan (34) seems to be more pos-
itive (Olson 1985: 151; Dillard & Longman 1994: 89). But the shadow
of the previous generation’s stormy relationship with Yahweh looms
large.

The significance of Sinai: a moral dead end
This is borne out by noting the centrality of the Sinai event in the
overall narrative structure of the Torah. As Bandstra (1999) has
observed, this centrality is literarily marked by placing similar events
both before and after the Sinai pericope. Few draw the obvious conclu-
sion: Sinai does something profoundly negative to Israel. Mendenhall
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(1962: 715) points in this direction when he observes the crime of mur-
muring in extrabiblical covenant documents and in the Bible. He then
suggests that

The narratives about murmurings in the wilderness (e.g. Num.
11) also treat these actions as punishable. It may be coincid-
ence, but the murmurings which precede the Sinai covenant in
the narratives are not punished (cf. Exod. 17:2–7). Evil talk has
so continuously been regarded as semi-criminal that it is hardly
safe to draw conclusions from this alone, but the contrast in the
treatment of pre- and post-Sinai murmurings can hardly be
dismissed with no further consideration (Mendenhall 1962:
719–720).

A closer look at the text shows that Israel is treated differently after
Sinai. Murmuring is not only judged; it is judged severely. No sooner
does Israel leave Sinai than the complaining of the people results in
the divine fire of wrath burning the outskirts of the camp. A con-
flagration (Taberah Num. 11:1–3) quickly becomes a graveyard
(Qibroth Hattaavah 11:34) as many are struck down by the divine
wrath for craving meat while being tired of manna. Whereas pre-
Sinai Sabbath violation leads to reprimand (Exod. 16:27–30), post-
Sinai trespass leads to death (Num. 15:32–36).20 Israel succeeds
against the Amalekites before Sinai (Exod. 17:8–16) but miserably
fails after Sinai (Num. 14:41–44). At pre-Sinai Meribah (Exod.
17:1–7) Israel is rebuked; at post-Sinai Meribah (Num. 20:1–13),
Moses and Aaron themselves are condemned to exile.

Within the overall structure of the text there is thus a hermeneutic
that points to the failure of Israel to keep the Sinai covenant and to
the virtual inevitability of exile on these terms. The kingdom of
priests mediating creation blessing to the nations does not seem pos-
sible for this firstborn son. The sentence of exile that is passed on the
great Moses, the one whose face shone with the glory of God, seems
to make this point in dramatic fashion.

Baalam’s blessings: a reaffirmation of Abraham
If there is hope, it is based not on Sinai but rather on the covenant
with the patriarchs – genealogy and geography. There is another
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structure of grace that encompasses the structure of law in the first
four books of the Torah. And that is the Abrahamic covenant with
its promise of creation blessing and land. When the new generation
in Numbers is on its march to Canaan, it encounters a formidable
obstacle. At the border of Canaan, Balak, the Moabite king, realizes
that Israel seems invincible, so he hires Baalam to use his super-
natural powers not just to thwart Israel but to curse it into oblivion
(Num. 22 – 24). This story of Baalam’s appearance when Israel is at
the border of Canaan forcefully echoes the call of Abraham to go to
Canaan and to become a great nation (Gen. 12:1–3). The initial
promise to him made it clear that all attempts to curse Israel would
fail, as ‘those who curse you I will curse and through you all nations
of the earth will be blessed’ (Gen. 12:3). God’s saving intentions for
the world would not be frustrated by any enemy, even the most pow-
erful spiritual adversary.

As the narrative begins, Balak summons Baalam because ‘I know
that those you bless are blessed and those you curse are cursed’ (Num.
22:6) – a thunderous echo of the promise to Abraham. What is at
stake is not simply the political fears and ambitions of a Moabite
king but a direct attack on the promise of God for the world: that
promise made through genealogy and geography. Baalam refuses to
go because he hears a divine word that again confirms the Abrahamic
promise: ‘You must not curse these people, because they are blessed’
(Num. 22:12).

Undeterred, Balak sends another delegation to convince Baalam,
this time with much more wealth (Num. 22:16–17). Baalam is per-
mitted to go with the Moabites, but on his journey he receives an
object lesson. This renowned seer has less spiritual insight than a
donkey! The seer is unable to see the angel who bars his path, while
the donkey perceives him clearly (Num. 22:21–35).

When the time for cursing comes, the curse is transformed into a
blessing. In another deafening echo of Genesis 12, Baalam remarks,
‘How can I curse those whom God has not cursed? How can I
denounce those whom the LORD has not denounced?’ (Num. 23:8).
Then Baalam affirms the genealogical aspect of the promise God
made to Abraham: ‘Who can count the dust of Jacob or the number
of even a fraction of Israel?’ A dramatic change has occurred
between this text and its counterpart in Genesis. Israel is now a nation
and not just a family.21
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After this blessing, Balak urges Baalam to pronounce a curse from
another vantage point, but again it is to no avail. Baalam notes God’s
irrevocable decree to bless Israel: ‘God is not a man that he should
lie, nor a son of man that he should repent. Does he speak and then
not act? Does he promise and then not make it happen? Look, I must
bless; he has blessed and I am unable to change it’ (23:19–20). In a
remarkable passage resonating with Genesis 15:6, the promise to
Abraham of being considered righteous is extended to his descend-
ants: ‘He has not beheld sin in Jacob, misery in Israel’ (Num. 23:21).
This statement is more remarkable given the litany of sin and rebel-
lion found in the immediate context of Numbers. Then images of
conquest are used to show Israel conquering its enemies. Even
sorcery and divination cannot stop this figure with the strength of a
wild ox and the ferocity of a lion. But does this man whose eyes are
now open live in the real world? His vision obviously stretches beyond
the immediate historical horizon into the far-distant future.

The third curse attempt is also frustrated by this promise of bless-
ing. Using geographical images carrying heavy theological ‘freight’,
Baalam sees the tents of Israel, which have been so prominent in this
book, in one grand sweep of history from Eden to the exodus and on
to the future conquest and beyond. The basis for this view is the
promise to Abraham (Gen. 12:3). It is worth quoting the entire
passage in order not to miss the allusions:

How fair are your tents, O Jacob; your dwelling-places, O
Israel! Like palm trees spreading out, like gardens beside a
river, like aloe trees that Yahweh has planted, like cedars
beside the water. Water will flow from their pails. Their seed
will be by many waters and their king will be superior to Agag;
their kingdom will be exalted. Yahweh brought them out of
Egypt. As a powerful wild ox, they consume nations – their
enemies, smashing their bones and arrows. They crouch and lie
down like a lion; like a young lion, who will oppose them?
Those who bless you are blessed; those who curse you are
cursed (Num. 24:5–9).

The passage draws from Eden and exodus imagery; Israel is com-
pared to rivers and gardens, trees that the Lord has planted; the
Israelite tents are like the trees planted by Yahweh. This was the
divine intention when Israel was brought out from Egypt. It was to
be planted in God’s mountain (Exod. 15:16); that is, it was to be
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returned to Eden. Then the image switches to that of the abundance
of water that flows from the garden. Next there is an arresting image
– his seed is by many waters. In the context this suggests that his seed
is planted beside the many waters of the garden, perhaps referring to
another tree, which also refers to Israel. To confirm this double
meaning, the image abruptly shifts to the exaltation of the Israelite
king over Agag. This seed refers to one of the trees, which will
become higher than a future Amalekite king, a symbol of evil
thwarting the purposes of God, since the Amalekites ambushed the
Israelites after their exodus salvation (Exod. 17:8–16; cf. 1 Sam.
15:8). Their seed is involved in a plot to exterminate the Jews at the
end of the Tanakh (Esth. 3:10), which is unsuccessful (Esth. 7:10;
9:7–10).

Thus Baalam looks forward to the last days, when an Israelite seed
will become a king more exalted than that of an inveterate enemy.
The oracle concludes by citing two passages from the book of
Genesis. The first one quotes Gen. 49:9 virtually word for word,
which prophesies world rule for Judah in the last days. Israel is a
mighty enemy who will crush its enemies: ‘He crouches and lies down
like a lion, like a lioness – who will oppose him?’ The second passage
reaffirms the Abrahamic promise: ‘May those who bless you be
blessed, and those who curse you be cursed’ (Gen. 12:3).

An exasperated Balak finally orders Baalam to go. Before he does,
he leaves the Moabite king with a parting shot, a prediction of what
will transpire for Israel in the latter days (24:14). ‘A star will come out
of Jacob, and a sceptre will rise from Israel, crushing the foreheads
of Moab and the skulls of the sons of Sheth’ (24:17). The prophecy
places Israel’s hope in a future ruler, who will crush the skulls of its
enemies.

Viewed in its immediate context the prophecy seems insignificant.
Israel will finally triumph over all its enemies some time in the future.
When the context is expanded, however, more details are seen. The
last time a prophecy was made in which the expression ‘the latter
days’ occurred was in Jacob’s blessing to his sons (Gen. 49). In that
blessing the tribe of Judah was singled out as the one that would have
the strength of a lion, and whose universal rule would even transform
nature. This later blessing of Baalam is a direct response to the bless-
ing of Jacob. It mentions that a star shall rise out of Jacob, a sceptre
from Israel. Is the star simply another reference to ‘rule’, or could it
mean something else? Could it mean an individual star from a huge
mass of stars? The first reference to stars signifying descendants is
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Genesis 15:5, when Abraham is promised a seed as numerous as the
stars in the sky. Later he is promised that he will have kings as his
descendants (Gen. 17:6). This ‘star’ may be a reference to one indi-
vidual descendant from the group.

More to the point is the analogy of the serpent’s defeat at the hands
of the seed of the woman in Genesis 3:15. A battle is envisioned that
results in a crushing blow to the serpent’s head by the seed of the
woman. Near the end of the narrative section of the Torah there is a
promise that this will happen at the end of the days. The star will
smash the foreheads of the Moabites, who here represent the forces
arraigned against Israel, forces that seek to curse it and thwart the
promise of God.

The wider literary context contains a direct allusion to a particu-
lar seed of the woman, which is part of the larger seed of Israel that
is going to defeat the forces of evil and provide rule for the world. The
geographical domain is not only Israel but also probably the world.

In summary, then, the Baalam oracles envision a king emerging
from Israel to destroy its enemies. In language identical to the bless-
ing of Judah in Genesis 49, he is like an invincible lion (Num. 24:5–9).
Similarly, in the next oracle of Baalam, a star and a sceptre arise from
Israel to smash the heads of the Moabites, who represent the enemy
of Israel (Num. 24:16–24). The genealogical line of descent is lucid
(Gen. 3:15; 12:3; 49:10).

This detailed examination of the larger context and structure of the
first four books of the Torah is important to show that the note of hope
found in the Abrahamic covenant is the larger context for the more
pessimistic covenant of Sinai. Whereas the latter portends the inevit-
able exile of Israel and its diminution among the nations, the former
speaks of the triumph of Israel through a particular descendant who
will bring blessing to the nations, in fulfilment of the promise to the
woman in the garden of Eden. And the Baalam oracles show conclu-
sively that ‘the patriarchal promises remain intact (24:9) despite Israel’s
sins’ (Schultz 1997: 187).

Deuteronomy: at the border of Canaan

Deuteronomy functions as a transitional book, both concluding the
Torah and introducing the history recorded in Joshua – 2 Kings.
Numbers ended with Israel on the plains of Moab, on the east side
of the Jordan, across from the Canaanite city of Jericho (Num. 33:48;
36:13). This is where Deuteronomy begins. Associated with this
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beginning are the elements of suspense, urgency and anticipation.
The fulfilment of the promise of land awaits. The hour is critical. Will
the new generation fail like the old? 

Consequently, the geographical motif is omnipresent. The final
address of Moses to the people is saturated with references to the
great prize awaiting possession. The land is at the forefront from the
beginning to the end. Deuteronomy has an ‘obsessive preoccupation
with this theme’, so much so that ‘only in this book is there a fully
developed theology of the land in which the entire future of the
nation has been concentrated’ (Whybray 1995: 98). The note of ‘the
land that I am about to give you’,22 and of making a sanctuary ‘in
the place Yahweh would choose to cause his name to dwell’, is
repeatedly struck.23 The legislation in chapters 12 – 26 is to regulate
life in the land. The land is described in glowing terms, in marked
contrast to the descriptions of Egypt and the wilderness, Israel’s
previous locales (Deut. 8:7–16; 11:10–12).

Yet the land also has its own peculiar enticements, tempting the
Israelites to be autonomous, much as Adam and Eve were tempted
in Eden. But it is most of all a blessing. Many of the blessings Israel
experiences for obedience are blessings associated with land: rain, fer-
tility, crops and livestock (Deut. 28:1–14).

Canaan is the place of blessing, wilderness the place of curse
(Deut. 8:7–16). These themes are developed to show that within the
nation of Israel there is a special place from which the divine presence
will emanate, where the Lord God will cause his name to dwell (Deut.
12). This is to be the sole place of formal worship and sacrifice. It is
in this location that the sanctuary will be established, where the Ark
of the Covenant will be placed and the cherubim will overshadow
worship, and from which divine holiness will radiate to the rest of the
land.

The idea of causing a name to dwell in the sanctuary means not
just that God owns the sanctuary in a special way, but that this is the
place of Yahweh’s residence in the midst of Israel: his name is asso-
ciated with his person and character and this, therefore, is the place
of his mercy and grace (Exod. 34:5–7), where God takes up residence
in Israel. Divine presence and holy land echo the lost glory of Eden.

Geographical blessing depends on Israelite obedience. This is
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23 Deut. 12:5, 11, 21; 14:24; 16:6; 26:2.
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shown in a ritual that is to be performed when the Israelites enter
Canaan (Deut. 27). They are to build an altar at Shechem and write
a copy of the Torah on its stones. The tribes are to position them-
selves in such a way that six stand on Mount Gerizim and six on
Mount Ebal. The Levitical tribe is to pronounce twelve curses upon
people who will commit relatively secret sins dealing with idolatry,
social relations, sexuality and murder (Deut. 27:15–26). This remark-
able list shows that the Torah is aiming at a transformation of the
heart (Noth 1966: 118). As if to sum up everything, the list of curses
culminates with a blanket statement that anyone who does not obey
the Torah is cursed (Deut. 27:26).

In chapter 28 a list of blessings for Israelite obedience to the Torah
follows, and a catalogue of curses for disobedience. The curses
(28:15–69) vastly outnumber the blessings (28:3–14), and, like the lists
in Leviticus, this suggests an ominous future for Israel. The blessings
largely have to do with life in the land (‘Blessed . . . Blessed . . . Yahweh
your God will bless you in the land that he is about to give you’); the
curses concern a potential enemy invasion and life outside the land.
That the preponderance of curses deals with such a topic shows the
radical importance of geography. The ultimate curse for failing to
keep the law is to be exiled from the land and to go back to Egypt in
ships (Reimer 1990: 217–219). If Israel’s salvation from Egypt was a
miracle, its damnation will be an ‘anti-miracle’, simply a natural
phenomenon, which stresses that God’s presence has departed from
Israel. If one of the supreme blessings is to possess the land, one of
the ultimate curses is exile. And even the great Moses will find himself
on the outside looking in. He will only be able to see the land of
Canaan from a distance (Deut. 3:23–29; 31:2–3; 32:48–52; 34:1–12).
His exile from the land is due to disobedience.

The geographical theme overshadows the genealogical one, but the
latter is still present. The multiplication of the people is due to the ful-
filment of the Abrahamic promise: ‘Your forefathers went down to
Egypt as seventy individuals, but now Yahweh your God has made
you as numerous as the stars in the sky’ (Deut. 10:22; cf. 1:10; 28:62).
Israel is also compared to a son and Yahweh to a father (Deut. 8:5).
If Israel observes the law, it will be a blessing to the nations: ‘Observe
the law carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding
to the nations’ (4:6). ‘Then all the peoples of the earth will see you
that you are called by the name of Yahweh and they will respect you’
(28:10). This shows that sonship means belonging to Yahweh and
reflecting his likeness, which is manifested in obedience to the Torah.

EXODUS TO DEUTERONOMY

119

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 119 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 -



To be called by Yahweh’s name means that the people are the peculiar
possession of Yahweh, a concept very similar to being made in God’s
image. And, as God’s possession, they are to display the invisible
presence of Yahweh through keeping the Torah (Deut. 4:10–13).

There are two deuteronomic laws that stress the importance of
individuals within the nation who will provide rule and guidance: the
laws pertaining to kingship (Deut. 17:14–20) and to prophecy (Deut.
18:9–22). Both laws contrast sharply with the way other nations
choose kings and prophets. Although other nations have these
leaders, Israel must model radical alternatives.

The law of kingship anticipates the fulfilment of earlier promises
(Gen. 17:6, 16; 49:10) as well as an Israelite attempt to domesticate
kingship in order to be like the nations. This attempt would clearly
represent a rejection of divine rule. Nevertheless, this legislation
accommodates such a desire by essentially transforming the institu-
tion of kingship. Future kings must be native Israelites marked by dis-
tinctive behaviour. They cannot depend on Realpolitik. Their source
of authority derives from copying the Torah and reading it regularly.
This will lead to a lasting and appropriate royal dominion – ruling in
humility and the fear of Yahweh.

Prophets will not depend on various esoteric rituals to discern the
will of God (Deut. 18:9–13). God will raise up a successor to Moses,
who declared the will of God to the people at Sinai (Deut. 18:14–22).
God will simply place his words in the mouth of the prophet, who will
then relay the message to the people. There is total dependence on
divine communication, which supports and confirms the Torah.
Since signs are given by which true prophecy can be distinguished
from false, it is clear that an institution is envisaged, a succession of
Moses-like prophets, who will declare the will of God.

Despite these intimations of hope, a strong undercurrent of doom
is obvious in Deuteronomy. This great nation, which God has
claimed and which is to bless the nations, should be under no illusions
about serving God. The demand that is necessary is total: the deut-
eronomic expression is to love Yahweh God with all the heart, soul
and capacity (Deut. 6:4–5), an expression used to describe only one
Israelite in the entire subsequent history of Israel, the Davidic king
Josiah (2 Kgs. 23:25; Friedman 1987b: 112). It is this total demand in
the shadow of Sinai that provides the book not only with a sense of
urgency but also with a sense of doom and inevitable failure. At the
beginning of the book, when Moses describes God’s saving history of
the Israelites, he predicts that they will violate the law and end up in
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exile (Deut. 4:25–28). The book concludes with a similar pessimistic
prediction. Although one does not need to go up to heaven or cross
the sea in search of the Torah, one cannot fulfil its demands without
a circumcised heart (Deut. 30:11–14; cf. 30:5–7). It is almost as if
another covenant is needed, one in which the heart is transformed to
conform to the demands of the law. Appended to the book is a song
of Moses that predicts the defection of Israel (Deut. 31:14–22;
32:1–43).

As noted before, this sense of doom found at the margins of the
book is also found within the book. Like Leviticus, the list of bless-
ings (28:3–14) for keeping the law and the list of curses (28:15–69) for
violations is heavily weighted in favour of the curses. The additional
fact that these curses themselves end on a definite note of exile is cer-
tainly not promising, but indicative of the future. When there is a ref-
erence to the people and their relationship with God, they are
described in pejorative terms as ‘stiffnecked’ (9:6, 13; 31:27), who
‘rebel’ against the Lord (9:7, 23, 24; 31:27); they require radical heart
surgery (10:16; 30:6). This makes the laws about sonship, disobedi-
ence and curse in Deuteronomy 21:18–23 almost prophetic of Israel’s
future. This text notes that a disobedient and rebellious son should
be executed. This is followed by a law that requires the corpse of an
executed criminal to be hung on a tree until sundown, since ‘cursed
is everyone who hangs upon a tree’.24

The doom, however, does not quite mute the hope. If the judgment
of exile is inevitable, a real possibility of restoration to the land can
occur if Israel gets a new heart in exile and repents ‘in the latter days’
(Deut. 4:30; 30:1–6). This expression of return to the land for Israel
clearly links up with Jacob’s and Baalam’s blessings on Israel in the
distant future (Sailhamer 1995). This salvation is based not on Sinai
but on the covenant with the patriarchs (Deut. 4:31).

The Song of Moses (Deut. 32), which predicts the defection of
Israel, is followed by a poem of blessing in which Moses pronounces
his benediction on the tribes of Israel (Deut. 33). This indicates that
hope, not judgment, is the last word for Israel. Before the aged Israel
died in exile he blessed his sons (Gen. 49); similarly, another chapter
turns as the aged Moses blesses the tribes before he dies in exile.
Throughout the blessing is the motif of triumph over enemies: Judah
needs help against its foes, implying that a deliverer will come (Deut.
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33:7; Sailhamer 1995: 246); Levi’s foes are to be struck down (Deut.
33:11); Joseph has the horns of a wild ox with which to gore the
nations (Deut. 33:17); Dan and Gad are like lions (Deut. 33:20–22).
The tribes are to enjoy the benefits of the land: Benjamin will dwell
securely (Deut. 33:12); Joseph will feast on the riches of his tribal
allotment (Deut. 33:13–16); Gad’s domain will be enlarged (Deut.
33:20–21); Zebulun and Issachar will likewise enjoy the riches of their
territory (Deut. 33:18–19).

But most significant of all is the concluding hymn of praise to
God. It begins by describing Yahweh’s incomparability and ends by
depicting Israel’s incomparability. ‘There is no-one like the God of
Jeshurun, who rides upon the heavens to help you, and in the clouds
in his majesty . . . Blessed are you, O Israel; who is like you, a people
saved by Yahweh, a shield to help you and a majestic sword?’ (Deut.
33:26–29). The consequence is that enemies will come cowering
before Israel, while Israel will trample upon their high places, the
places of idolatry. Israel will have dominion. Despite the note of
pessimism connected with the law and the land, genealogy gives hope.

The conclusion of the book of Deuteronomy brings together these
twin themes of geography and genealogy. There the great leader
Moses is granted a vision of the land of Canaan from a distance. It
is described in great detail and is directly linked to the very first
promise God made to Abraham when he entered Canaan (Deut.
34:1b–4; cf. Gen. 12:7).

The focus shifts from the land to the unique prophet, who is unable
to lead the children of Israel into the land of promise despite his
astonishing intimacy with God. He is without parallel as a leader of
Israel and is depicted passing the torch of leadership to Joshua from
the tribe of Ephraim, a man known primarily for his faith in the
power and the provision of God. Moses, like Adam and Eve, knows
God in a face-to-face relationship and, like them, dies outside Eden.
He stands under the curse of the law and dies outside the land of
promise, while the new generation of Israelites will enter. He has been
responsible for saving the people repeatedly, but at the end of the day
he remains outside. In some strange way he receives his wish. He is
cursed so that Israel can be blessed (cf. Exod. 32:32).

In the concluding statement about Moses, that ‘there never has
arisen a prophet like Moses, whom God knew face to face’ (34:10),
there is the implication that many prophets have come and gone, pat-
terned after the Mosaic model in fulfilment of Deuteronomy 18. Yet
no-one has risen to his stature. This text signals the end not only of
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an historical epoch but of the literary document of the Torah.
Conveniently, it not only brings closure to this text but prepares the
way for the next section of the canon, the Prophets, which details the
exploits of many of these individuals. Moses’ incomparability and
the new title given to him, ‘servant of Yahweh’,25 prefigure another
unique prophetic servant who also died ‘outside the land’ for his
people.
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Chapter Five

The narrative storyline
continues:

the Former Prophets
(Joshua to Kings)

The Prophets

The next section, the Prophets, has two subdivisions. The Former
Prophets, consisting of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, continue
the storyline of the Torah from the conquest to the exile in Babylon,
thus completing the first half of the Hebrew Bible. The Latter
Prophets, comprising Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah and the Twelve, are
anthologies of prophetic speeches delivered largely during the events
narrated by the last half of the book of Kings. The Latter Prophets
together with the Writings comprise the last half of the Hebrew Bible.

This section begins by referring back to the death of ‘Moses, the
servant of Yahweh’, and the importance of obedience to his Torah
(Jos. 1:1–9), and ends on the same note by urging the necessity of
remembering the Torah of Moses, the servant of Yahweh, and being
prepared for a return of the greatest prophet of the Prophets, Elijah
(Mal. 4:4–6 [ 3:22–24]).1

The Former Prophets: the dead end of exile

In recent times, the Former Prophets have been viewed as one histor-
ical work, the Deuteronomistic History – the working out in history
of the blessings and curses of Deuteronomy in the life of the Israelite
nation. It begins with a retrospective glance at the death of Moses,
proceeds to describe the conquest of Canaan, surveys the events
leading up to kingship, charts the chequered course of this institution
and ends with the death of Israel – its exile from the land:

125

1 Both great prophets left this life outside the land. Moses died in an unknown loca-
tion and Elijah was translated to heaven on the east side of the Jordan (2 Kgs. 2:5–18).
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. . . the Deuteronomic History . . . is a grand theological survey
of Israel’s approximately 650 years in her land, to show how
God once gave the land as a tangible token of the covenant
relationship, at the time of Joshua, and how a history of per-
sistent covenant breaking made God take it away again
through Nebuchadnezzar in the year 587 BC (W. Janzen 1973:
175)

Consequently, the ominous shadow of Sinai looms over this history
of covenant-breaking, curse, exile and death. ‘Thus from the begin-
ning of Israel’s history until its end, the people’s behavior could be
characterized as the non-fulfilling of the covenant’ (Klein 1979: 26).
At the end of the Former Prophets, the cities of Judah lie devastated
by the Babylonian armies, with their inhabitants either dead or in
exile (2 Kgs. 25). The land is tohû wabôhû, an amorphous mass (Gen.
1:2). In fact, it is described with exactly this wording in the first book
of the Latter Prophets, Jeremiah (4:23–26).

As far as the larger canonical context is concerned, the promise to
the woman of a seed that would triumph over the seed of the serpent
and restore humanity to its lost royal glory as vicegerent of creation
seems dead. The covenant with the fathers seems to be a travesty, as
the demands of the Sinai covenant have brought down the verdict of
death and curse on Israel. Israel, the firstborn son of God, has been
disobedient (Deut. 21:18–21; cf. Jer. 5:23; Is. 1:2–4). He has been
buried in an exilic graveyard (Ezek. 37:1–14).

Joshua: occupation and settlement

The Former Prophets begin auspiciously with a dominion theme.
Joshua is a book of conquest and, in particular, of the realization of
the fulfilment of Yahweh’s promise to give to his people the land. As
Koorevar (1990; see also McConville 1993: 101–102) notes, the struc-
ture of the book is largely about taking dominion of a piece of land.
He observes that leading words signal the basic structure of the book.
In chapters 1 – 5, the key verb is ‘abar, where the stress is on Israel
‘passing over’ the Jordan to get to the land of promise. In chapters 6
– 11 the key word is laqah, which describes Israel ‘taking’ the land.
Chapters 12 – 22 frequently use the word halaq, in which the land is
‘divided’ and ‘apportioned’ among the various Israelite tribes.
Finally, there is a fresh challenge to the Israelites to ‘serve’ Yahweh
with all their hearts in the land; the word used here is ‘abad (23 – 24).
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Thus there is a neat a–b–b–a chiastic structure that highlights the
importance of land.2

The dominion theme is also emphasized as God’s son, Israel, takes
the land. On the basis of his analysis, Koorevar (1990: 190) regards
18:1 as a central text in the book: ‘All the congregation of Israel gath-
ered at Shiloh and erected the sanctuary when the land was subdued
before them.’ This installation of the tent indicates not just the fulfil-
ment of the promise to Israel that Yahweh would dwell with Israel in
the land but also another possibility: creation terminology from
Genesis 1 is used to describe the Israelite dominion in Canaan (Gen.
1:28; Jos. 18:1). Israel, as God’s son, is exercising dominion over the
creation in fulfilment of the function of the image of God.

This is dramatically shown in another passage that describes
Israel’s conquest of five Canaanite kings and their armies. After
defeating their armies, Joshua makes the leaders lie prostrate on the
ground. He then commands Israelite chieftains to place their feet on
the necks of the enemy, indicating thereby an object lesson in domin-
ion to all the Israelites. The kings are then slain and hung on a tree
until evening (Josh. 10:24–26). When read atomistically or politically,
this action of Joshua is seen to be the relic of a barbaric age. But, in
the larger context, the action takes on a different significance. There
are echoes of the seed of the woman’s crushing the serpent’s head and
of the placing of the curse upon the seed of the serpent (O. P.
Robertson 1980: 101). The hanging of the bodies on trees graphically
shows the cursed fate of these kings. The curse upon Ham before the
Table of Nations is working itself out on his son, Canaan (Gen. 9:25;
cf. Jos. 9:23–24).

The conquest itself is depicted as a fulfilment of the Abrahamic
promise in the possession of the land, but the enemy’s demise is
understood as judgment. Not only the curse of Ham echoes in the
judgment of the Canaanites, but also that of the flood. There is to be
total destruction as the Israelites sweep over the land,3 as agents of
God’s judgment on the sin of the Amorites (Gen. 15:16). The
Nephilim are in the land as they were in the days before the great
deluge (Num. 13:33; cf. Jos. 11:21–22).4

If this is the negative aspect to conquest, the land itself is positively
viewed as a new Eden, the place from which a new restoration of the
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2 The letters d (‘abad) and r (‘abar) are almost identical in Hebrew.
3 Note Gen. 7:22; Jos. 10:40; 11:11, 14, which indicate that those who perished in

the flood and in Canaan were described as kol nesamâ.
4 I am indebted to Alex Leblanc for this observation.
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pristine conditions of the entire creation can commence. The parting
of the waters of the Red Sea is repeated at the Jordan River (Jos. 3 –
4), recalling the purpose of the exodus, namely that Israel would be
planted in the mountain of God’s inheritance (Exod. 15:16). After
crossing the river on dry ground, the manna stops in Canaan – the
people need no more miraculous provision: the food of Canaan is
miracle itself (Jos. 5:11–12). Passover was celebrated before the liber-
ation from Egyptian oppression and the conquest of Egypt’s army
and, similarly, it precedes the conquest of Canaan. Joshua is pat-
terned after Moses when he must bow before an angelic wielder of a
sword and remove the shoes from his feet because of the holy ground
(Exod. 3:1–5; Jos. 5:13–15). It is clear now that the divine residence is
not at Sinai but in Canaan, and the angel does not bar the way to
Eden, as was the case with Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:24; Jos. 5:13–15).
This angelic warrior will assist the Israelites in taking Canaan.

Geographical ‘overkill’
The geographical nature of the promise is emphasized by the lengthy
list of kings and cities that were captured (Jos. 12). This is followed
by what seems like geographical and genealogical overkill in the
meticulous description of the boundaries of the various tribes in the
land of Canaan, a task that takes the writer seven chapters (Jos.
15 – 21). But what seems uninteresting to westerners was surely
momentous to ancient Israelites. These were land deeds! This is the
equivalent of the detailed description of Abraham’s procurement of
a grave for Sarah in Genesis 23, the description of the tabernacle in
Exodus and the enumeration of the tribes in Numbers. This shows
that they are not deeds for any land, but for land promised to
Abraham, for Edenic real estate. Consequently, it is no coincidence
that, as soon as the land was allocated, the Israelites gathered at
Shiloh, where the tabernacle of God was set up (Jos. 18:1–2;
19:49–51). Not surprisingly, the tribe of Judah is prominently posi-
tioned in the narrative as the first tribe for which tribal boundaries
are delineated.

Despite the positive notes of fulfilment in the text, which describe
a new creation occurring with the Israelite people, there are hints that
all is not well in the nascent state of Israel. The Israelite victory and
possession of the land depend on their faithfulness to Yahweh and
not on any inherent superior military power. The pair of initial
encounters with Canaanites, which result in both a stunning victory
and an equally stunning defeat, make the same point, first positively,
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then negatively. Loyalty and faithfulness to Yahweh lead to miracu-
lous victory at Jericho (Jos. 6), and disobedience with respect to the
ban leads to an ‘anti-miraculous’ defeat at Ai (Jos. 7:1–6). The point
is clear. Residence in the land will depend upon obedience, and dis-
obedience will mean expulsion from the land, just as it was in the
garden of Eden at the beginning. To underline this theologically, it is
recorded that the disobedient man brings down a curse not only on
himself but on the entire community. That is why the victory at
Jericho is somewhat tarnished, for after Jericho stands Achor, the
valley where Achan and his family were stoned (Jos. 7:18–26).
Jericho, the place of blessing, is followed by Achor, the place of curse.

This theme of blessing and curse is emphasized again when the
Israelites proceed to Shechem after the victory at Ai (Jos. 8:30–35).
An altar is erected and a copy of the Torah is written and promul-
gated. The blessing and curse are solemnly invoked in order to spur
devotion for the Torah in fulfilment of Deuteronomy 27. In the
chronology of the narrative, this passage should be placed at the very
end of Joshua, when the covenant is renewed at Shechem (23 – 24),
but it is in fact positioned in chapter 8 to underscore the importance
of obedience. The next chapter shows the Israelite failure to execute
the ban against some Canaanites (Jos. 9) and, despite the victories
mentioned in chapters 11 and 12, the land-distribution sections in-
dicate that the Israelites were not able to conquer certain sections of
the land (Jos. 15:63; 16:10; 17:12, 17–18; 19:47), including the coastal
plain, where a band of giants resided (Jos. 11:22).

A coming canopy of darkness
By the end of the book of Joshua a minor shadow portends a coming
canopy of darkness. The aged leader gives two solemn speeches,
recorded in chapters 23 and 24 respectively, which carry on the tradi-
tion of the final speeches of patriarchs, charting a history for the
people of Israel (Gen. 49; Deut. 32 – 33). The first speech focuses on
the initial success of the conquest and expresses concern lest the
people fail to finish the job. The completion of the conquest can be
achieved only if they keep Torah just as it was announced to Joshua
at the beginning of the book (Jos. 23:6; cf. Jos. 1:7–9). It is observed
that all the promises have been fulfilled. Then Joshua concludes his
speech, urging his people not to have relations with the people of the
land, which would lead to Israelite apostasy and exile (Jos. 23:15–16;
cf. Deut. 4:26; 11:17).

The next speech takes place at Shechem and is a renewal of the
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Sinai covenant. Before Joshua calls the Israelites to renewed commit-
ment (24:14–15), he rehearses God’s mighty actions for them
(24:2–13). The people respond positively to the challenge, desiring to
serve only Yahweh. Joshua’s ‘cynical’ response seems amazing, but is
virtually a moral blueprint for the next 500 years of Israelite history:
‘You are not able to serve Yahweh, for he is a holy God! He is a
jealous God and he will not forgive your transgressions and sins’
(24:19). This is borne out in the laconic observation at the end of the
book that Israel served God during the lifetime of Joshua and during
the lifetime of the elders who had experienced all the mighty deeds of
the Lord (Jos. 24:31). The implication is that once these leaders were
gone the people stopped following the Lord.

Anderson, following von Rad, points out the significance of this
statement by Joshua at the end of the book:

. . . the statement that Israel is unable to serve Yahweh is unpar-
alleled in the Old Testament, and in some way it relates to the
verdict, to which prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel were
driven, that Israel lacks the capacity ‘to live with and belong
to God’ (1976: 350).

But this verdict has already been anticipated at Sinai (Exod. 32; Lev.
10), the departure from Sinai (Num. 10 – 25) and in the Mosaic fare-
well speech (Deut. 4:23–28; 29:21–27). The capacity Israel lacks is a
heart that will keep Torah (Deut. 30:6).

Judges: the darkness settles

A note of failure
Just as Joshua began with a reference to the death of Moses at the
end of Deuteronomy, the beginning of Judges links up with the end
of Joshua by mentioning Joshua’s death (Jos. 24:29; Judg. 1:1).
Judges continues the storyline by recounting the efforts of the indi-
vidual tribes to conquer the remaining Canaanites within the geo-
graphical boundaries allotted to them (Jos. 15 – 19). Just as the first
tribe allotted its land is Judah (Jos. 15), so it is the first tribe to begin
conquest in Judges (Judg. 1:1–2). The optimistic tone with which the
story begins quickly dissipates in the protracted description of the
many Canaanite enclaves that still remain in the land (Judg. 1:21,
27–35).
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Such a note of failure is continued throughout the book as things
go from bad to worse. It is as if the ominous canopy of darkness at
the end of Joshua has settled over the landscape in Judges. The young
nation is continually being oppressed by foreign enemies sent by
Yahweh as punishment for covenant violation. Foreign tyrants fre-
quently occupy the land, and the Israelites experience ‘Egyptian’
oppression all over again, only this time on their own soil. By the end
of the book it is evident that the Philistines dominate Israel; the
failure of the tribe of Dan to conquer the land assigned to them leads
them to hire a heretical Levite to help their endeavours (Judg. 17 –
18). Finally, the Canaanite centre of Jebus (Jerusalem) comes off
looking better than the Israelite city of Gibeah (Judg. 19). Israelites
decide not to spend the night at the Canaanite centre because of
danger, and lodge instead at one of their own towns. There one of
them is gang-raped and murdered in a story that thunderously echoes
the depravity of Sodom (Gen. 19:4–9; Judg. 19:22–25). Israel has
become Sodom! ‘A holy war must be conducted on the people of
God’ (Judg. 20 – 21).5 One of the Israelite tribes is decimated.

Lights in the darkness
From the genealogical perspective, the people as a whole seem to have
become corrupt. The only ‘saving grace’ during this tumultuous
period is that human leaders – judges – are raised up by Yahweh to
save Israel. Soon after the settlement in the land, the narrator sup-
plies a lens for viewing the various stories about the judges. Israel
forgets God, adopts pagan practices, is punished by God in the form
of a conquering nation, repents, cries out to God for help and is saved
by a judge, and the land experiences rest as long as the judge lives.
After the judge dies, the pattern is repeated (2:10–19).

The judges are thus human saviours for Israel because they are
endowed with God’s Spirit. They save by conquering the enemies of
the people of God. A judge from Judah, Othniel, heads this parade
of liberators (3:9–11). Whether it was Ehud sticking a dagger into the
obese Eglon (3:14–30), Shamgar using an ox-goad to slaughter
Philistines (3:31), Deborah routing the militarily superior Canaanites
(4 – 5), Gideon defeating the Midianite hordes with 300 troops (6 –
8), the renegade Jepthah triumphing over the Moabite armies (11 –
12), or a blind and powerless Samson pulling the temple of Dagon
down on Philistine worshippers (16), these judges engaged in
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conquest that resulted in liberation for the people and land. This is
not only a realization of the royal-conquest motifs in Genesis 1 but
also a fulfilment of the promise as the seed of the woman establishes
dominion by defeating oppression. Each of the judges’ victories is
accomplished in the power of the Spirit, and in many there are clear
theological overtones that stress power in weakness: the knife that
kills obese Eglon comes from the left hand of Ehud and is associated
with the word of God (3:20); the female victory of Deborah over the
Canaanites, which culminates in the smashing of the enemy’s skull
(also by a woman), emphasizes divine aid (4:21). Gideon’s lack of
promise as a military leader qualifies him to be the leader of an even
less promising army, which is thereby qualified to fight for Yahweh
and win a stunning victory over the Midianites (6 – 7). His sword is
the Lord’s. Jepthah, the son of a whore, triumphs because of prayer
(11:30–31), as does the final judge, Samson (16:28), whose dramatic
death accomplishes a great victory over the Philistines.

The structure of Judges shows that Israel gradually descends into
a moral and political quagmire, and this is mirrored in the sequence
of judges themselves, most of whom are questionable characters. But
the last one is a particularly striking mirror-image of the nation.
Samson, the supernaturally born Israelite, was set apart as a Nazirite
with a distinctive vocation. He constantly breaks his religious vows,
is enamoured of Philistine women, loses his identity and physical
strength through these encounters, becomes a slave and has his eyes
gouged out by the enemy. He represents his own people, who had a
supernatural origin, were set apart from among the nations with a
distinctive vocation, broke their vows and were enamoured of foreign
idols, until finally they lost their identity and spiritual power and
became the blind slaves of their oppressors in exile (cf. Gros Louis
1974: 161–162). This deteriorating development, which culminates in
the tragic episode of Samson, shows also that the institution of the
judges is finally not able to help the people of Israel.6 At the least,
something else or someone else is needed.
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‘Philistine’ hermeneutics.
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The failure of the judges and the need for a new leader
The appendix to the book (chapters 17 – 21), which follows the
Samson episode, portrays a blind and autonomous Israel desperately
in need of the leadership of kingship. A Levite makes an idol and
becomes a priest for the tribe of Dan, and the rape and murder of
another priest’s concubine, resulting in civil war, concludes the book.
In the absence of proper leadership all hell has broken loose. Thus in
these chapters the narrator’s lament is repeated: ‘There was no king
in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (Judg. 17:6;
21:25; cf. 18:1; 19:1).

The deuteronomic vision of a curse for failing to follow the Torah
has come upon the young nation with a vengeance in the book of
Judges, so much so that by the end of the book the nation is far worse
than its pagan neighbours. Israel is in need of lasting kingship instead
of a temporary judge. And the parade of judges demonstrates a need
for a permanent, righteous leader. The pagan concept of a king who
is a power-hungry tyrant is not in mind (cf. Judg. 9:7–15), but rather
the transformed servant-king whose life embodies the Torah in
accord with the deuteronomic legislation (Deut. 17:14–20). The
lament for a king with which Judges concludes, coming as it does on
the heels of the ultimate failure of the judges, shows the need of a
greater than Othniel to complete the task, an individual like the ruler
mentioned in Genesis 49 and in the Baalam oracles, an individual
who would not only defeat Israel’s enemies but be a model of virtue
as well. Such a person would give Israel more than a temporary rest.
Von Rad’s (1965: 372–373) observation that the failure of the judges
created an anticipation of a future, more successful, leader is funda-
mentally sound.7 That individual will be a king who will lead the
people to do what is right in God’s eyes. This is the hope implied in
the last line of the book: ‘There was no king in Israel. Everyone did
what was right in his own eyes’ (Judg. 21:25).
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Samuel: the promise of a king

The textual boundaries of Samuel: holy place
and holy king

Judges ends at the location of Shiloh with a description of moral and
spiritual anarchy, and it is here that the book of Samuel begins, with
a man, his two wives and his family making their annual pilgrimage
to celebrate one of the feasts (1 Sam. 1:1–5). The real action begins,
however, with a desperate prayer of one of these wives in the precincts
of the tabernacle, as she longs for a child to end the curse of her bar-
renness (1 Sam. 1:9–11). The child is granted, and he becomes a king-
maker in Israel – a direct answer not only to Hannah’s prayer but also
to the lament with which Judges ends.

If Samuel begins with a desperate prayer, it also ends with one –
that of a king in Jerusalem petitioning his God to save a city from the
consequences of his sin (2 Sam. 24). His prayer is answered, and
David purchases the future site of the temple and altar that averts the
punishing sword of God. The beginning and ending of Samuel indi-
cate a geographical shift from worship at the temporary site for the
tabernacle (Shiloh) to worship at what will become the permanent
site for the temple (Jerusalem), as well as the genealogical fact that
there is now a king in Israel, a possible leader who can give Israel rest
in the land and lead the people to do what is right in God’s eyes.

But Hannah and David not only echo each other’s desperate
prayers at holy sites; they echo each other’s songs of thanksgiving,
and these songs focus on a messianic king. Hannah’s prayer for a
child is fulfilled, and after dedicating the boy to the sanctuary in
Shiloh she sings a thanksgiving song (1 Sam. 2:1–10). The song’s
antiphonal response is David’s song of thanksgiving after he had
been delivered from all his enemies (2 Sam. 22:2–51). These two
figures, Hannah and David, are crucially important for understand-
ing the book. Hannah’s song looks to the future for the overthrow of
a tyrannical dominion that will be replaced by a just king, a Messiah,
who will bring justice beyond Israel to the ends of the earth (1 Sam.
2:10). David looks back and sees how God has delivered him from all
his enemies. David smote them until they fell under his feet (2 Sam.
22:39–40). God gave him the neck of his enemies (22:41), and this
becomes the pledge of a future in which God will magnify his salva-
tion to his king and extend covenant loyalty to his Messiah, to David
and his seed for ever (22:51).
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The birth of a child and a new world order
In order to develop these themes, the content of the book has to be
sketched. The opening scene is in Shiloh, where the tabernacle of
God is located (1 Sam. 1). The dark narrative at the end of Judges is
continued, but now the moral and spiritual anarchy has contamin-
ated the holy site and the priesthood. Aged Eli and his sons have
become corrupt, and the place of sanctuary and enlightenment has
become a place of exploitation and darkness. It is hard to imagine a
worse situation than the end of the narrative of Judges, but this is it.

The narrator begins with a domestic squabble that occurs every
year at the annual festival at Shiloh. Elqanah and his two wives,
Hannah and Penninah, along with the latter’s children, make the
pilgrimage. The fertile Penninah uses the opportunity to remind
Hannah of her barrenness. Finally, Hannah is driven to desperation,
bolts to the courtyard of the tabernacle, and pours out her heart to
Yahweh, seeking an end to her reproach and barrenness. Eli, the high
priest, mistakes her desperation for drunkenness, and rebukes her.
This is an amazing irony, since this is the priest who will not rebuke
his own sons for blatant immorality. When corrected, Eli assures
Hannah that her prayer will be answered, and she gets pregnant the
next time she sleeps with her husband (1:1–20).

From such inauspicious beginnings come impressive endings.
When Hannah dedicates her young child, Samuel, to work at the
temple, she praises God with a thanksgiving hymn, and the hymn
becomes a theological and historical lens through which the writer of
the book of Samuel looks at Israel’s history and future. The reversal
of the personal misery of this barren woman is found in the birth of
a child, and in this stunning reversal lies the key to the reversal of
Israel’s present situation – not only Israel’s, but the world’s. The poem
begins with a renewed Hannah, but by its end there is a vision of a
renewed cosmos. This is to be celebrated with delirious joy that results
from the birth of a child and it is the birth of children, leading up to a
particular person – a king, no less – that will help Israel and the world
to reach their destiny.

This song virtually functions as a hermeneutical bridge for previ-
ous and subsequent narrative. It has significance not only for its local
context but also for the larger context of the book, and for the previ-
ous and succeeding books. In order to appreciate the far-reaching sig-
nificance of this song, which is the first poem to celebrate a birth in
the Tanakh, we should look at it more closely.
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The poem consists of three stanzas that progressively expand the
theme of Yahweh’s incomparability. The first stanza celebrates his
incomparability for a stunning personal reversal (2:1–3), the second
enlarges the vision to historical reversals in the life of the nation
(2:4–8b), and the third expands the vision further to the ends of the
earth (2:8c-10).

In this thanksgiving song, the note of praise is struck immediately by
using animal imagery: Hannah’s horn has been raised not by her but by
Yahweh (2:1). The image is of a ram flaunting its instrument of power,
perhaps after a victory over an opponent. Here Hannah simply says
that she praises Yahweh because he has raised her horn in her personal
struggle. By implication, the one who raises his own horn is repugnant
to Yahweh. That is why Yahweh detests a particular word: gèbohâ,
gèbohâ, ‘tall, tall’ (2:3).8 Such a stature encourages human autonomy.
Hannah uses another important image to describe Yahweh and his
strength, one that echoes Moses’ song at the end of the book of
Deuteronomy: Yahweh is a ‘rock’ (1 Sam. 2:2; Deut. 32:4, 15, 18, 30,
31, 37). This will reverberate again at the end of Samuel in David’s
songs (2 Sam. 22:3, 32, 47; 23:3), in which David proclaims both this
truth and the fact that Yahweh is the horn of his salvation (2 Sam. 22:3).

The second stanza records stunning reversals of human expecta-
tions: the strong are defeated in battle and the weak succeed; the well-
fed starve and the starving dine; the fertile woman loses her children
and the barren woman gets a houseful of kids. These reversals are the
result not of historical accidents but of the acts of a stunning
Reverser: it is Yahweh who has the power, who buries and resurrects,
who enriches and impoverishes and who exalts the children of a
barren woman to sit on thrones. Again, there is a resounding echo of
Moses’ song with the statement that it is Yahweh who kills and gives
life (1 Sam 2:6; Deut. 32:39).

The final stanza depicts the ultimate goal of this power at work in
history. There will be a new world order (2:8b), based not on human
strength (2:9) but on divine power. Yahweh will impart that power to
his Messiah to rule the world and thereby raise the Messiah’s horn
over his enemies.

A new historical grammar
As soon as the hymn is sung at the sanctuary, its linguistic content
creates a new political and historical grammar by which the syntax of
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history is arranged. The real subjects of history are no-things. Their
verbal actions accomplish astonishing results. And the apparently
invincible objects become very ordinary. Throughout the following
narrative the powerless and pure Samuel is contrasted with the pow-
erful and corrupt Elide priesthood at Shiloh (2:12–17 and 2:18;
2:22–25 and 2:26). When the young Samuel is called to be a prophet,
it is a sign that a major reversal is about to happen (3:1–21). No
longer will the divine word be domesticated by the religious institu-
tion; now it will become wildly free, coming to a young boy whose
first official act as a prophet will be to announce the demise of the
priesthood of Eli. A Philistine victory over the Israelites does not
signal the end of Yahweh’s power, even though the ark of God is cap-
tured, but it does sound the death knell of the house of Eli. This is
shown vividly in two scenes in rapid succession. The first one depicts
Eli receiving the news of Israel’s defeat in battle, the death of his sons
and the capture of the ark of the covenant (4:12–18). The second
scene describes the Philistines’ attempt to domesticate the ark in their
pantheon (5:1–4). When old, obese Eli hears the report, he collapses,
breaking his neck; his demise coincides with young Samuel’s rise.
When the Philistines visit their temple the next day, they see Dagon,
their chief god, bowing down before the ark. They try to rectify the
situation, but Dagon ends up beheaded in his next fall. The powerful
are being abased, and the powerless (after all, the ark has been cap-
tured) are being exalted.

This marks the end of Shiloh – a place that had become unholy by
the defiled priesthood. The narrative focus shifts to the captured ark
and Philistia (1 Sam. 5 – 6), where the sacred object wreaks judgment
everywhere it goes. The text demonstrates the futile attempts of the
Philistines to control Yahweh; they have to return the ark to Israel.
When it is returned, it inflicts havoc even among the Israelites, for
they approach it casually rather than with reverence and fear (1 Sam.
6:19–21). The ark remains in Bethshemesh and leaves the narrative
spotlight until a real king arises (2 Sam. 6).

The narrative focus shifts back to the Israelites, who have been
oppressed by the Philistines (1 Sam. 8). They long for deliverance
from the Philistine threat and believe that a king ‘like all the other
nations’ will save them. Samuel sees this request as a rejection of his
leadership, but Yahweh views it as a rejection of divine rule. And yet
it seems that kingship represented the hope of the book of Judges and
Hannah’s song. What is to be made of this? 

Such mixed reviews of kingship stem from the deuteronomic
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legislation, which is echoed loudly by the people in Samuel: ‘When
you come into the land . . . and you say, “Let me appoint a king over
me like all the other nations around me . . .”’ (Deut. 17:14). The
people’s desire for autonomy and power, which is recognized in this
text, is none the less accommodated by legislation that transforms the
institution of kingship. It is surely such a transformed kingship – an
human embodiment of the rule of Yahweh – that represents the
hopes of Judges and of Hannah. Nevertheless, when the actual
request comes from the lips of the people in history, it hurts Yahweh
deeply, and Samuel spells out the consequences of worldly kingship:
Realpolitik and all its implications (1 Sam. 8:10–17).9 The people are
not interested in transforming kingship; they ask for ‘tall’ (gebohâ)
kingship (1 Sam 8:20).10

The smallness of ‘height’
As the narrative unfolds the Israelites get the king of their heart’s
desire (1 Sam. 9:20), a king marked by height – in fact, a head taller
than every man in Israel (1 Sam. 9:2; 10:23). He is not the king trans-
formed by the deuteronomic legislation, a person with a Torah heart,
small and not tall (Deut. 17:18–20; cf. 1 Sam. 16:7). Consequently, it
is ominous that Saul comes from Gibeah (gib‘â), an Israelite Sodom
(Judg. 19 – 20), and certainly there is a nice wordplay with gebohâ. It
is hardly surprising, then, that Saul’s reign is doomed from the outset.
He embodies a type of kingship that will not be transformed by the
divine will.

No sooner is Saul installed as king than he sins and Yahweh rejects
him. It is Israel at Sinai all over again, taking cultic matters into its
own hands (1 Sam. 13:8–14). His rejection is finalized as a result of a
failure to obey the command of God to apply the ban to the
Amalekites in a holy war, a practice that demanded their complete
annihilation according to the rules of engagement in the wars of
Canaan (1 Sam. 15). The Amalekites represented a threat to Israelite
salvation because they had attacked Israel in the wilderness immedi-
ately after the exodus (Exod. 17:8–16), and this threat required their
total removal. Their king, Agag, had become a symbol of opposition
to God’s people (Num. 24:7) over which an Israelite king – obviously
not Saul – would eventually triumph.
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10 The Hebrew word for ‘ask’ is an ironic allusion to Saul’s name (1 Sam. 8:10).
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After Saul is defrocked of his kingship, the narrative moves from
the palace in Gibeah to Bethlehem in Judah, where Samuel is led to
anoint a new king over Israel (1 Sam. 16). Even the keen prophet is
not able to discern the identity of the future king. He knows that the
new monarch will come from Jesse’s children, but the most likely can-
didates in the prophet’s eyes are not Yahweh’s choices, for ‘human
beings look on the outward appearance, but Yahweh looks on the
heart’ (1 Sam. 16:7). This particular verse is important for under-
standing the book of Samuel. Thus it is no accident that the divine
choice is explicitly not gèbohâ! Interestingly, David’s birth order in
the family represents the reversal of the human position pictured in
Hannah’s song: Yahweh’s choice is the last of eight. His subject of
history is a no-thing.

After David is anointed king, God’s Spirit shifts from Saul to
David, and Saul is afflicted by an evil spirit. David’s first official act is
to exorcise Saul through the medium of music (1 Sam. 16:13–23).
Even though Saul is king in theory, David is king in practice. God
does indeed see things differently.

The next scene takes place in the no-man’s land between Israel and
Philistia and represents David’s second official act as God’s anointed
(1 Sam. 17). Not only does David practically rule by exorcising Saul’s
demons; he will also defeat the Philistine demon that has been
plaguing Israel for years. From a canonical perspective this text
represents the classic encounter in Scripture. With David the first
member of the tribe of Judah to be anointed king has arrived on the
scene. He is Yahweh’s man. And virtually as soon as he is anointed
king he engages in spiritual and physical warfare against a giant who
towers over Saul. It is difficult not to hear in the huge Goliath’s taunts
and his humiliation of the Israelites, not only the echoes of gèbohâ
gèbohâ in Hannah’s song, but an anti-God rhetoric that worships the
spear, the sword and the javelin.

In one of the most dramatic encounters in the Bible between the
righteous and the wicked, the narrator goes to great lengths to dem-
onstrate the apparent invulnerability of the Philistine and the weak-
ness of his opponent (1 Sam. 17:4–7, 12, 14–16). Moreover, the
speeches of Goliath are the epitome of spiritual defiance (1 Sam.
17:8–10, 43–44), whereas David’s are the embodiment of trust (1
Sam. 17:26, 34–37, 45–47). It is clear that the selection of this incid-
ent by the historian is not simply due to his flair for high drama.
Saturated as it is with theological reflection (von Rad 1991: 90–91),
this account relates an encounter between the living God, represented
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by the diminutive David, and Dagon, represented by the gargantuan
Goliath. The actual description of the action is quite brief – a paltry
two verses (1 Sam. 17:48–49). Goliath is felled by a small stone to the
head and is immediately beheaded by David, experiencing the same
fate as his god, Dagon, who collapsed in front of the ark of the cov-
enant.

This clash between the giant and the boy vividly displays the theme
of the song of Hannah. But it also does more. That song celebrates the
birth of a child (Samuel), God’s demolition of the power structures of
the world and the installation of his Messiah to bring justice to the
ends of the earth. It thus reaches back to the creation of the world and
the promise to restore world order at the beginning through the birth
of a child, the seed of the woman. The genealogical focus has shifted
from Adam to Seth, to Shem, to Abraham, to Israel, to Judah and
finally to David. David has become the focus of world genealogy. The
seed of the woman has arrived, and in David’s first action as king he is
a warrior, an anointed one who conquers and beheads a monstrous
giant, whose speech echoes the serpent’s voice. David will now become
the main focus of the storyline and, with his coming, there will be a
similar narrowing and expanding of the geographical focus. It will be
David who will bring this about as he conquers the Canaanite enclave
of Jebus, and it will be Jerusalem that becomes the centre of world
geography. Before this actually happens, there are some important
developments. David falls from King Saul’s favour and has to live as a
fugitive, hiding in caves and deserts of the earth, finally ending up, like
the ark before him, in exile among the Philistines.

As a fugitive among the Philistines in Ziklag, ironically David is
able to help Israel more than Saul can from his palace in Gibeah. As
Saul’s doom approaches, the king can no longer hear the word of
God, much like the Elide priesthood that preceded him (1 Sam. 28:6).
In contrast, many of David’s decisions are based on hearing God’s
voice (1 Sam. 23:1–5, 9–13). His attention to God’s voice saves his life;
Saul’s inattention forces him to consult the witch of Endor as an
ominous battle with the Philistines approaches (1 Sam. 28:7–25). At
her dwelling Saul consults Sheol and discovers that he will be there
the next day! The spirit of the dead prophet Samuel is brought up
from Sheol and delivers the message that the tall king will be brought
down to the grave. The tall (gèbohâ) Saul collapses (1 Sam. 28:20),11
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ified him for leadership; he was a full head taller than any of the people (1 Sam. 10:23),
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not only when he hears this word but also the next day in battle on
the mountains of Gilboa (gilbo‘a, 1 Sam. 31:8). This Israelite giant is
also beheaded. When David hears about the fate of Saul and the
army, he laments in words that echo Hannah’s song: How are the
mighty fallen (2 Sam. 2:19–27)! The Israelite giant (gèbohâ) from
Gibeah (gib‘â) dies on the mountains of Gilboa (gilbo’a).

After David finally establishes his reign over Israel, the geograph-
ical focus narrows to Jerusalem, which he is able to conquer (2 Sam.
5). David is thus the pre-eminent warrior. This is the purpose of the
list of David’s mighty men and of their accomplishments, found at
the end of the book of Samuel (2 Sam. 21:15–22; 23:8–39). It was
David and his men who were finally able to defeat all the enemies in
the land, particularly the giants. They finished the job that Joshua
had started. Consequently, David, as ruler, was exercising the domin-
ion and authority given to humanity at the beginning in his various
triumphs.

Just as David is the supreme warrior, so he is supremely devoted to
God. When he establishes Jerusalem as a political and military
capital for the nation, he desires to make it the religious centre too.
His first act after capturing the city is to retrieve the ark of the cov-
enant and bring it to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6). The ark, which had
retreated into the background during Saul’s reign, emerges into the
foreground as David begins his reign. The return of the ark, however,
results in disaster as a man named Uzzah is destroyed for touching it.
David is reminded of the identity of the real king in Israel, a God who
cannot be domesticated or managed for political reasons. Bringing
the ark to Jerusalem is not just a matter of putting a religious stamp
of approval on a regime.

Later David makes another attempt to bring the ark to Jerusalem.
As he leads the procession into the capital, he dances wildly in praise
of his God. This act shows that David is intoxicated with God and it
reveals his heart. The fact that his Saulide wife Michal does not share
his enthusiasm shows that the future does not rest with the house of
Saul. From a human point of view, a child from Michal’s womb
would be the most likely candidate for the throne. The lesson of
Hannah’s song, however, is repeated again and again. The future
belongs to the one who says, ‘I am abased (low) in my own eyes (and
am not tall)’ (2 Sam. 6:22). The future does not lie with the strong and
secure but, rather, the least likely of David’s sons will inherit a throne
of glory (1 Sam. 2:8b). Michal will die childless (2 Sam. 6:23).
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The building of David’s house 
The description of the first lady’s fate stresses the genealogical theme
that now becomes the leitmotiv of the text, as the issue of royal suc-
cession dominates the content. For this reason, this portion of the
Hebrew Bible is frequently known as the Succession Narrative.12 But
now it is not a matter of focusing on the many descendants of Israel
or on the tribe of Judah, but on one family from that tribe, the family
of David. Von Rad makes explicit this link with the stories of the
patriarchs:

[The Succession Narrative] begins with a discordant note, by
stating that the queen is barren (II Sam. VI.23), and immedi-
ately follows this with the Nathan prophecy. This gives the
theme and creates the tension – in these circumstances how
will Yahweh make good his promise ‘to build a house for
David’? Here too the old fabled motif of the barrenness of the
one called to motherhood is the ‘moving impulse’ (1962: 312).

Thus is introduced one of the most important chapters in the entire
Hebrew Bible: 2 Samuel 7. The matters of geography and genealogy
have been settled: Jerusalem and David, Zion and Scion. From this
one location in world geography and this one person in world
genealogy will flow blessing to the entire world and its inhabitants.
This is the theme of this chapter that reverberates throughout the rest
of the Bible. Both of these themes merge in a powerful way through
the use of the word ‘house’ (bayit) which has a dual meaning, deno-
ting on the one hand a building in a specific location and on the other
a dynasty.

The chapter begins by noting that David has just finished building
himself a house – a palace – when he is struck by the incongruity of
it all: the human king has a comfortable palace but the divine king (as
represented by the ark) lives in a tent. Determined to do something
about it, he resolves to build a house for Yahweh (a temple), and
informs the prophet Nathan of his intentions. At first, Nathan com-
mends this decision; but later he receives an oracle from Yahweh:
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12 The title was given by Rost (1926) in his classic study. The precise limits of this
narrative are in dispute, with many arguing that it encompasses 2 Sam. 9 – 20 and 1
Kgs. 1 – 2. However, there are cogent reasons for extending the range to 2 Sam. 6 – 20.
Just the same, there is no textual evidence that such a source existed independently of
its present context in 2 Samuel.
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David will not build a house for Yahweh (his son will), but Yahweh
will build a house for David, a royal house, that is, a dynasty. This
Davidic covenant13 establishes and confirms a relationship with
David and God in which David is regarded as a son and God as a
father, and in this relationship lies the key to Israel’s national redemp-
tion and ultimately the world’s as well. Even if David’s sons sin, they
themselves will be punished and chastised but the mercy of God will
never be removed from the house – the line. This is clearly a further
development of the covenant with Abraham, as David is promised a
great name (2 Sam. 7:9) and there are echoes of universal blessing
through his line in the rest of the Hebrew Bible (e.g. Ps. 72:17).

The stress on descendants and lineage in 2 Samuel 7 and the concern
for succession point to a future hope pinned on a descendant of David.
And it is clear that it must be a descendant. Just as Israel was appointed
to be a son of God and had clearly failed in its mission, David has no
sooner had the covenant with him ratified than the succeeding narrat-
ive blazes a sordid trail of sin and internecine fighting within the
Davidic house. At the forefront is David’s own personal sin. He
commits adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of one his loyal soldiers,
and has him murdered to cover up the resulting pregnancy (2 Sam. 11).
After David marries Bathsheba and the child is born, the king is con-
fronted with his sin (2 Sam. 12). He repents, and judgment then begins
to fall on his house as his child dies. The narrator notes that Bathsheba
has another child, named Solomon. The Lord gives him the alternat-
ive name Jedidiah, pronouncing a divine verdict of favour over him:
‘Yahweh loved him’ (2 Sam. 12:24–25). This child is the last one born
to David among the many noted in the text, and is from his last wife –
and thus the least likely candidate for the succession.

Thematization of David
The next chapters detail the elimination of the royal sons Amnon (2
Sam. 13) and Absalom (2 Sam. 14 – 19), as well as of possible con-
tenders for the throne from the surviving house of Saul (2 Sam.
20:1–22; 21:1–14). The narrative of Samuel ends with six appendixes,
which function as a type of commentary on the text to this point, and
fittingly bring together both geography and genealogy. As Gordon
(1986: 45) shows, chapters 21 – 24 are arranged in the following panel
structure:
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13 Although the word ‘covenant’ does not occur in 2 Sam. 7, it is clear that a cov-
enant has been ratified between David and God. Other biblical texts confirm this fact:
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A David stops famine by the death of Saul’s remaining family:
21:1–14
B David’s mighty men: 21:15–22

C David’s victory song over enemies: 22:1–51
C′ David’s last words: 23:1–7

B′ David’s mighty men: 23:8–39
A′ David stops the plague by purchasing the temple site, building

the altar and offering sacrifices: 24:1–25

The structure conspicuously thematizes David at the end of this
book. The centrepiece of the artistic arrangement is two-fold. The
first part is David’s thanksgiving song to God for victory over his
enemies. Clearly, David represents the partial fulfilment of Hannah’s
prediction of an anointed leader destined to introduce a new world
order. David’s conquests have resulted not from his own strength but
from God’s. The king was near death when Yahweh appeared in a
theophany, reached down from on high in a thunderstorm and saved
him from many waters like a new Moses (2 Sam. 22:5–19, esp. v. 17).
But the purpose of David’s salvation was not for himself; it was for
his people. David then casts himself as a warrior, equipped with
divine strength, whose feet are planted firmly on the neck of his
enemies (2 Sam. 22:34–42). Consequently, David has become the
head of nations and is served by foreign peoples (22:44–45). He thus
concludes with praise to God for extending covenant loyalty ‘to his
Anointed One’, further defined as ‘to David and his seed for ever’.

This remarkable text echoes not only Hannah’s song but other
important poems that carry heavy eschatological freight: Judah is to
be given the neck of his enemies in Jacob’s blessing and to him
belongs the obedience of the peoples (Gen. 49:8–10; cf. Deut. 33:29).
David is cast as the ideal warrior who conquers all enemies. Here he
is realizing the hope promised to the seed of the woman.

The second part of the centrepiece showcases David’s last words,
which expand on the last note of 2 Samuel 22: the love shown to
David and his seed. The words are introduced by the statement that
David is the Anointed One (Messiah) of the God of Jacob, the great
composer of Israel’s songs (2 Sam. 23:1). David begins by stating that
his words are the words of God, the rock of Israel. God had told him
that the rule of a just and pious king over humanity (Adam) (23:2–3)
is like the light of the morning when the sun shines, ‘a morning
without any clouds, as when the lustre of the dew sparkles on the
grass’ (23:4). David responds with either a rhetorical question (‘For
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is it not so with my house?’) or a negative statement (‘For not so is it
with my house’) (23:5). The latter is the simplest reading, which
would then indicate David’s awareness of not living up to this ideal.
But the rhetorical question is contextually more appropriate in the
light of David’s statement that God has made an everlasting covenant
with the Davidic house, arranged in all details and perfectly secure
(23: 5).14 Thus David can die in peace, since ‘all his salvation and all
his delight – has it not sprouted up?’15 David thus looks to the future
assured of hope, having seen the initial growth of God’s salvation.
The word ‘sprouted up’ (yasmîah) is a theologically charged word
whose cognate noun (‘growth’) is employed by later writers to
describe a Messiah to come (Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; cf. Is. 4:2).
David concludes by noting the destruction of his enemies, who are
characterized by violence (2 Sam. 23:6–7).

The adjacent pair of panels highlights David’s mighty men and
their loyalty. Their devotion recognizes David’s special role. They
forbid their king to participate in battle, because he is the ‘lamp’ of
Israel (2 Sam. 21:17) and could be extinguished; it is this fact that
causes three of his leaders to put their lives at risk in order to fetch
David some water behind enemy lines (2 Sam. 23:13–17).

The two outer frames of the panel show David’s role in bringing
about an end to divine judgment for sins: first the sins of Saul’s house
and then the sins of his own. In the first example, David makes
atonement for the sins of Saul in a strange rite in which the latter’s
children die. The land is healed by the onset of rain. In the second
example, David sins against God by taking a census, an act that is
inspired by the desire to be a king like the kings of the nations and
to trust in his own military strength (cf. 1 Sam 8:5). Consequently,
David is judged, and from his greatest sin comes his greatest achieve-
ment. David’s immemorial words, when confronted by the various
options of judgment from which he must choose, are profound and
probe the depths of Tanakh spirituality. David is offered three
choices: (1) a seven-year famine, (2) pursuit by enemies for three
months, or (3) a three-day plague. Assessing the situation, and
knowing that a plague would come directly from the hand of God,
David instantly selects this option: ‘What an awful decision! Oh, let
me fall into the power of Yahweh, for his mercies are great! Don’t let
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salvation remains to come in the future. But, in light of the context, it is better to
understand this as a rhetorical question.
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me fall into the power of men’ (2 Sam. 24:14). Von Rad astutely cap-
tures the significance of this decision:

David chooses – for so the passage is to be understood – the
most severe punishment, pestilence, which was regarded as a
visitation coming directly from Jahweh. For the ancient
readers this was utterly unexpected, for who in those old days
would have chosen a visitation that came directly from the
deity rather than a calamity brought about by men? The story-
teller shows us a decision of a highly dramatic character.
David did what was quite unexpected, but precisely in so doing
he flung himself through the thick curtain of the divine anger
directly on God’s heart (1962: 318).

Why did David do the unexpected? He knew something of the divine
heart beyond the thick curtain of anger, as Moses had learned earlier.
The expression ‘his mercies are great’ is Davidic ‘shorthand’ for the
revelation of the divine name in Exodus 34:6–7: ‘a compassionate and
gracious God, slow to anger and great in covenant love and faithful-
ness’.

As the pestilence is raging throughout the land, David sees a vision
of the angel of the Lord with sword in hand ready to strike Jerusalem.
At this moment he confesses his sin and begs God to spare the people:
‘these are the flock and what have they done?’ (2 Sam. 24:17). Then
David asks that the knife fall down on him and his house. God’s
mercies evoke Davidic mercies. God sends the prophet Gad to
command the building of an altar on the threshing-floor of Araunah
the Jebusite in order to stop the plague. When David purchases the
land, builds the altar and offers the sacrifice, the knife is stayed: the
plague stops (2 Sam. 24: 18–25). David saves his flock.

The sensitive reader of the canon hears the echo of Genesis 22.
There Abraham climaxes his spiritual journey by climbing Mount
Moriah in order to build an altar and sacrifice his son, the one in
whom all the possibility of future blessing resided. When his knife
was descending on Isaac, his miracle child, the angel of God spared
his son and a ram experienced the thrust of the knife on the altar built
by the old man. Here on that same mountain another Abraham sees
the knife coming down on his people, and pleads for them by offer-
ing himself and his house. He is able to avert the knife thrust on his
people only by purchasing the temple site, building its altar and offer-
ing sacrifice there.

DOMINION AND DYNASTY

146

DOMINION txt Make up  17/7/03  12:16 pm  Page 146 PHIL'S G3 MAC PHIL'S G3 MAC: PHIL'S JOBS:8607 -



And so the book of Samuel ends. David is able to bring healing and
hope to his own land by being willing to suffer for his own people and
by building an altar for sacrifice on the future site of the temple.
David and his house – understood in both senses – are the key to the
future of Israel and also of the nations. It is David who is the man
after God’s own heart, his choice for the world. It is David who is able
to defeat single-handedly the gargantuan Goliath, the titanic symbol
of evil, with a blow to the head (cf. Ps. 110:6). It is David who wishes
to build a house for God, but David is the one for whom God will
build a house. And yet at the same time this text suggests that the
hope for the future does not lie in David himself. Thus the last major
narrative section closes on the note of succession (2 Sam. 6 – 20). And
while the appendixes to the book of Samuel celebrate David as a
warrior and as king, his own personal flaws are only too evident. The
last person on the list of his mighty men is named ‘Uriah the Hittite’
(2 Sam. 23:39). The hope for the future lies in a descendant of David.

Kings: the dead end of exile

Solomon and dominion
The book of Kings continues the theme of succession to the throne
of David, which occupied so much of the last chapters of Samuel (2
Sam. 9 – 20). David is ready to die, and the shocking news is that
Solomon, Bathsheba’s son, is going to be his successor, not Adonijah
(1 Kgs. 1 – 2). To say that he is an unlikely candidate is an understate-
ment, but the previous history was full of such ‘no-things’. The nar-
rative describes the uniqueness of this new Israelite king and his
superlative wisdom (1 Kgs. 3) to solve social problems, to promote
justice and righteousness (1 Kgs. 3:16–28) and to explore and name
his Creator’s world, in much the same way that Adam did in the
garden of Eden (Gen. 2:19–20; 1 Kgs. 4:32–33 [MT 5:12–13]). This
wisdom is a divine gift in answer to his humble prayer (‘I am but a
child who does not know the first thing about leadership’)16 request-
ing wisdom ‘to distinguish between good and evil’ in order to serve
his nation effectively. This is not a desire to be like God, ‘knowing
good and evil’ and thereby eating of the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil in order to become wise – as a means to grasp personal
power (1 Kgs. 3:5–9; cf. Gen. 3:4–6). Rather, this is a proper desire for
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wisdom, to discern an already existing reality (not to create it) for the
purpose of fulfilling the human task of subduing and controlling the
creation (Gen. 1:26–28). His dominion of salôm, which encompasses
the boundaries of the land promised to Abraham, is described
vividly. All Israel and Judah lived securely under their own vines and
fig trees (1 Kgs. 4:24–25 [MT 5:4–5]). This epitomizes national secur-
ity and prosperity similar to that predicted for the messianic ruler’s
reign in the latter days (Gen. 49:11–12; cf. Mic. 4:4).

Echoes of exodus: tabernacle and idolatry
The worldwide stature of Solomon figures prominently in his use of
wisdom (1 Kgs. 3:12; 4:29–31 [ 5:9–11]; 4:34 [ 5:14]). Thus there
is a partial fulfilment of some of the royal messianic hopes found in
earlier passages of the Hebrew Bible. But this genealogical hope –
David’s house – with worldwide implications also merges with a geo-
graphical hope with universal relevance.17 For Solomon’s major build-
ing project is the construction of another Davidic house – the temple.
David had the idea, purchased the site and built the altar, but Solomon
executes the plan. In a few chapters that rival the description of the
building of the tabernacle in Exodus, the building of the temple is
described in meticulous detail (1 Kgs. 6:1–38; 7:13–51). Just as men
filled with wisdom were responsible for the construction of the taber-
nacle, it follows that the epitome of wisdom – Solomon himself – is
responsible for the construction of the temple, and his chief craftsman
is similarly equipped (1 Kgs. 7:14). Just as the divine cloud filled the
newly dedicated tabernacle and Moses was unable to enter (Exod.
40:34–35), so the ark is brought into the newly dedicated temple and
the priests are forced to exit because of the presence of the glory cloud
(1 Kgs. 8:10–11). Conscious of the earlier story of the tabernacle, the
narrator expands upon the significance of the temple and the divine
presence. Nowhere is this seen more than in the ritual of dedication.

After the various innumerable sacrifices the high point of the ded-
ication is Solomon’s prayer, in which he announces that this house of
God is a place of justice, divine aid and forgiveness. Solomon’s prayer
consists of seven requests.18 Significant among these is the need for
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17 In my judgment, Brueggeman (1977: 86) is wrong when he sees Solomon’s temple
as a legitimating symbol for the ideology of a political regime, rather than a critical
part of the divine plan for the world, a plan in which God’s presence will emanate from
the temple to the geographical limits of the globe.

18 The structure consists of an introduction (8:23–30) followed by seven requests:
8:31–32, 33–34, 35–36, 37–40, 41–43, 44–45, 46–53.
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forgiveness (1 Kgs. 8:34, 36, 39, 50). Although the temple is built by
Israelites in Jerusalem, it has universal implications. It is designed to
be a place where all peoples of the earth may ‘know your name to fear
you like your people Israel’ (8:43). After Solomon prays he makes a
similar point to the people when he tells them that the purpose of his
prayer is missiological: ‘so that all peoples of the earth might know
that Yahweh – he is the incomparable God’ (1 Kgs. 8:60). On this
cosmic mountain Solomon has constructed not a nationalistic icon
(unfortunately, it can easily become one) but a conduit of blessing to
the entire world (cf. Gen. 12:3). And if the prayer indicates the over-
whelming need of Israel and by implication of the world, it is the need
for the divine presence to be at the centre of the world, and this means
the human need for forgiveness.

In Solomon’s petitions, and particularly in his final request, are lin-
guistic and conceptual echoes of the book of Deuteronomy (Deut.
28:25 and 1 Kgs. 8:33; Deut. 28:24 and 1 Kgs. 8:35; Deut. 28:22 and
1 Kgs. 8:37–39). When Israel suffers curses for covenant violations,
God’s forgiveness is invoked by a Davidic descendant on the basis of
the covenant with David and not on the basis of the Sinai covenant.
Particularly prominent is Solomon’s last request, which envisions a
sinful Israel in exile praying to God and turning to him with all its
heart and soul. God is urged to forgive his people, who have sinned
against him (1 Kgs. 8:46–50). This is a ringing echo of the last cov-
enant curse of Deuteronomy (Deut. 28:63–68) and of Moses’ call for
Israel to turn to God with all its heart and soul in exile and experi-
ence his mercy (Deut. 30:1–3).

This last request of Solomon indicates the inevitable problem of
Israel. Sin is virtually ‘natural’. The final request for forgiveness is
motivated by these words: ‘For there is no person who does not sin’
(1 Kgs. 8:46). This is unfortunately the case even for Solomon, the
Davidic scion. No sooner is the temple built and dedicated than it is
duly noted that Solomon is guilty of polygamy, which leads him to
apostasy (1 Kgs. 11:1–10; cf. Deut. 17:17).

The judgment that follows Solomon’s death splits the kingdom,
dividing the tribe of Judah (and an assimilated Simeon) in the south
from the ten northern tribes. With the failure of the Davidic scion,
the promised land has begun to fragment. History repeats itself as the
leader of the northern kingdom, Jeroboam, sets up golden calves at
Bethel and Dan to prevent his people from making pilgrimages to
Jerusalem (1 Kgs. 12:26–33). Consequently, he becomes the negative
standard by which all succeeding kings in the north are measured. He
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is regarded as a major cause of Israel’s sin (2 Kgs. 17:21; 23:15). Just
as the golden calf spelled disaster for Israel at Sinai, so the calves
eventually lead to disaster for the northern kingdom. This disaster is
predicted almost immediately in the text when an anonymous
prophet is sent to judge Jeroboam while he is worshipping at the
temple in Bethel (1 Kgs. 13). Cast in a Mosaic mould, the prophet
destroys the altar and predicts the desecration of the bones of
Jeroboam’s heretical priesthood on it. In one of the most significant
long-range prophecies in the Bible, the prophet announces the birth
of a Davidic king who will restore true worship by eliminating its
false imitation (1 Kgs. 13:2). He even names the king, almost 300
years before his birth. When Josiah does appear, he destroys idol
worship as Moses destroyed the golden calf, burning altars, pound-
ing them to dust and scattering the ashes (2 Kgs. 23:6, 15; cf. Exod.
32:20). If idolatry spells disaster for Israel, a Davidic Moses will help
to solve the problem.

The reckless plunge into exile: Israel and election
The remainder of Kings details the reckless plunge into disaster for
both kingdoms. If Israel had become like Sodom at the end of the
period of the judges, it becomes ‘Canaanized’ under Ahab and
Jezebel (1 Kgs. 16:29–34). The attraction of the nature gods of
Canaan proves too much for the northern kingdom and few can resist
their temptation. Elijah, Elisha and a few bands of faithful prophets
manage to survive intense persecution with help from unexpected
sources. After Elijah decisively proves the identity of the true God of
Israel (1 Kgs. 18), he flees for his life to Sinai, where he laments
Israel’s unfaithfulness. There is a studied contrast between Elijah and
Moses on Mount Sinai. In view of Israelite apostasy, Moses had
earlier arrested divine judgment by pleading for mercy on the basis of
the Abrahamic covenant. Moses would have even died for his people.
In contrast, Elijah laments the people’s defection to Baal, while he
alone has remained faithful to the covenant (1 Kgs. 19:10, 14). Their
apostasy causes him to wallow in personal misery and to wish for
death as a release from his pain (1 Kgs. 19:4).

In this national and personal crisis, Elijah receives a stunning rev-
elation that can only be compared to the disclosure Moses experi-
enced on Sinai after the golden-calf incident (Exod. 33:20–23). At
that time, Moses looked on the ‘back parts’ of God with an uncov-
ered face; Elijah’s face is now covered (Exod. 33:20–23; 1 Kgs. 19:13).
Then God’s message to Moses stressed the sovereign freedom of God
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as well as the divine grace and compassion associated with his name:
‘I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy and compassion on
whom I will have compassion.’ With a new understanding of the
divine nature, his immediate reaction was to plead forgiveness. He
came down the mountain with a blazing face – the result of convers-
ing with Yahweh. But now Elijah, in a mood of depression and
despair, hears a new word based both on the divine mercy and on
divine freedom. That message is found first of all in the sounds of a
clearly spoken word rather than in a Baal-like thunderstorm (1 Kgs.
19:11–12). It is not ambiguous: 7,000 Israelites have not bowed down
to Baal or kissed his feet (1 Kgs. 19:18). Accordingly, God’s repeated
question to Elijah, ‘What are you doing here?’, means just that. The
prophet has no business being up on Mount Sinai (Dumbrell 1986).
The question of the salvation of Israel has already been settled.
Things are not as bad as they seem. There are not just one or seven
or 700 who have not bowed the knee to Baal, but 7,000. The prin-
ciple of election guarantees the survival of the people and of the
divine promise.

Yet, in the history to follow, the fate of the northern kingdom is
not in doubt. Prophetic activity in Israel slows the falling hammer of
divine judgment as curse after deuteronomic curse is experienced by
the nation. Jehu’s reign produces a reform, but it is at best a stopgap
measure and at worst a wild spree of fanatical violence that oversteps
all bounds (2 Kgs. 9 – 10). Israel’s fate seems inevitable. Finally comes
the ultimate deuteronomic curse of siege and exile. The narrator
stresses the deliberate and repeated failure of the people to keep the
Torah (2 Kgs. 17:7–23). This exile seems to have made a mockery of
Yahweh’s word of election to Elijah.

The reckless plunge into exile: Judah and David
For the southern kingdom of Judah the same blow is delayed for a
century. It too is guilty of idolatry. David is the positive measuring-
stick for the kings of the south. As the image of Jeroboam always
lurks in the background of the northern kingdom, so does the image
of David in the south. Never far from view is the divine promise to
David. When Ahijah of Shiloh announces the division of the united
kingdom (1 Kgs. 11:29–39), hope is held out for the southern
kingdom because of David. Despite Solomon’s sins, ‘he shall have
one tribe for the sake of my servant David, and for the sake of
Jerusalem, the city I have chosen out of all the tribes of Israel’ (1 Kgs.
11:32; cf. v. 36).
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The northern kingdom, with its non-Davidic dynasties, provides a
foil for the southern kingdom. There are twenty northern kings in
about 200 years, and twenty-one kings in the south in a period almost
twice as long. More importantly, there are ten dynastic changes in the
north and none in the south. It is not just that geographical and polit-
ical factors account for the northern lack of stability, or that there is
a different understanding of kingship; for instance, charismatic
instead of dynastic. Although these factors probably exerted some
influence, the decisive cause lies elsewhere. By contrasting the south
with the north and highlighting the name ‘David’ in the south, the
instability of the northern dynasties accentuates the Davidic dynasty
and its foundational promise. The name ‘David’ shines in the text as
a lamp in the darkness (1 Kgs. 15:3, 11; 2 Kgs. 8:19; 14:3; 16:2; 18:3;
19:32–34; 22:2). For example, despite Abjiah’s sins, ‘because of David
Yahweh his God gave him a lamp in Jerusalem, setting up his son
after him, and establishing Jerusalem; because David did what was
right in the eyes of the L’ (1 Kgs. 15:3–5). Notwithstanding
Jehoram’s idolatry, ‘Yahweh would not destroy Judah for David his
servant’s sake, as he had promised him to give him always a lamp for
his sons’ (2 Kgs. 8:19; see von Rad 1962: 341).

During the theological crisis in the time of Ahab, God reminded
Elijah of his sovereign freedom and announced the principle of elec-
tion. There was hope, for there were still 7,000 covenant-keepers. A
similar theological crisis appears in the south, and the answer is also
election – the choice of David. When King Ahaziah dies, his wife,
Athaliah – Ahab’s daughter – seizes control and immediately
attempts to extirpate the line of David (2 Kgs. 11:1–3). She nearly
succeeds. The lamp is virtually extinguished, but there remains a
spark. The baby Joash is saved from the onslaught, hidden under a
bed by the princess Jehosheba. If this episode were written simply
from a political perspective, Athaliah’s barbarism would simply be an
expression of Realpolitik. Viewed from the wider context of the Bible,
however, the command to eliminate this ‘royal seed’ (2 Kgs. 11:1)
looks very much like a similar command given by Pharaoh to execute
Israelite babies; in each case a princess delivered a ‘saviour’. This rep-
resents a struggle going back to the garden of Eden (Gen. 3:15).

A close reading of Kings suggests that a climax is reached with
Josiah’s accession to the throne. After all, his birth is announced 300
years in advance and he is regarded as the restorer of true worship (1
Kgs. 13:2). When he does arrive, he reforms and reorganizes a corrupt
and apostate Judah on the basis of an old Torah scroll discovered in
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the temple. He purges the land of idolatry. The description of his
reign merits almost two entire chapters (2 Kgs. 22 – 23). His kingship
is presented as incomparable. Unlike any other person, including
David himself, he serves God with ‘all his heart, soul and capacity’ (2
Kgs. 23:25). This was urged of Israel, but sadly no Israelite ever meas-
ured up to this standard. Josiah may have represented a messianic
hope in a way that previous Davidic kings did not. In other words
there seems to be an air of excitement and anticipation with Josiah’s
coming. Might he be ‘the one who is to come’? Yet the most that the
great Josiah can do is to suspend the judgment; he cannot bring in the
kingdom (2 Kgs. 22:16–20). Indeed, his tragic death dashes these
hopes.19 The reform does not outlive his death.

After Josiah’s death, Jerusalem races to its doom, like a fanatic who
has lost his way. The razing of Jerusalem by Babylonian armies, the
judgment of the exile and the imprisonment of Jehoiachin in Babylon
bring an end to everything (2 Kgs. 25). Geographically the Israelites
are in exile, and genealogically there seems no hope. Later texts will
describe the situation: the nation is a stump, the tree having been axed
to the ground (Is. 6:13); the vast multitudes of survivors are but a
mass of dried-out bones in an exilic graveyard (Ezek. 37), and
perhaps the last hope, the line of David, is confined to a Babylonian
prison. His ‘lamp’ has not prevented the destruction of Judah (cf. 2
Kgs. 8:19), and, even if it is not extinguished, it is a smouldering wick
(cf. Is. 42:3).

The middle of the story: a ‘shoot’ of hope in exile
If this book is seen as ordinary literature, or read only as a political
history, then surely Martin Noth’s (1966: 260) judgment is correct:

Considered from the standpoint of world history, the event
which took place in Jerusalem in the summer of the year 587
B.C. was no more than the ordinary fate of a small centre of
government within the sphere of influence of a great ancient
oriental power.
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did not follow the torah. Why was there hope for the future? Because torah had been
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culminated in Josiah. And then Josiah died from an Egyptian arrow’ (Friedman 1987b:
135b).
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From a theological perspective, it might be concluded that God is fin-
ished with Israel and that the promise in Genesis 3:15 has been jetti-
soned by a disobedient and stubborn son (Deut. 21:18; Is. 1:2). But
from the vantage point of the larger context of the canon, there are
other texts to consider. There is the hope that God would circumcise
the hearts of his people in exile, producing repentance, which would
result in their return to the land (Deut. 30:1–10). The seventh request
of Solomon’s prayer in the courtyard of his father’s house (the
temple) holds out a similar hope (1 Kgs. 8:46–50). There is also the
promise to Judah that speaks of a future worldwide dominion, not to
mention the prophecies of Baalam. Are these signs of a future for
Israel and the world wrong? If so, it would seem as if the serpent has
finally won. Just as Babylon appears near the beginning of the Bible,
when there seemed no hope for the human community, so the first
half of the Hebrew Bible ends with Babylon again, this time with
Israel imprisoned there in the darkness of idolatry and humiliation.
It is a Babylonian king that seems to be in control, certainly not a
Davidic one.

From a literary point of view, at the end of Kings the reader has
reached the mid-point of the Hebrew Bible (Freedman 1993).
Throughout the various books and authors, there has been a coher-
ent storyline stretching from creation to exile, from Adam to
Jehoiachin, the last Israelite king mentioned in the text. God created
the first human couple to rule the world with their children. They
failed, were exiled and died. They are promised progeny who would
take back what was rightfully theirs and restore wholeness and
shalom to the world. Israel is called to fulfil this task of dispensing
blessing to the world, and the blessing will be transmitted to the
people and to the world through a specific tribe and then a family
within Israel: the tribe of Judah, and eventually the family of Jesse.
After liberation from Egyptian tyranny the first generation of
Israelites fail to acquire land over which to exercise dominion. They,
like Adam and Eve, die outside the land (even Moses). The same
destiny is eventually experienced by the new generation of Israelites
and its descendants, who, after centuries of living in the land, are
forced into exile for disobedience because of a failure to keep the
Sinai covenant.

It is worth noting at this halfway point in the text that many ob-
stacles to the promise were overcome. There was the child born to
Lamech before the worldwide curse of the flood; there was the calling
out of Abram after the curse of Babel; there was a miracle child born
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to the barren and aged Sarah; Jacob’s transformation into Israel; the
salvation of the infant Moses from Egyptian genocide; the rescue of
Israel from the waters of the Reed Sea; the revelation to Elijah of
7,000 covenant-keepers; and the preservation of the baby Joash from
the slaughter of Athaliah. This knowledge helps to prepare the
reader for the last four verses of Kings:

And in the thirty-seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin king
of Judah, in the twelfth month, on the twenty-seventh day of
the month, Evilmerodach king of Babylon, in the year that he
began to reign, graciously freed Jehoiachin king of Judah from
prison; and he spoke kindly to him, and gave him a seat above
the seats of the kings who were with him in Babylon. So
Jehoiachin put off his prison garments. And every day of his
life he dined regularly at the king’s table; and for his allowance,
a regular allowance was given him by the king, every day a
portion, as long as he lived (2 Kings 25:27–30, ).

Many scholars view this statement negatively. For Noth (1957: 108)
it is simply the last source the historian had at his disposal and, by
including it, he is being faithful to his task. Gray (1976: 773) argues
that the historian was motivated by a primitive superstition that pre-
vented him from ending the account on a baleful note lest it actually
affect Judah’s future. Levenson (1984: 361) stresses that it offers a
modest hope based on the Davidic covenant. Dumbrell (1994: 138)
expands the literary horizon somewhat to encompass the Writings
and argues that this last representative of the Davidic dynasty is ‘lam-
pooned and compromised in exile’ a ‘puppet monarch’ who eats
defiled food from a pagan king’s table, in contrast to the three faith-
ful Hebrews described in the book of Daniel. Nelson (1987: 266) does
not mince his words: ‘this favor shown Jehoiachin sounds hollow,
ironic. Jehoiachin is only a king in a gilded cage. His position is a joke.
The trappings of royalty are only the costume of a clown.’

Such readings suffer to some degree from exegetical short-
sightedness. Von Rad is surely right in seeing this text as messianic. A
definite line can be drawn from Adam to Jehoiachin, and Jehoiachin
represents the hope not only for Israel’s future but also for that of the
world. The lifting up of Jehoiachin’s head, the speaking good things
to him, the exaltation of his throne above the other kings in Babylon,
the changing of his garments and the provision of food for him all
have modest significance in the immediate literary, but in the context
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of the Text these events are earth-shaking. A Davidide still has a
throne! The lamp has not been extinguished.

The mid-point of the Hebrew Bible then recalls the covenant to
David. David desired to build a house for God, but God said that he
would build a house for the king. In the fragmentation and desola-
tion of the exile the narrator is showing that the house of David is
still intact. The line of Judah still survives and the seed of Abraham
can bring blessing to the world. Here at the midpoint of the canon
‘the seed of the woman may be down but it is not out’. Or, to anti-
cipate another metaphor, the tree of Israel and of David has certainly
been cut down. But a tiny shoot has begun to sprout from the stump
(2 Sam. 23:5; Is. 11:1).
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II
Retrospect and prospect: a

stump and a shoot
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Chapter Six

Suspension of the storyline –
poetic commentary begins:

the Latter Prophets
(Jeremiah to the Twelve)

The Latter Prophets

At this point the narrative storyline of the Hebrew Bible is
suspended. The narrative prose of the Former Prophets shifts to the
more poetic discourse of the Latter Prophets, which is continued in
the poetry of the Writings. The storyline will not resume until the
book of Daniel in the latter portion of the Writings, where it will
continue to the end of the Tanakh. From a literary point of view the
largely poetic content between the ending of Kings and the begin-
ning of Daniel serves as commentary and reflection on the storyline.
This commentary begins with Jeremiah, who predicted the exile,
and ends with Lamentations, which resumes the theme of exile and
the judgment of 587 BC before the narrative storyline is taken up
again.

Jeremiah initiates not only the Latter Prophets but also the second
half of the Hebrew Bible. It looks back on what has happened and it
points the way forward to the future. Looking back on the failure of
the covenant at Sinai, which has led to the judgment of exile,
Jeremiah announces a new covenant. This prophet, whose call is
described at the beginning of the second half of the Bible, is one
whose word is active at the end of the Bible (2 Chr. 36:22–23), point-
ing to a promising future.

Jeremiah: demolition and reconstruction

But there are also literary links in Jeremiah’s immediate textual
context. Jeremiah 1 (vv. 4, 10 16) has linguistic ties with 2 Kings 25
(vv. 6, 10, 11, 21); and the ending of Jeremiah (ch. 52) virtually
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repeats the last chapter of Kings. But the conceptual connections are
more important. The ending of Kings represents the fall of the final
blow of covenant curse on the kingdom of Judah by Babylon, a
northern enemy; but it also contains a seed of hope, Davidic hope,
for the future. The first chapter of Jeremiah presents the call of a
prophet whose words thematize the Babylonian enemy from the
north (Jer. 1:13–15). This juxtaposition of concepts confirms that the
events of 2 Kings 25 were not arbitrary but an outcome of ignoring
the divine word. Much of the book of Jeremiah and the subsequent
writing prophets have a similar message. The death of Israel in the
exile was not something unforeseen but a consequence of disobedience.
As such the prophetic words bear witness to the righteous judgment
of God.

This note of doom is sounded at the beginning of Jeremiah’s call
with four of the six verbs that describe his task as a prophet, and by
extension that of the subsequent writing prophets: ‘to uproot, to
destroy, to tear down, and to smash, to build and to plant’ (1:10).
These verbs imply a geographical context, a plant or garden on a
portion of land on which a dwelling has been erected. Jeremiah,
whose call resembles those of Moses and Samuel, had a mission that
was mainly negative. He is patterned after the prophet like Moses
envisioned in Deuteronomy 18, as God’s words are directly placed in
his mouth (Deut. 18:18; Jer. 1:7, 9). This legitimates all the words
recorded in his book. At the beginning of the prophetic commentary
this statement may also have the literary effect of clothing all the suc-
ceeding prophets in the Mosaic garb.

The prophetic task of destruction constitutes the main theme of
Jeremiah’s activity. It was a wrecking ministry, a ministry of demoli-
tion, of completely removing the old garden and the old house. But
it was clearly more than that, since a constructive set of verbs – ‘to
build and to plant’ – follows the double set of destructive ones. This
sequence shows that even the destruction is positive, since it clears the
way for a new building to be constructed from the rubble of the old.
Moreover, the scope of the prophetic activity extended beyond the
borders of Judah to the world (Jer. 1:10).

The hermeneutical implications of this particular text in its context
are far-reaching. The entire final chapter of the first half of the Bible
(2 Kgs. 25) seems to depict nothing but wreckage. By being juxta-
posed to Jeremiah 1, however, the demolition is put in a positive light;
its purpose is to clear away the old for the building of something new.
Thus the last four verses of Kings, which report that the Davidic king
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in exile is being shown favour, is the beginning of this new building.
A small beginning, surely, but a beginning none the less: building and
planting have begun. And, read in this light, these words of building
and planting not only affect a particular geographical location but
also have to do with the building of a dynasty. The kingdom of God
involves dominion and dynasty, whose scope is ultimately universal.

The last close coincidence of the two verbs ‘to build and to plant’
in the canon occurs in Nathan’s oracle to David, in which it is stated
that Israel would be planted in the land, David’s son would build a
house for God, and God would return the favour to David by build-
ing him a royal house (2 Sam. 7:10, 13). The final coincidence of these
two verbs in the Prophets is in the Twelve, where Amos states that in
the future the Lord will build David’s fallen house, raising its ruins
from the dust. The people will rebuild the desolate cities, and Israel
will be replanted in the land, never to be uprooted again (Amos
9:11–15). The rebuilding of David’s fallen house probably refers to
the restoration of the divided kingdom under a Davidic ruler.1

These words set the agenda for the second half of the Tanakh, par-
ticularly the Latter Prophets. If there is destruction, it is simply
paving the way for building and planting. God’s ‘No!’ is followed by
his ‘Yes!’ In fact, these words linguistically dominate the book of
Jeremiah and also occur, less frequently, in the prophets following
Jeremiah.2 But the meaning of these words, if not their precise
phraseology, pervades these prophets.

‘Something went drastically wrong’
As the commentary of Jeremiah reflects on the exile and judgment, it
is clear from the beginning of the prophet’s oracles that something
had gone drastically wrong with Israel’s relationship with Yahweh.
At first there was love and devotion. It was almost like a honeymoon
in the desert after the exodus. But when Israel settled in the land in
the land, her love became compromised:

‘I remember you and the devotion of your youth. You had the
love of a bride for me when you went after me in a desolate
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1 So it is clear that these verbs have to do not only with geography but also with
genealogy. God is going to rebuild not only the nation of Israel and the world but also
the house of David. From these reconstructions will come the reconstruction of
humanity and of the world.

2 Jer 1:10; 18:9; 24:6; 29:5, 28; 31:5, 28; 35:7; 42:10; 45:4; Ezek. 28:26; 36:36; Is. 5:2;
65:21, 22; Amos 9:14–15.
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wilderness. Israel was holy to Yahweh, the first fruit of his
harvest. All who consumed it were put to shame – disaster
overtook them’ (2:1–3).

The prophetic commentary adds a new dimension to the story of
Israel. The storyline has advanced in a straightforward manner, but
now a pause provides perspective. The audience reading the Text has
read about the historical accounts of God’s relationship with Israel
and its ups and downs, but now it now gets a glimpse into the inner
heart of God to experience his ‘emotional’ life as revealed through
the voice of the prophet.3 In the prophets God bares his heart, and it
is often a broken one. The covenant was not simply a legal, contrac-
tual matter, but one that was intensely personal, alive with love, in
which the relationship was primary. A complex of different motifs
from Israel’s past is represented in this text, such as its pilgrimage
through the desert, and the promise to Abraham that Israel’s enemies
would be cursed. The overriding impression is of a relationship full
of promise.

Consequently, the prophet reveals the divine shock at idolatry that
is really spiritual adultery:

‘Look! Travel to the remote places of Kittim and Kedar and
pay attention! Has there ever been anything like this! Has a
nation ever exchanged its God for mere idols? My people have!
They have sold their treasure for nothing. Heavens, look on in
shock! Shudder! Be horrified! My people have committed two
crimes: me they have forsaken, the fountain of living waters.
And they have dug for themselves cisterns – leaky cisterns at
that’ (2:10–13).

Such a text is typical of many in the prophetic literature, and provides
a window into the emotional life of God. Israel, called to be a light
to the nations, with so much privilege and love showered on it, rejects
Reality for nothingness and becomes nothing (2:5; cf. 2 Kgs. 17:15).
Jeremiah, using another family image that echoes earlier texts,
describes Israel as a disobedient son (Jer. 5:23; Deut. 21:20: sôrer
ûmoreh), with all the heartbreak implied by this condition.
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Creation and de-creation 
Consequently, Israel, which had been given its land, will be uprooted
from its land. ‘So Jeremiah tells the whole story of Israel as the story
of land’ (Brueggeman 1977: 121). If Israel’s gift of land represents re-
creation, then the nation’s judgment and loss of land is de-creation:

I saw the land, and look! – complete and utter chaos! I looked
up – no light! I looked down – the mountains were shaking, the
hills collapsing! Not a sign of a human being anywhere. The
birds had all vanished. Even fertile Carmel had become a
desert. All its cities were destroyed by Yahweh and his wrath
(Jer. 4:23–26).

This text is echoed at the end of the book when Baruch, Jeremiah’s
scribe, is overwhelmed with sorrow for his lot in having to write the
jeremiads dictated to him. Concern for his own personal safety was
certainly a factor in his grief (45:1–5). God recognizes Baruch’s
sorrow but remarks that it is nothing compared to the divine anguish,
since God was bringing disaster on the world, overthrowing what he
had built and uprooting what he had planted (45:4–5). This proph-
ecy introduces the oracles against the nations (46–51), which con-
clude the book, and shows that this judgment of Judah, expressed in
tearing down and uprooting, has been a prelude to universal judg-
ment. God’s heart experiences profound pain for what he must do.

This demolition activity affected the sacrosanct institutions – even
the house of David, understood in both senses as the temple and the
dynasty. Twice in the book the prophet declares that the temple and
the city will be destroyed if disobedience continues (Jer. 7; 26). The
temple will become like its predecessor in Shiloh, and the city will
become a wasteland. There are similar words about the royal family.
To the reigning king, Jeremiah urges a rule of justice that will guar-
antee the future of the Davidic dynasty. But if this justice is not forth-
coming, the royal palace itself will become a ruin (Jer. 22:1–5).
Jehoiachin, the king who was sent into exile a decade before the
destruction of Jerusalem, and in whom many of the people’s hopes
resided, is called a man who will not prosper, whose heir will not sit
on the throne of David. It is as if God has ripped off his signet ring
and thrown it away (22:24–30). Both temple and dynasty seem
doomed.

But if destruction occupies Jeremiah, it is because of a fundamental
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flaw in human nature, shown in particular by Israel’s propensity to
break the Sinai covenant. The prophet seems initially amazed at this,
but then the depth of corruption in the human heart gradually dawns
on him. In a pointed reference to the Ten Commandments engraved on
stone tablets at Sinai, Jeremiah declares that ‘the sin of Judah has been
written with an iron stylus with a flint point on the tablet of their heart’
(17:1). Instead of following the law of God, Israel follows the law of
sin. Consequently, the people are ‘discipled in evil’ and, just as an
Ethiopian cannot change his skin colour, Israelites cannot change their
sinful behaviour (13:23). They may be circumcised in their bodies but
they are in need of radical heart surgery (4:4; 9:25–26 [MT 9:24–25]).
Thus the people can use the temple as a salve for their consciences,
thinking that the building guarantees security (7:4, 10). The kings can
also ignore the demands of justice, believing that the dynasty ensures
continued prosperity (22:1–5). The people are so evil that not even spir-
itual giants like Moses or Samuel would be able to intercede for them
successfully (15:1). This reflection on human nature forcefully echoes
the Torah.

Small beginnings: some real estate and a plant
If Jeremiah’s description of Judah’s problem is radical, it is only
because he believes that the old has to be demolished before the new
can be established. Consequently, there is also the theme of renewal
and hope, building and planting. One of the most poignant descrip-
tions of a great future for the land and people is found during the
Babylonian siege that would eventually destroy Jerusalem. In this text
Jeremiah is told that a relative would be coming to sell him some real
estate, hoping to profit from the prophet. As a result of the siege, real-
estate prices had plummeted. It was definitely a buyer’s market – if
the buyer was a fool. Jeremiah was commanded to be such a fool.

Jeremiah does as he is asked, going through the motions: he pur-
chases the land, seals the deed in the presence of witnesses, and then
declares the word of the Lord to an audience: ‘Take these deeds, both
this sealed deed of purchase and this unsealed deed, and put them in
a clay jar so that they may last for a long time . . . Houses and fields
and vineyards shall again be bought in this land’ (32: 14–15).

After the legal purchase, Jeremiah launches into a lengthy prayer
about God’s omnipotence in creation and history. This power is per-
fectly credible to the prophet, but the idea of buying land under the
present conditions is incredible, beyond the limits of the possible:
‘Yet you, O Yahweh God, said to me, “Buy the field for money and
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get witnesses”, even though the city is given into the hands of the
Babylonians’ (32:16–25). God responds to Jeremiah with the same
words spoken to Abraham and Sarah when they doubted the pos-
sibility of having a child: ‘Is anything too hard for Yahweh?’ (Gen.
18:14; Jer. 32:27). If patriarch and matriarch found the genealogical
promise incredible, Jeremiah finds the geographical promise un-
believable. God’s answer to Jeremiah acknowledges the just judgment
and coming exile of the people, but exile is not the final word. God
will bring them back to the land and rectify the problem of sin by
making a covenant with them, in which they will receive a new heart
to keep the Torah. In the Sinai covenant Israel was required to serve
God with all its heart and soul; God now rejoices over the Israelites
‘planting them in the land in faithfulness, with all my heart and all my
soul’ (32:41). What Israel cannot do, God will do. Therefore, ‘fields
shall be bought for money, and deeds shall be signed, sealed and wit-
nessed in the land of Benjamin, in the places around Jerusalem, and
in the cities of Judah . . . for I will restore their fortunes’ (32:44).

This passage is similar to the prediction of the new covenant that
occurs towards the end of a section dealing with hope and promise
for the people, a text within the Jeremianic prophecy known as the
‘Little Book of Comfort’ (30 – 31). Comfort is promised to the people
‘in the latter days’ (30:24), the second time this expression has
occurred since Numbers and Deuteronomy prophesied about the
exile and restoration of Israel as well as about the world dominion of
a Davidic ruler.4 In Jeremiah, a return of Israel from exile is predicted
because of Yahweh’s commitment to his firstborn son and his love for
him (31:9). As the prophecies in the Book of Comfort build to a
climax, it is stated that Ephraim will repent in exile and be restored
to the land, the Lord restoring the weary and the faint on the way
home from exile. When they arrive at their destination, Yahweh will
plant the people in the land and, ‘just as I watched over you to uproot
and to smash, to tear down and to smash and to bring disaster, so I
will watch over you to build and to plant’ (31:28). Then there is the
announcement of a new covenant that will be made with Israel, a cov-
enant that – unlike the Sinai covenant – will work, because the law
will be written on the heart instead of on stone tablets (31:34).
Instead of being discipled in evil they will all know the Lord (31:34;
cf. 13:23). Just as Yahweh forgave the sins of the Israelites in the
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renewal of the Sinai covenant, so he will do on a grander scale in the
new covenant (31:34; cf. Exod. 34:9; see N. Lohfink & Zenger 2000:
81–84). This covenant will endure as long as creation, and even longer
if need be (31:35–36). Never again will the seed of Israel be rejected
(31:37). The city will be rebuilt, ‘never more to be uprooted and torn
down’ (31:40).

There is a strong link between this ‘Little Book of Comfort’ and
portions of the Torah, particularly Deuteronomy. Repentance in
exile, restoration and a change in heart echo deuteronomic language.
The law written on the heart is conceptually similar to the deutero-
nomic ‘circumcision of the heart’, which is also found in other parts
of Jeremiah (Jer. 4:4; cf. 9:25–26 [MT 9:24–25]). Jeremiah expands on
the deuteronomic concepts and sees things happening as a complex
of events ‘in the latter days’.

Similarly, despite the destruction of the city, temple and ark as well
as the exile of the people to Babylon, Jeremiah anticipates a day when
the people will return from the nations to Zion, and not even give the
ark a second thought – not because it has disappeared into oblivion
with the razing of Jerusalem, but because the entire city has become
the ark. As the throne of Yahweh, it will become the focal point for
the nations, which will flock to Jerusalem to be blessed. Everyone will
have a new heart (Jer. 3:14–18). God’s presence and kingship have
entered history and established a divine dominion and divine dynasty.

Although Jeremiah has harsh words for the Davidic kings, partic-
ularly Jehoiachin, the future of the royal house of David is not really
in doubt, since it will be resurrected. Within the same Book of
Comfort, Jeremiah predicts that Israel will throw off the yoke of its
captors, return to the land and ‘serve Yahweh their God and David
their king, whom I will raise up for them’ (30:9). Even in a series of
oracles that largely castigate Davidic leadership (Jer. 22), culminating
with a denunciation of Jehoiachin, who reigned for about three
months before being taken into exile (22:26–30), a new sequence of
oracles based on David’s last words predicts a ‘righteous growth’
(semah),5 which will sprout up from this line and save Judah and
Israel (23:3–6). This is a resounding echo of David’s rhetorical ques-
tion in his last words: ‘For is not my house with God secure? For he
has made an everlasting covenant with me, perfectly arranged in
everything. For my salvation and all my desire, will he not make it
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grow (yasmîah)?’ (2 Sam. 23:5) Despite appearances, God will sprout
a righteous dynastic scion for David: ’asmîah ledawîd semah sedaqâ
(Jer. 33:15). A Davidic king with a Torah heart will match a new
people with the same. It is important also to note that not only the
throne will be ensured but so also will the levitical priesthood
(33:17–18). Future royalty and future priesthood are singled out.
Furthermore, the Davidic covenant is designated as being more
secure than the fixed order of creation (33:19–22). What is astonish-
ing, though, is that the promise to Abraham, of numerous descend-
ants, is transferred to the covenant with David! In David all the
promises find their fulfilment. Throughout this passage the term
‘David, my servant’ (33:21, 22, 26) is used to emphasize the central-
ity of David for the future of Israel.

Despite earlier harsh words toward Jehoiachin and his immediate
family, the concluding appendix (Jer. 52 is virtually identical to 2 Kgs.
25) stresses both aspects of Jeremiah’s prophetic activity: the nega-
tive and the positive. The destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of
Judah are not the last word. When God speaks to the king of
Babylon, he releases the Davidic heir. Planting and building have
begun! 

When did Jeremiah expect these things to happen? In the Book of
Comfort he describes it with the eschatological term ‘the latter days’.
But in another passage he describes Israel as having to spend seventy
years in exile before Yahweh will rebuild and replant it on the land
(29:10; cf. 25:11–12). While not giving a precise time line for the
working out of all the individual details of the future complex of
eschatological events, the expression ‘seventy years’ is certainly
important. The end of exile would be the sign that building and
planting would begin.

Ezekiel: the life-giving divine presence

If Jeremiah’s contribution to the prophetic commentary is marked by
demolition and reconstruction with a time line for the future, the next
prophet provides a sustained reflection on not only the cause of exile
but also the meaning of God’s presence for a nation in exile. The
book of Jeremiah is set in the last days of the kingdom of Judah, and
much of Ezekiel is written during the last part of that period and
beyond, but from the perspective of exile. In fact, the first chapter, like
the first chapter of Jeremiah, describes Ezekiel’s call, and this text
also places its stamp on the rest of his prophecy.
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Ezekiel is called while in captivity in Babylon during the fifth year
of the exile of Jehoiachin (Ezek. 1:1–2). The book is dated by refer-
ence to this time of exile, not to the years of Jehoiachin’s uncle,
Zedekiah, who was on the throne in Judah at the time but not taken
seriously. Every temporal reference within the book is dated from this
time of exile.6 This is the only time a Davidic king is mentioned in the
book.

A transcendent God and a sin-bearing son of man
Ezekiel’s call is inspired by a bizarre vision experienced in Babylon
(Ezek. 1). In the midst of a thunderstorm he sees a moving vehicle
carried by supernatural beings, each with four faces and four wings.
Four sets of intersecting wheels make this vehicle move in any direc-
tion. The fiery wheel rims are covered with eyes. This astonishing
vehicle approaches Ezekiel and, as it does, he sees that it carries a
platform upon which a human figure is seated upon a throne. The
amazed exile is overwhelmed by the divine glory and collapses. He is
resuscitated by God, addressed by what becomes his characteristic
title, ‘son of man’, and given his commission as a prophet, which con-
sists of eating a scroll that puts the taste of ‘lamentations, mourning
and woe’ in his mouth (2:10). This describes his task as a prophet. He
is portrayed further as a ‘sentry’ who is to warn people of approach-
ing danger (Ezek. 3:17; 33:17). Moreover, his distinctive title, ‘son of
man’, by which the transcendent God addresses him some ninety-
three times in the book, classifies him as a being noted for weakness,
and therefore requiring empowerment by the Spirit.

But in his first recorded action this son of man suffers. He is told
to draw a depiction of the city of Jerusalem under siege on a clay
brick, and to lie down, first on his left side near the brick for 390 days,
and then on his right side for forty days (4:1–8). In this posture he is
tied up and is said to bear the sins of the northern and southern king-
doms. The total of 430 days represents years, echoing the number of
years Israel was in exile in Egypt (Exod. 12:40). Clearly, this is one of
many symbolic actions in the book, but its pre-eminent literary posi-
tion at the beginning of the book frames some important images in
the mind: a vision of a transcendent God in the clouds coming in a
fiery vehicle to give a son of man a mission that involves not only
prophesying but sin-bearing.7 Could the lengthy period of time
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marked by such sin-bearing refer to a long exile ahead for the people
of God in Judah?

A land devoid of God 
Ezekiel’s call vision in chapter 1 profoundly shapes his text. It indi-
cates to the exiles that God cannot be domesticated by the temple in
Jerusalem or by the ark of the covenant. He is sovereign and free. The
vision suggests that God has abandoned the temple in Jerusalem
because of the people’s sin. The land has become defiled and awaits
judgment, but the greatest punishment is the departure of the divine
presence. What good is the land without God? ‘Israel . . . is now with
an emptiness at its center’ (Brueggeman 1977: 139). This becomes the
burden of the first part of the book (chs. 1 – 24).

Another vision from the perspective of Judah confirms Ezekiel’s
understanding of the first vision. He is transported by the Spirit to
Jerusalem (chs. 8–11). There he witnesses many violations of the
Torah, even idolatry within the precincts of the temple itself. In the
climax of this vision he sees the bizarre vehicle leave the temple,
thereby sealing the fate of the city and people (chs. 10 – 11).

In language different from Jeremiah’s but conceptually similar, the sin
of Judah is regarded as incorrigible: the people’s hearts are hard and
stubborn (3:7–9) like stone – impervious to the will of God (Ezek. 11:19;
36:26), their sin worse than the surrounding nations (5:6–7), the land
full of bloodshed, and the holy city of injustice (9:9), the hearts of their
leadership full of idols (14:1–4). In fact, their sin is so dreadful that even
Noah, Daniel and Job would not be able to intercede to save anyone;
‘they would be able to save only themselves by their righteousness’
(14:13–23). In a twist that is different from Jeremiah, Ezekiel states that
Israel has been a rebel from the very beginning of her relationship with
Yahweh (20:8–33), perhaps not a surprise considering her father was an
Amorite and her mother a Hittite (16:3). No-one can save the land, pre-
sumably not even the sin-bearing son of man himself (22:30–31). In lan-
guage clearly echoing Jeremiah, Ezekiel states that what is required is
nothing less than a new heart and a new spirit that will enable the people
to keep the covenant (11:19–20; 18:31; 36:26–27). The people recognize
as much when they finally cry out: ‘Our rebellions and sins weigh heavy
upon us; we are wasting away. How shall we live?’ (33:10).

Repentance, resurrection, renewal
As in Jeremiah, there is hope inspired by God’s presence. The vehicle
symbolizing the divine presence meets Ezekiel in Babylon. This
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suggests new life, even for exiles. Exile is now seen to be temporary,
ameliorated by God’s presence, which will provide a small sanctuary
for the people before they return home (Ezek. 11:14–21). The answer
to the question ‘How shall we live?’ becomes the deuteronomic
response to the exiles in the latter days: ‘Repent! Turn from your evil
ways’ (33:11). Like Jeremiah, Ezekiel predicts another covenant with
the people in which God will give them a new heart, transforming it
from stone to flesh (16:60; 18:31; 37:26). In addition – and this tran-
scends Jeremiah – God will atone for all the sins of the people (16:63).

The people themselves realize that their plight requires nothing less
than resurrection (37:1–14). Even if the people were to return home,
there is nothing to return to. The temple has been destroyed, the land
ravaged. When Ezekiel receives his macabre vision of the dry bones
on the killing-fields of Babylon, he is asked whether the bones can
live. The prophet’s reply is replete with ambivalence: ‘Only you know,
Lord, Yahweh’ (37:3). His is a theologically correct answer but one
that is keenly aware of the hopeless scene before his eyes. Then the
resurrection miracle happens. The divine Spirit assembles the bones
into a mass of skeletons, applies muscle, ligaments and skin, and then
inspires the renewed bodies with new life (cf. Gen. 2). Thus is created
a mighty new humanity that can be placed in a new ‘Eden’.

The resurrection of the Davidic houses 
Even the divided kingdom of exiles is reunited under a new leader,
who is said to be ‘my servant David’ (Ezek. 37:24–25; cf. 34:23–24).
But he is also described as one who will come to power through rel-
ative obscurity. In a remarkable allegorical passage, a Davidic des-
cendant is compared to a tender shoot (yoneqet) plucked from a tall
tree, taken to Mount Zion and planted there to grow into a huge tree,
bearing fruit and providing shade for all the birds of the forest
(17:22–24). Thus all the trees of the forest (peoples of the world) will
know that ‘I the LORD lower the tall tree and raise the low tree. I dry
up the green tree and make the dry tree flourish’ (17:24). Later, this
‘David’ who will come to power is remembered for his humble origins
as a shepherd (34:23); he will provide true leadership, as opposed
to past leaders, who are symbolized as corrupt and destructive
shepherds.8 Both these motifs of Davidic rule (a tender shoot and a
shepherd) echo Jeremiah’s prediction of a ‘plant growth’ from the line
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of David, which will bring good shepherds – justice for the nation
(Jer. 23:1–8). Ezekiel states that it is during this period of future
Davidic leadership that a covenant of shalom will bring a flourishing
prosperity and fertility to the land (34:23–31), which will be a new
Eden (36:35).

Ezekiel draws a distinction between a true Davidic servant and
imposters. In a judgment oracle that lambasts Zedekiah, a current
puppet monarch of Judah, Ezekiel says that in the coming Babylonian
judgment this king will have his crown torn off and his sceptre
removed. Then, in a powerful image that probably recalls Genesis
49:10, the prophet states: ‘Thus says Lord Yahweh, “Take away the
turban. Remove the crown. This is not really the true crown. The low
make high! The high make low! Ruin! Ruin! Ruin! I will make it even
this until the one comes to whom the judgment belongs. I will give it to
him”’ (Ezek. 21:26–27 [MT 21:31–32]).9

The Davidic dynasty will not only be restored to rule the land of
Israel. That land would not be suitable without the resurrection of
the other Davidic house – the temple; and the book closes with a
vision of a renewed temple that dominates the Israelite landscape. Yet
before the vision emerges, the land must be purified. Consequently,
Israel is depicted returning to the land and, after a period of time, is
attacked by a final – almost apocalyptic – enemy, named Gog (Ezek.
38 – 39).10 This beastly enemy (cf. 38:4) and his vast hordes are
destroyed in the land, their weapons burned and their bodies buried,
thus purifying the land. Since this takes place ‘in the latter days’, it
echoes the blessings of Jacob on Judah and Baalam on Israel, in
which Israel will destroy its foes.11

Like Moses, who saw the promised land from a distance, Ezekiel is
granted a vision of the purified land and its boundaries, organized
around a new temple complex (chs. 40 – 48). Remarkably, a spring
flows out of the inner sanctuary, widening first to a stream and then
to a mighty river that finally flows into the Dead Sea, transforming
its sterile waters into a fisherman’s paradise (47:1–12). On both sides
of the river, trees produce leaves with curative powers. Eden has been
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10 For insightful exegesis see Eichrodt 1970: 515–529; Zimmerli 1983: 281–324;
Black 1997.

11 This probably influenced the Septuagint translation of Num. 24:7, which
describes the prominence of the kingdom of Gog in the last days (cf. Amos 7:1).
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enlarged to include the entire land of Israel, with one immense river
of life and many trees of life. The transformation of the Dead Sea
into a body of water teeming with vitality shows the radical impact
of God’s presence in the land (Ezek. 48:35).

Thus, although Ezekiel uses language different from Jeremiah’s, he
has a similar analysis of Judah’s problem. Judgment for failure to
keep the covenant was just, but there is hope for the future, a future
resulting in the forgiveness of sins, the end of exile, a transformed
land and human nature, and leadership in which the Davidic house
will play an important role, rising from obscurity to worldwide prom-
inence. Israel will be a place whose distinctiveness is marked by
Yahweh’s presence (Exod. 33:16; Ezek.48:35).

Isaiah: the shoot from Jesse’s stump

Isaiah follows Ezekiel, and here again a prophetic-call narrative
leaves its characteristic stamp on the content of the book. This time,
however, the text begins not with the call but with a series of oracles
that highlight important themes to follow. Isaiah’s opening vision of
a completely devastated land clashes sharply with Ezekiel’s closing
paradisaical picture: ‘Your country is desolate, your cities burned
with fire, your fields stripped by foreigners . . . laid waste by strangers’
(Is. 1:7). Israel’s sin is the cause. The initial oracle describes the
problem as wilful rebellion and ignorant stupidity:

Heavens, pay attention! Earth, listen up! Yahweh has spoken:
‘I have raised children and brought them up, but they have
rebelled against me. The ox knows his master, the donkey his
owner’s feeding-trough, but Israel does not know me, my
people do not understand me’ (1:2–3).

A disobedient son 
The echoes of Deuteronomy are loud and clear. Heaven and earth
were called as witnesses to the covenant that was made with Israel
(Deut. 30:19; 31:28). Moreover, disobedient children were to be disci-
plined, punished and, if need be, executed if they persisted in rebel-
lion against parental authority (Deut. 21:18–21). The pain of Yahweh
is profound. He has raised children who do not even acknowledge him
any more, having sunk beneath the level of a beast. The text proceeds
to describe their immorality – ‘a sinful nation, loaded down with guilt,
corrupt children of corrupt parents’ (Is. 1:4). Their father has tried
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everything, disciplining them until they have become black and blue,
and asking them in frustration, ‘Why will you be punished again? Why
do you keep on rebelling?’ (Is. 1:5). Then the national disaster of an
Assyrian invasion is described, in which a remnant living in Jerusalem
was spared ‘like a hut in a cucumber field’ (Is. 1:8). God in mercy did
not exercise the death sentence. If he had not spared a remnant, ‘we
would have been like Sodom and Gomorrah’ (Is. 1:9).

But, since that time, the people had not learned. In fact, they have
become as immoral as Sodom and Gomorrah (Is. 1:10; cf. Judg.
20:22–25; Gen. 19:5–10). The temple is filled with sacrifices and
prayers on holy days, but injustice and oppression fill the streets on
ordinary ones. After the religious ceremonies it was business as usual.
The city had become a whore, the abode of killers (Is. 1:10–18, 21).

Probably no text describes the divine intention for Israel and the
actual result better than Isaiah’s parable of the vineyard (Is. 5:1–7).
A vineyard is made with great care and love. A portion of fertile land
is cleared, choice vines are planted, and a wall, a watchtower and a
winepress are constructed. Everything possible was done to enable
the vineyard to grow and flourish. To the consternation of the owner,
however, it produced nothing but bitter grapes, and he had no choice
but to destroy it.

To clarify any confusion surrounding the identity of the vineyard
and its owner, Isaiah ‘connects the dots’ for Israel: ‘The vineyard of
the LORD Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are
the garden of his delight. He looked for good and got blood, right-
eousness and got distress’ (5:7). Following the parable is a list of
Israelite sins, corresponding to the bitter grapes: recklessly buying up
real estate with no concern for the poor, making pleasure the aim of
life, working hard at sin, calling good evil and evil good, guilty of
hubris and injustice (5:8–23). Such a vineyard of evil must be
destroyed (5:24–30).

A glorious destiny
If these opening oracles describe Israel’s judgment and its cause,
within these same chapters a glorious future is also predicted.
Juxtaposed to such bleak images of land and people is the temple
mount, which grows to be the highest mountain, dominating the land-
scape of not only Israel but the world (Is. 2:1–5). Zion has become
Everest. Instead of the river flowing out of the temple, downwards
and outwards to the land, as in the vision of Ezekiel, the rivers of the
nations flow up to Jerusalem; natural laws of gravity are overcome by
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the magnetic hill of Jerusalem.12 Geographical reality is rearranged by
biblical eschatology (Dumbrell 1994: 83). Moreover, if Ezekiel mag-
nifies Eden, Isaiah reverses Babel. The nations in all their diversity –
a sign of curse – become one holy humanity as they listen to the proc-
lamation of the Torah in the temple, and then depart and transform
weapons of war into tools of peace.

Similarly, there is another image of an ordeal of judgment by fire
that results in a cleansed and restored Jerusalem. A cloud will over-
shadow the entire city by day and a pillar of fire by night. This evokes
the image of the divine presence leading Israel in the desert and
residing in the tabernacle; but now the entire city will have become
one Holy of Holies. Moreover, this will result from the blossoming of
the semah of Yahweh in the land, ‘becoming beautiful and glorious’,
with the fruit of the land becoming ‘the pride and glory of the survi-
vors of Israel’ (Is. 4:2). Again the motifs of new plant growth (semah)
and tender shoot (yôneqet) are similar to Jeremiah (23:5; 33:15) and
Ezekiel (17:22), where they referred to a Davidic scion. These dual
themes of judgment and glory are developed in the rest of the book.
They present something of a real tension: an inherently sinful people
and a coming judgment alongside a glorious destiny for Israel
ushered in by a messianic figure.

The stump and the seed
The call of Isaiah follows this preview of the book’s themes, and in
the call both of these elements occur, placing their stamp on the rest
of the text (6:1–13). Isaiah’s call coincides with the death of the reign-
ing monarch of Judah, Uzziah. The call occurs in the temple, where
the prospective prophet has a vision of the divine king ‘high and lifted
up’ on a gigantic throne above the ark of the covenant, the train of
his robe filling the temple. Isaiah sees and hears angelic beings prais-
ing the holiness of God and declaring that his glory floods the uni-
verse. The contrast between the holy God on the one hand and Isaiah
and his community on the other leads Isaiah to a cry of despair: ‘I
am finished! My lips are unclean and I live among people whose lips
are unclean! For the king, Yahweh of hosts – my eyes see!’ (Is. 6:5).
The instant Isaiah acknowledges his sin, an atonement-making
seraph touches his lips (the point of uncleanness) with a burning coal
from the temple altar.
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Isaiah then receives his strange commission to be a prophet. He is
told to speak in such a way that the people’s hearts will harden, much
like Pharaoh’s when Moses spoke to him (6:9–10). This mission is the
antithesis of the prophetic task, which is to bring conviction, rest-
oration and repentance. He is to accelerate the hardening of sinful
Israel through his prophesying, thus accomplishing God’s mysterious
purposes. The newly commissioned prophet wonders how long his
mission is to last. The answer is unequivocal: ‘Until the cities lie
ruined and without inhabitant . . . until Yahweh has sent everyone
away and the land is forsaken . . . just as the terebinth and oak leave
stumps when they are chopped down, so the holy seed will be the
stump in the land’ (Is. 6:11–13).

The prophetic activity is to continue until the whole land is laid
waste and the entire population has been deported. It is as if the
nation has been a mighty tree that has been chopped and burnt down,
and all that is left is a stump. But here is the note of hope – this con-
stitutes a holy seed.

The next section describes a sinful Israel’s judgment by the
Assyrians, and the failure of the Davidic king, Ahaz, to trust in God
(chs. 7 – 8). In contrast to him is the prediction of the coming of a
true Davidide, a son who will be born with the weight of government
resting on his shoulders, called ‘Wonderful counsellor, mighty God,
everlasting Father, prince of peace’. These epithets seem to explode
the expectations of this coming king. He is much more than a
descendant of David. And, unlike the most powerful Davidic king,
Solomon, there will be no limit to the extent of his shalom-producing
rule. Yet he will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, ‘estab-
lishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness for ever’
(9:6–7). This birth can be described later as a shoot (hoter) sprouting
up from the stump (geza‘ ) of Jesse, a sprout (neser) from its roots
(sorasayw) (11:1). He is not just equipped with the power of the Spirit
like the judges of the earlier period: he is completely equipped (seven-
fold) with the power of the Spirit, which includes all of the qualities
necessary for a just and effective rule (11:2). This king will rule justly
and transform the world into an Edenic paradise, so that wild pred-
ators will become tame and infants will play at the lairs of serpents.
The conclusion is obvious: ‘They will not hurt and destroy through-
out my holy mountain, for the earth will be filled with the knowledge
of the LORD as the waters cover the sea’ (11:1–10; 65:17–25). It would
be hard to imagine a clearer description of the restoration of the orig-
inal conditions of Edenic paradise. Even a baby can play with a
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snake! Humanity has been restored to its original position, and this
has been brought about by a Davidic king – a new Adam. The scion
of David has conquered the serpent of Genesis 3.

The remainder of the prophecy develops these themes in a striking
and profound way. The nation goes into exile, and, as in the other
prophets, there is a vision of a community released from exile by an
act of God. Unlike the other prophets, however, Isaiah describes why
and how Israel will emerge from exile. This takes place in the second
half of the text (chs. 40 – 66).

Another Israel – an obedient son
This latter section opens with an announcement of the forgiveness of
sins, the end of exile, the making of a highway in the desert to lead
the exiles home, and a powerful revelation of the glory of the Lord:
‘The glory of the LORD shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it’
(40:5). But, as the text unfolds, it is clear that the exile has been due
to Israel’s being a disobedient servant, wilfully deaf and blind
(42:18–25), who was called to do the will of God but did the oppos-
ite (cf. 5:1–7).

The glory of the Lord emerges in a very strange way. There is no
spectacular display of divine intervention. The opposite happens.
Another servant, like Israel in name but not in spirit, arises and is
characterized by the qualities of the Davidic king described earlier.
He will bring about a new world order. When he first appears, he is
equipped with the divine Spirit. His mission has universal scope (cf.
9:6), namely to bring justice to the nations, but he will not use the
normal methods of kings. He avoids the limelight. To those in exile
under the sentence of death (‘the bruised reed and the smoking
wick’) he gives hope. The wording suggests that he himself will
suffer in the task, as ‘he will not burn dim or be broken before he
has completed his task’ (Westermann 1969: 96), which will bring
about justice for even the most distant coastlands (42:1–4). This ref-
erence to the nations and the coastlands in this text links up with
the beginning of the canon. The great Table of the Nations com-
mences with the people who had least contact with the nation of
Israel. The most distant of these were ‘the sons of Javan, Tarshish,
the Kittim and the Dodanim. From these, the coastland peoples
spread out into their territories by their clans within their nations,
each with its own language’ (Gen. 10:4–5). This universal dimen-
sion to the servant’s mission is accentuated in the immediate
context: the servant has been made into ‘a covenant for people, a
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light of nations’. The servant has become the means of bringing
covenant salvation to the world, which means the illumination of
the nations (Is. 42:6–7; cf. Westermann 1969: 100). Indeed, the
extremities of the globe hope in this salvation (Is. 51:5; 60:9).
Baalam’s rising star (Num. 24:17) and Abraham’s universal bless-
ing (Gen. 12:3) have merged.

This servant’s second appearance (Is. 49:1–6) emphasizes this uni-
versal dimension as the ‘coastlands’ are addressed first of all (49:1a).
The call of the servant originates when he is in the womb like
Jeremiah (49:1b). He is equipped in a special way by Yahweh: his
mouth is fashioned into a sharp sword and he is also described as a
polished arrow (49:2). These are offensive weapons necessary for
attacking an enemy both at close range and at long range. But there
is also the suggestion that these weapons have been concealed for a
particular time. He is then explicitly designated to be God’s servant,
Israel (49:3). Meanwhile, he suffers in the accomplishment of his
task, remarking: ‘I have laboured for nothing; for nothingness and
smoke I have spent my strength’ (49:4a). Yet the servant decides to
commit his cause to God, who rewards him by making his mission a
stunning success (49:4b). Not only will he restore Israel; he will be a
light to the nations in order that God’s salvation may reach the ends
of the earth (49:5–6). Again Baalam and Abraham are echoed.

Isaiah 50:4–9 develops the thought of 49:1–6 further by stressing
the prophetic function of the servant who is taught by the Lord. This
servant – a new Moses – is in constant communication with God in
order to help the weary and exhausted. In contrast to Israel, this
servant does not rebel. Nor does he shirk his difficult task as his
suffering intensifies (50:5). Whereas his work has been exhausting
and apparently futile (49:4), now he is whipped and his beard
plucked, and he is subjected to shame and ridicule (50:6). But he also
has more confidence and is able to handle his persecutors, whose time
is clearly limited (50:7–9).

The salvation of God
Then comes the final climactic appearance of this enigmatic figure.
The author emphasizes the significance of this event by giving an
elaborate introduction, repeating language from chapter 40 that
described the end of the exile:

How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of the messenger
who announces the good news of shalom, the great news of
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salvation, saying to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’ . . . Yahweh has
revealed his powerful strength before all the nations, and all
the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God (Is.
52:7–10).

That salvation is introduced in the dramatic depiction of the servant,
clearly recalling the powerful vision of Isaiah’s call but also transcend-
ing it: ‘Look at my servant, who will prosper, who will be high and
lifted up and exceedingly exalted’ (52:13; cf. 6:1). These verses briefly
summarize the servant’s mission. Many were appalled at his appear-
ance; nevertheless, he was able ‘to sprinkle many nations’ (yazzeh
gôyîm rabbîm). This cultic verb is usually restricted to liturgical con-
texts in which sacrifice is involved.13 It echoes in particular the Day of
Atonement rite in which the high priest sprinkled the place of atone-
ment on the ark of the covenant with blood to atone for the sins of
the entire community (Lev. 16:15). It suggests a sacrificial or priestly
role for the servant.14 But this servant makes an atonement for the
entire world (gôyîm rabbîm)! Everyone, even kings, is stunned by this
unthinkable reversal, namely that someone so low could be raised so
high, and could bring about atonement for them.

The text now expands on this summary of the servant’s mission:
humiliation, sprinkling, exaltation. It begins with a simple observa-
tion: no-one thought this sequence of events was remotely possible.
‘Who believed our report of this?’ (53:1). In the first part of Isaiah,
the coming Davidic king, who would establish universal justice,
restoring the world to its Edenic harmony, was described as a shoot
springing up from Jesse’s stump, a sprout from its roots (sorasayw).
Echoing this thought, the servant of God ‘grows up like a tender
plant, as a root (sores) in dry ground’ (53:2). Instead of impressing
people with regal majesty, he repels them with his appearance; he is
a pariah, marked by disease and pain. He is totally and completely
misunderstood. People considered him the object of divine judgment
(53:4). But he was not suffering for his own sake; he was suffering for
the people, laden with guilt! The sicknesses of the people so vividly
depicted in chapter 1 are now his (1:5–6; 53:4–5). Yahweh strikes him
for them, an obedient son for disobedient children. Their shalom
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13 The verb occurs twenty-four times in the Tanakh: twenty-two times in a cultic
context, one in a secular context (2 Kgs. 9:33), and the other in the passage in question
in Isaiah.

14 Note also the different cultic terminology in the poem. For example, the servant
offers up his life as a guilt offering (asam) (Is. 53:10).
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comes as a result of the application of the ultimate discipline to him
(53:5; cf. Deut. 21:18–19).

Who is this servant? Although there is a consensus that this figure
is not linked to David (Rowley 1965: 61–89; Anderson 1986: 500),15

there are a number of striking similarities between the servant and
the Davidic ruler of chapters 9 and 11.16 They are both equipped with
the divine Spirit to establish justice, particularly for the poor and
needy; and there is a universal dimension to their work. Particularly
strong linguistic and semantic parallels are found at the beginning
and ending of the servant songs when it is mentioned that the servant
and the king have placed upon them the divine Spirit (42:1; 11:2) and
have universal significance (9:6; 11:9–10; 42:4; 52:15), and they are
both compared to a plant growing in difficult circumstances (53:2,
yôneq, sores me’eres siyyâ; 11:1, hoter miggeza‘ yisay, neser missora-
sayw). The context of the larger Text of the prophetic commentary
would confirm this identification; Ezekiel, for instance, indicates that
there is an expectation of ‘David, my servant’, who had an inconspic-
uous beginning, as a tender ‘shoot’ from some branches (yoneqôtayw)
(Ezek. 17:22) before becoming the tallest tree. Who else could such a
servant be, if not Jeremiah’s Davidic new ‘plant growth’ who would
also experience great success (Jer. 23:5, hiśkîl ; cf. Is. 52:13 – yaśkîl)?
And Jeremiah also predicted a righteous plant growth (semah sedaqâ)
that would bring about justice, ensuring a lasting throne and levitical
priesthood (33:15–18). It would seem that the servant has combined
both regal and sacramental functions in his person.

It is this dramatic glory, then, that demonstrates to the world the
salvation of God. The righteous servant suffers and dies a sin-bearer
for his people. What is the impact? Isaiah leaves no-one in doubt. The
very next chapter is filled with joy and singing. Israel in exile lies
reduced in numbers and hopeless, a barren woman with no future, the
result of the violation of the Torah. But now she sings a new song:
the old order of things has been overturned. The desolate widow’s
children now outnumber the married woman’s (54:1). Her tent must
be enlarged (54:2–3). Why? The work of the servant has united Israel
with the holy God by atoning for her sins, and thereby creating many
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15 Note Anderson’s strong statement: ‘It is striking that nowhere does Second Isaiah
include the Davidic king in his portrayals of the coming Kingdom of God.’ Compare
also Childs (1979: 335): ‘there has been no attempt made within the chapters of Second
Isaiah to identify the servant with any figure in First Isaiah’.

16 Against Childs (1979: 335). The Septuagint could not resist this temptation to
identify these two individuals (Is. 9:5; 53:2).
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children. Now the great Creator is her husband; the Holy One of
Israel has redeemed her (54:5).

Echoing the new covenant that Jeremiah announced, declaring
that Israel’s sins would be forgiven and that everyone would know the
Lord, Isaiah states that all Israel’s children will be taught by the Lord.
Just as the new covenant was more secure than the covenant made
with creation during the time of Noah (Jer. 31:35–37), so the servant’s
work has made a covenant equally secure, for it is the same one (Is.
54:9–10). This covenant is further described as an everlasting Davidic
covenant in which ‘all who are thirsty’ (55:1) can drink at the Davidic
fountain and dine at the Davidic table. In fact, says the Lord, ‘I will
cut with you an everlasting covenant, the sure mercies of David. For
I have appointed him a prince and leader and commander of the
peoples. Look, a nation you did not know will call, a nation that does
not know you will run to you on account of Yahweh your God’
(55:3–5). Anderson (1976: 348) partially captures the stupendous
significance of this statement: ‘With a surprising interpretation of the
royal covenant theology, however, the promises of grace are trans-
ferred from the Davidic dynasty to the people as indicated by the
plural suffix in 55:3b.’ But it is not as if David’s importance is being
minimized.17 Moreover, these are not the promises of mercies to
David but of David’s mercies extended to others.18 But who can this
David be? He cannot be the historical David, who is long since dead.
He is none other than the David promised in the first half of Isaiah,
Jeremiah’s righteous scion, and Ezekiel’s ‘my servant David’. This
also clearly echoes the Davidic hope that he would some day be
appointed head of the nations and that ‘a people whom I do not
know will serve me’ (2 Sam. 22:44). It is this new David who has ful-
filled the covenant requirements, made atonement and established an
everlasting covenant with all who accept his free offer to partake of
his covenant meal (Is. 55:1–2). It is he who will be a witness to the
peoples, and their leader and commander. He will bring the knowl-
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17 For this discussion see Seitz 1998: 150–167.
18 Thus ‘mercies of David’ are read more naturally as subjective genitive (mercies

coming from David) rather than objective genitive (mercies extended to David). This
can be seen when the same expression is used with a different personal name; e.g.
‘mercies of Yahweh’ clearly come from Yahweh (Is. 63:7; Ps. 89:2; 107:43; Lam. 3:22).
The only other example of ‘mercies of David’ (2 Chr. 6:42) is subjective genitive (cf. 2
Chr. 32:32; 35:36). The objective genitive reading would be virtually unique to this
passage. But compare H. G. M. Williamson (1978) and Kaiser (1989), who essentially
argue against this grammatical interpretation for theological reasons. I am particularly
indebted to Peter Gentry for some of his insightful grammatical observations.
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edge of the Torah and of the covenant to the nations (cf. Is. 42:4–6).19

Consequently, it is no accident that the exiles are urged to repent, and
this grace cannot be fathomed (55:6–13).

Thus any ambivalence is clarified. A Davidic ruler will emerge from
the stump of a judged and devastated Israel. This individual is a
faithful Israel. His mission leads to suffering that will restore the
tribes of Israel and be a light to the nations. The effect of his mission
is to provide salvation and justice to the ends of the earth through a
sin-bearing sacrifice. Through his sacrifice, the Spirit is poured out
upon people and a covenant like the Davidic covenant is made with
them as he extends to them ‘the sure mercies of David’. The Davidic
ruler will then assume his kingly role. How this will happen is not
spelled out in the text.

Instead, the text proceeds to describe more clearly the result of this
new order of things. The centrality of the city of Jerusalem and of the
land of Israel emerges and develops the theme of the temple dominat-
ing the landscape in Isaiah 2. Zion is a beacon to the nations that dwell
in the precreation state of darkness (Is. 60). Yahweh, by his action in
his servant, has said again, ‘Let there be light.’ And it is no ordinary
light; it is the salvation light of God. The radiance is so bright that there
will be no need of the light of the sun or moon ever again – Yahweh is
the light in this new creation (61:19). The nations that were dispersed
at Babel can now stream home to Zion, their true home (cf. Ps. 87).

This is the image with which Isaiah’s grand vision closes, expand-
ing an earlier description of a renewed world under a Davidic ruler:

‘Look, I am making a new world . . . They will build houses and
live in them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit . . . Predators
and prey will live in harmony with each other. Carnivores will
become herbivores. The serpent will bite the dust. There will
be no sign of harm or violence on my holy mountain,’ says
Yahweh (Is. 65:17–25).

The ‘container’ of this earlier prophecy (11:1–10) is exploded in
superabundance.20 The figure who brings this about is eschatological
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19 I owe this insight to Peter Gentry. Note also that George Adam Smith (1900: 404)
concluded that David here must be the Messiah. His argument is also based on the
larger canonical context of the prophets.

20 One should not read too much into the omission of Davidic rule in ch. 65, as if,
for example, to set Third Isaiah against First Isaiah. If the text is read as a unity, asso-
ciative language in ch. 65 would trigger the context of ch. 11. For an examination of
some of the issues see the insightful work by Seitz (1998: 165–167).
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and unmistakably linked to royalty.21 Jehoiachin – genealogy – may
be down, but he is certainly not out. From his line will come someone
presiding over a new world order, in which the serpent will be ren-
dered completely harmless, thus ending the cosmic battle between the
seed of the woman and the seed of the snake.22 Even geography will
be transformed.

The Twelve: the impending eschaton 

The book of the Twelve concludes the prophetic commentary. It con-
tains twelve ‘chapters’, each consisting of the oracles of a different
prophet, or, in the case of Jonah, one oracle imbedded in a story (Jonah
3:4). These books complete the prophetic commentary by emphasizing
again the sin of Israel, the just judgment of God, and hope after the
judgment. This hope finds expression in a number of features: a return
to the land, a new covenant, a universal element, the renewal of nature,
the prominence of the Davidic house (understood in both senses), an
emphasis on repentance, and an eschatological ordeal such as a final
battle or cosmic upheaval. Not every prophet in this collection predicts
all these events, but the entire combination presents a more panoramic
view of the future than is found in the previous prophets.23
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21 See Rowley 1965: 52. While affirming the eschatological focus of the servant,
Rowley tries to downplay the royal features. He cannot evade the royal language of
42:1–4, but denies the implications (1965: 15). But to speak of royalty in this context
is surely to imply the house of David! 

22 This point about the cosmic battle is extremely important, and is developed in a
small section in the middle of the first part of Isaiah. Sometimes called the ‘Little
Apocalypse’, Isaiah 24 – 27 addresses issues of world judgment and world salvation.
In these passages there are clear allusions to the first few chapters of Genesis. A world
covenant is deemed to be broken, not just by Israelites but by all the peoples of the
world. Death, which is the curse inflicted upon the human race in the beginning for
violating the command of God, is finally abolished by Yahweh. The enemies of God
are defeated in a battle, and most importantly the cosmic enemy is defeated. In lan-
guage borrowed from contemporary mythology, Isaiah writes: ‘In that day the LORD

with his hard and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent,
Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is in the sea’ (Is.
27:1–2). Read in the context of the canon, ‘the twisting serpent’ is seen as none other
than the ‘cunning serpent’ in the garden of Eden. It is appropriate that this serpent
should be smitten with a huge strong sword and finally slain. Its death coincides with
the abolition of death and with the celebration of all peoples on the holy mountain for
a final victory. Humanity has dominion over the earth again!

23 House (1990) argues that the order of books in the Twelve presents the theme of
sin, punishment and restoration. This treatment contains an important insight. But it
is more accurate to note that these themes are repeated in sequential order within many
of the prophetic books, Hosea, Joel and Amos being prime examples. The consistent
repetition of these themes throughout the Twelve emphasizes House’s point.
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Strong evidence indicates that the book has been carefully crafted
to link the various chapters into an overall unity, beginning with
Hosea and ending with Malachi, linking the various chapters into an
overall unity. For example, a prophetic saying about the Lord
roaring from Zion closes the prophecy of Joel (3:16 [ 4:16]) and
opens the following prophecy of Amos (1:2). Obadiah succeeds
Amos and deals with Edom, which features in the last chapter of
Amos (9:12). Jonah treats the repentance and salvation of Nineveh,
Micah predicts the judgment of a proud Assyria, and Nahum con-
sists of a series of oracles describing the fall of an unrepentant and
incorrigible Nineveh.24

Sin and judgment
Isaiah had ended on a note of reconciliation between Israel and
Yahweh, with the stunning description of the maker of heaven and
earth as Israel’s husband. Hosea begins on the note of the defilement
of the land of Israel brought about by the violation of the Sinai cov-
enant. Yahweh may be Israel’s husband, but she is his adulterous
wife, with a deep-seated propensity to be unfaithful; in her idolatry
she is a whore at heart. The first major oracle of Hosea after the intro-
duction (Hos. 1 – 3) describes an ugly picture of rampant lawlessness
that has left the land desolate (4:1–3). Joel berates the commitment
of Israel to a religion of ritual rather than reality (Joel 2:12–14).
Amos attacks an affluent Israel for grinding the head of its poor into
the dust (Amos 2:7), and for not being concerned about the ‘affliction
of Joseph’ (6:7). The soaring indictment grows with the sins listed in
Micah (2:6, 11; 3:1–3, 5, 9–11; 7:2–6), Habakkuk (1:2–4) and
Zephaniah (1:4–13; 3:17).

As one approaches the end of the Twelve, even when it is clear that
the exiles of Judah have returned to the land, it seems as if nothing
has changed. The people continue in their same old ways. Haggai
states that the people’s priorities are wrong (Hag. 1:1–11). Zechariah
describes the perpetuation of social sins (Zech. 8:16–17; cf. 7:9–10).
And the picture of the people in Malachi is depressing. Among both
priests and laity there is rampant unfaithfulness: irreverence (Mal.
1:6–14), corrupt teaching (2:1–9), divorce (2:10–16), hypocrisy (2:17),
widespread immorality (3:5), absence of tithing (3:8–11), and relig-
ious scepticism (3:14–16).
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24 See Nogalski & Sweeney 2000, and the literature cited there, for an exhaustive
treatment of the Twelve as a literary and theological unit.
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All these prophets announce coming judgment. Hosea describes it
in the naming of his three children. Each name portends a more
ominous judgment: Jezreel (a notorious site of bloodletting under
Jehu, 2 Kgs. 10:1–10), Lo-Ruhamah (‘she does not obtain mercy’)
and Lo-Ammi (‘not my people’) (Hos. 1:3–9). The land becomes a
wasteland because of the idolatry and adultery (2:5, 13–14; 4:1–3).
Similar images are found in Joel, where a locust plague ravages the
land because of human sin (Joel 1:10; 2:1–3). In Amos the land is
ripped apart by an earthquake because of Israelite disobedience
(Amos 2:13–16). In Micah, Jerusalem is envisioned as a ploughed
field, and the surrounding territory destroyed (Mic. 3:12); similarly,
a century later, Habakkuk sees the entire nation as devastated by the
Babylonians (Hab. 3:17). Zephaniah’s description of doom and
gloom echoes the uncreation of Hosea (Zeph. 2:1–3).

An impending day of eschatological disaster
In fact, when the prophets are read together as they were intended, a
growing concern for an impending day of eschatological disaster for
Israel and the world is readily apparent. This is the so-called ‘Day of
Yahweh’. It is first encountered in Joel (1:15; 2:1, 11; 3:4 [ 4:4]; 3:14
[ 4:14]), where it echoes passages in earlier prophetic commentary.
But now it almost becomes like a refrain, being echoed and reinforced
in Amos (5:18 [twice]; 5:20), Obadiah (1:15) and Zephaniah (1:7, 14
twice]), and building to the climax at the end of Malachi: ‘Look, I am
going to send Elijah the prophet before that great and terrible day of
Yahweh comes, and he will turn the hearts of the fathers to their sons
and sons to their fathers, lest I strike the earth with the ban’ (4:5–6
[MT 3:23–24]). The ‘day’ hangs over the book like an ominous cloud.25

In noting the critical importance of this day in the Twelve, Schart
(2000: 40) observes: ‘No other prophetic book contains as many pas-
sages about this day, which are at the same time central for the overall
structure.’

The restoration of all things
But equally, these books hold out hope for a transformation of the
land and people, if there is repentance. A new world is promised after
the judgment. Echoes of episodes of judgment and grace in the earlier
narrative storyline are sounded. Hosea reverses the ominous imagery
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25 Note also that Peterson (2000: 9–10) views the Twelve as an anthology with a pre-
dominant theme of the Day of the Lord. Rendtorff (2000: 76–87) also believes that this
is one of the keys to the theological unity of the book.
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of Jezreel, Lo-Ruhamah and Lo-Ammi. Genealogy and geography
feature prominently in the new salvation. Jezreel acquires its etymo-
logical meaning of being sown into the land, not its meaning asso-
ciated with Jehu’s treachery. God will sow Israelites back into the land
by bringing them up from exile once again (Hos. 1:11 [ 2:2]). ‘She
who is not loved’ (Lo-Ruhamah) becomes ‘She who is loved’
(Ruhamah), and ‘He who is not my people’ (Lo-Ammi), becomes ‘My
people’ (Ammi), as Israelites become as numerous as the sand on the
seashore. Hosea continues with powerful geographical images: the
Valley of Achor, a notorious place of judgment and curse, will
become a door of hope, and a new type of Noahic covenant will be
made, which will renew nature and society: Its sign this time will be
not the war bow but righteousness, justice, steadfast love and mercy
(2:18–20).

In Joel, the earth is renewed so that mountains drip with wine and
hills with milk, while rivers of water flood all the valleys of Judah. As
in Ezekiel, a fountain springs up from the temple and flows down to
the desert, nourishing the vegetation there (Joel 3:18 [MT 4:18]). The
same imagery is used in Amos for the renewal of nature (Amos
9:13–14). Micah echoes Isaiah in the exaltation of Zion and the fruit-
fulness of the land (Mic. 4:1–5). Haggai and Zechariah also reinforce
these themes: all nature will be renewed, and the temple will be at the
heart of such renewal, radiating holiness to the land (Zech. 14:20–21).

David
Geographical renewal of the land coincides with genealogical devel-
opment as a descendant of Abraham is raised up to preside over this
renewal. At the very beginning of the Twelve this individual is ident-
ified as ‘David, their king’, who will appear in the ‘latter days’ (Hos.
3:5). Amos describes the rebuilding of the fallen tabernacle of David,
depicting a resurrection not only of the Davidic kingdom (the unity
of the northern and southern kingdoms) but also of the Davidic
house (Amos 9:11). Echoing Baalam’s prophecy, David’s reign will
extend to Edom (Amos 9:12; Num. 24:18). Micah speaks of someone
coming from the Ephratah district in Bethlehem, who will be ‘exalted
unto the ends of the earth’ (Mic. 5:1). The text specifies that this
world-famous ruler coming out from Israel has ‘goings from of old,
from long ago’, most likely meaning that his coming was predicted
from long ago, thus harking back to the passages in Genesis and
Numbers that anticipate such an individual.

Again, Haggai and Zechariah underscore this figure. Haggai calls
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the Davidic ruler ‘Zerubbabel, my servant’, and he is made Yahweh’s
signet ring (Hag. 2:23). If Yahweh had shaken off his signet ring with
Jehoiachin’s exile (Jer. 22:24), he has now put it on again. Zerubbabel
is Yahweh’s representative on the earth and his reign is associated with
the demise of pagan kingdoms.26 Similarly, in Zechariah, Zerubbabel
is reckoned a key person in the establishment of the postexilic
kingdom, and a Davidic ruler is important in the eschatological section
of the book, chapters 9 – 14.

Interestingly, however, in chapters 1 – 8 of Zechariah the roles of
the king and priest develop together, echoing Jeremiah and Isaiah. A
Satanic figure appears before Joshua the high priest, who is clothed
in filthy (so’îm) garments. The priest represents the exiles in their sin
and they are accused by the Satan. However, Joshua experiences
divine vindication (dramatically depicted in a change of clothing), is
given a new charge to be faithful, and is told to expect someone called
‘My servant, the Branch’ (plant growth: semah). Coinciding with this
statement is another in which God places a stone before Joshua, and
it is predicted that the sin of the land will be removed in one day,
restoring paradisiacal conditions (Zech. 3:9–10). This reference to
the plant growth clearly implies a Davidic ruler, and here his coming
in this priestly context means the removal of sin and the renewing of
nature. In Isaiah 4 there is reference to the emergence of a semah co-
inciding with the renewal of the land and the washing away of the
filth (so’at) of the daughters of Judah.

In another vision (6:9–13), two crowns are made and one is placed
on Joshua’s head, while the Davidic descendant, Zerubbabel, though
not mentioned, is implied.27 An oracle comes to Joshua with the
words, ‘Here is the man whose name is “(Plant) Growth”, and he will
grow from his place. He will build the temple of Yahweh . . . and rule
upon his throne’ (6:12–13). This individual refers not to Joshua but
to another individual in close proximity (either spatial or temporal,
cf. 1 Sam. 9:6, 17).28 This reference is clearly to a Davidic ruler, as
indicated by the use of the cognate verbal and noun forms (cf. Jer.
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26 Although it is possible to argue that Zerubbabel is not a royal figure in Haggai
and Zechariah, one has to go to great lengths to do so. Although one can point to the
inconclusive nature of each individual instance, the cumulative effect is telling (contra
Rose 2000: 209–243).

27 Note the reference to both priest and ruler in verse 13, ‘between the two of them’.
28 Rose (2000: 125–126) rightly recognizes this, but does not appreciate enough the

significance of the Hebrew presentation formula, ‘Here is . . .’, which suggests im-
mediacy. See the fine study by Boda (2001), which stresses the relationship between Jer.
33; Zech. 3 and Zech. 6.
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33:15). The most likely candidate in the context is Zerubbabel, for he
was the one to be involved in temple construction. The text accents
the cooperation of both priest and ruler in the fulfilment of ancient
prophecies.29

The ruler described in the second section of the book of Zechariah
(9 – 14) combines both roles in his person. He is distinguished by
suffering and humility as well as by regal majesty. Zechariah 9:9–10
describes a servant-king who will come on a mission of peace for
Israel and the nations. He comes riding on a humble donkey. His
dominion will be the world – ‘to the ends of the earth’. Later (12:7ff.)
there is a description of a coming judgment on the nations, which
coincides with a pouring out of a spirit of grace and supplication on
the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the house of David. They will then
look to someone whom they have killed, and will mourn his death.
The result will be the opening up of a fountain in the house of David
for the cleansing of sin and impurity, and the names of all idols and
prophets will be banished from the land. The text that follows is diffi-
cult but it suggests that a shepherd – a Davidic leader – has been
struck down, two-thirds of the land perishing along with him. When
this happens, a complete communion and harmony with God results:
‘He will call upon my name and I will answer him. I said, “He is my
people”, and he will say, “Yahweh is my God”’ (13:9). The parallels
between this Davidic leader and the Isaianic suffering servant are
striking.30

Malachi closes the prophetic corpus appropriately. Like Haggai
and Zechariah, the book is written in the postexilic period. Israel has
returned to the land, but this return has not been accompanied by the
prophetic glory predicted for Jerusalem during the exile. Jerusalem is
certainly not the centre of the earth, nor does there seem to be any
leader on the immediate horizon who can change Israel’s condition,
let alone bring justice to the ends of the earth. The people have lapsed
spiritually (1:2, 6–8, 12–14; 2:1–17). As in Zechariah and Haggai, the
returnees are described as living in exilic conditions (Hag. 1:6–11;
Zech. 2:6–7). Although they have returned to the land, they are still
in exile. They are urged to prepare for the Lord’s coming, the day of
the Lord, when he will appear in burning judgment.

The appendix to the book (Mal. 4:4–6 [MT 3:22–24]) provides
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29 For a full discussion of the problems and the various views see Ackroyd 1968:
194–200. Rose (2000) denies that either Joshua or Zerubbabel is the plant growth and
that this symbol refers to a future individual. See previous note.

30 For a list of the parallels see Mitchell 1999: 207–209.
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closure for the entire prophetic corpus, drawing attention to the two
canons of Scripture, the Law and the Prophets, with their two most
notable figures, Moses and Elijah. The people are encouraged to live
in hope with these sources of revelation – canon – until Elijah comes.
His coming will signal the advent of the coming of the prophet like
Moses – or even of the Lord himself. This person has a preparatory
messenger function; he will appear in the temple and announce the
coming of the Lord (cf. Mal. 3:1).

Summary of the prophetic commentary

When these prophetic texts are used to help to interpret the narrative
storyline that has led to the dead end of exile in Babylon, instead of
being regarded as books of doom and gloom they inspire hope and
comfort.31 To be sure, their oracles of judgment are many, and obvi-
ously they were first delivered to deaf ears. But there is also a new
announcement: since the old covenant was a failure, God is going to
rectify it with a new covenant. The land will be renewed and the
nation resurrected. Jerusalem will become the centre of the world. All
nations will go up to Jerusalem to experience shalom. Nowhere is the
juxtaposition of judgment and salvation better depicted than in the
midpoint of the book of the Twelve: Jerusalem will be turned into a
heap of stones in a field (Mic. 3:12); Jerusalem will become the
highest mountain, to which the nations will stream upwards and
experience blessing (Mic. 4:1–5). These prophecies become powerful
messages of hope in exile, when Babylon is the highest ‘mountain’
and Jerusalem lies shattered and depopulated. The tables will be
turned.

Similarly, the Davidic ruler imprisoned in exile may seem like pos-
itive proof that the genealogical element has been eliminated. This
seems strongest in Jeremiah, where the prophet pronounces doom on
the Davidic ruler in no uncertain terms, saying that he is destitute –
he will have no seed that will prosper on the throne of David. But
immediately after this statement there is an oracle about a righteous
new plant growth from David that will rule in Judah – Yahweh
Sidqenu (Jer. 23:5; cf. Zech. 3:8; 6:12). Isaiah uses a similar metaphor
for a shoot springing up from the chopped-off stump of a tree (6:13;
11:1; cf. 53:2). Like a chorus, the other prophets agree that a new
David will lead the people into a new kingdom. Yahweh has put the
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31 Note, for example, that this is how Sirach (49:10) interpreted the Twelve.
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signet ring back on his finger (Hag. 2:23). There can be no doubt at
this point, then, that the release of Jehoiachin from prison at the end
of the Former Prophets would be an auspicious sign.

It seems also at this point that there is an ambiguity about the
Davidic ruler who is prophesied. He is marked not only by power,
glory and strength but also by weakness, obscurity and suffering.
Isaiah is the first one to speak of the humility, weakness and obscur-
ity of the servant, and he makes it clear that the servant is involved in
bringing about forgiveness of sins. Consequently, he combines regal
and priestly roles. The conclusion of his mission of suffering is to
effect an individualized Davidic covenant with many. The Davidic
servant-king democratizes the benefits of the Davidic covenant,
making them available to all (Is. 55:3). Zechariah reinforces this
theme when he speaks of a cleansing fountain proceeding from the
throne of David, a Davidic ruler coming to bring shalom, not war,
and a slain shepherd whose death results in union and concord
between God and Israel (Zech. 9–14). It would appear that the
servant will accomplish his mission in relative obscurity, bringing
healing and hope to the marginalized and crowning his work by offer-
ing himself as an atonement for the sins of many. After this period
will be a time of power and glory, when he will rule the nations and
his triumph will be celebrated the world over.
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Chapter Seven

Poetic commentary continues:
the Writings

(Ruth to Lamentations) 

The Latter Prophets provide commentary on the grand narrative
from creation to exile, showing the just judgment and gracious mercy
of God. Jehoiachin’s release represents a tiny shoot growing from a
stump; his liberation is fraught with theological significance for Israel
and the nations. The first half of the Writings continues this com-
mentary, before the narrative resumes with the book of Daniel. Thus
the Writings, with their sequence of commentary (poetry) and then
story (narrative), are a mirror image of the structure of the Prophets,
which is story (narrative) and then commentary (poetry).

Ruth: exile, return and David 

The third section of the Hebrew Bible supplements the commentary.
The little book of Ruth provides a two-fold function in the com-
mentary from Jeremiah to Lamentations. It is the only narrative in
the commentary, sandwiched as it is between the poetry: Latter
Prophets (poetry), Ruth (narrative), Psalms to Lamentations
(poetry). With its historical narrative, which takes the reader back to
the period of the Judges, it functions as a flashback, focusing on
information relevant to the burning questions of exile and the
absence from the throne of a member of the line of David. The situ-
ation depicted in the text turns on a family from – of all places –
Bethlehem, which goes into exile and returns greatly depleted to the
promised land, all its male members dead. The obstacles to geneal-
ogy now are not barren women but dead males.

As the story begins, a famine forces the family of Elimelech and
Naomi to travel from their home in Bethlehem of Judah to Moab, a
traditional enemy of Israel. Here the place of the origin of ultimate
blessing, as indicated and anticipated by the Prophets, both Former
(1 Sam. 16:4) and Latter (Mic. 5:2 [ 5:1]), seems to be deserted by
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God, and this destitute family is forced out of the land of blessing to
survive (Ruth 1:1–2).

As the story progresses, the line of Elimelech and Naomi is marked
by death. Elimelech dies. The boys Mahlon and Chilion grow up and
take Moabite wives, Ruth and Orpah, who soon become widows. The
prospects for the family look dim.

By this time Naomi is well past child-bearing age. When she hears
that the fortunes of the land of Israel have taken a turn for the better,
she decides to return. Her two daughters-in-law decide to accompany
her, but she urges them to stay, stating that even if she could marry
again and have a son – by now a biological impossibility – it would
be too long for the widows to wait to marry him in order to produce
an heir for Elimelech. She is here referring to the institution of levir-
ate marriage, where the widow’s brother-in-law (or male relatives)
had a responsibility to raise up a child for the widow’s dead husband
in order to continue his name and maintain his land; that is, to
redeem his land and line (cf. Deut. 25:5–6). Family members were
expected to do this precisely because they were family. Orpah accepts
the advice of Naomi, remaining in Moab, while Ruth is not deterred.
She returns with Naomi to Bethlehem (Ruth 1:3–18).

What a pathetic picture this pair of widows makes as they enter the
gate of Bethlehem! The entire town comes out to meet them and the
women of the village cannot believe their eyes. Could the old woman
really be Naomi? She confirms their suspicion by stating that she is no
longer ‘Naomi’ (‘Pleasant’) but a woman named ‘Marah’ (‘Bitterness’).
God has judged her severely.

The remainder of this short story is about geography and genea-
logy. The great questions are: what is going to happen to the land of
Elimelech and what is going to happen to his family line? All seems
hopeless. Naomi is well past child-bearing years and her young
widowed daughter-in-law is a Gentile.

The text of Ruth echoes many episodes in the larger Text of the
Tanakh. For example, there is the echo of Bethlehem from which the
Davidic line originated (1 Sam. 16:4), and of a story at the beginning
of the Tanakh, that of Judah and Tamar, where a similar story occurs
involving the levirate institution (Gen. 38).

Moreover, at this point one has to ask how the micro-story of
Ruth, which is really a historical flashback to the time of the judges,
helps the reader to understand the macro-Story, which has come to a
halt with the destruction of Judah and the exile of both people and
king. Many scholars argue that this book was written late in the post-
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exilic period as a polemic against rigid legalism and Jewish exclusiv-
ism, and thus represents a challenge to some of the policies of Ezra
and Nehemiah (see e.g. Harvey 1962). But this fails to understand it
in terms of its canonical function as commentary.

Ruth provides an earlier analogy for the larger question of exile
with which the narrative of the Tanakh ended, and this prototype
helps to give perspective on the present situation. Even David’s royal
line experienced exile, in some ways necessary to further the divine
purposes. There seemed no hope for any progeny in the Davidic line,
since most of the male heirs died in exile. But from such bleak situa-
tions hope was born.

Ruth in the larger storyline: house of Israel and house of
David
The micro-story of Ruth can be summarized. Ruth eventually
marries a relative of Elimelech, so that the land of her dead father-
in-law can be kept within the family. Thus the motifs of land and
planting reappear once again – and also building. At the marriage of
Ruth and Boaz, all the people of Bethlehem wish Ruth the blessing,
‘May the LORD make you like Rachel and Leah, who built – the two
of them – the house of Israel’ (Ruth 4:11). She and Boaz continue the
building of the house of Israel with the birth of Obed, whose birth
continues to build not only the national house but also the royal
house of David. This birth directly echoes the birth of one of Tamar’s
twins, Perez (4:12). The text concludes laconically with the astonish-
ing comment that Obed became the father of Jesse, who became the
father of David (4:17).1

The reverberations of this narrative ‘earthquake’ are continued by a
concluding genealogy (4:18–22), the only genealogy that is found at the
end of a book in the Tanakh. The effect is to tie this little story expli-
citly into the much larger canonical Story. This ten-member genealogy
powerfully echoes two other ten-member genealogies in the narrative
books that had soteriological implications for the human race: the pre-
deluvian family tree beginning with Adam and closing with Noah
(Gen. 5:1–32), and the postdeluvian list of descendants that begins
with Shem and ends with Abram (Gen. 11:10–26). This new ten-
member genealogy, set within the context of the exile, keeps the reader
on track, ensuring that the ‘movement toward a divine goal within
history’ is not forgotten (Johnson 1969: 80). The little story of Ruth has
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been caught up in a much larger Story, one that has led from Adam to
Noah to Abraham, and now from Judah to David, forwards towards
the goal of history despite hardship, tragedy and death. Jehoiachin’s
release is not an ambiguous sign. He has been exalted from imprison-
ment to a position higher than all the other kings in Babylon.

But this does not just have implications for the Davidic dynasty;
the story shows that the Davidic dynasty has implications for the
nations. When Ruth first meets Boaz, he praises her for finding refuge
under the ‘wings’ of Yahweh (lahasôt tahat kenapayw, Ruth 2:12).
When she reminds him of his responsibility as a kinsman redeemer,
she tells him to spread the ‘wing’ (kenapeka, 3:9) of his garment over
her. His marriage to her anticipates the nations’ finding refuge under
the wings of Yahweh through a Davidic descendant. This stress on
finding refuge (hasâ) becomes extremely important, especially in the
next book of the Writings.2

The Psalms: David, David and David

Following this ‘little book of David’ is a ‘large book of David’, the
Psalter. Its five-fold structure echoes the first section of the canon, the
five books of Moses. Seventy-three of the psalms have the name
‘David’ in their titles, and Davidic psalms are strategically placed in
each book of the Psalter. The Psalter opens with a flurry of Davidic
psalms and closes with a similar grouping (3 – 9; 11 – 32; 34 – 41; 138
– 145).

Land and lineage
The structure of the Psalter highlights the twin eschatological
themes of land and lineage.3 The first two psalms, ‘the doorway into
the Psalter’, stress that the blessed person, who meditates on the
Torah day and night, will be like a tree of life planted by the rivers
of water (1:3). There are allusions to the tree of life in the garden of
Eden (Gen. 2:10–14), and to the eschatological trees of life planted
by the river of life flowing from the new temple in Ezekiel (Ezek.
47:1–12). The second psalm stresses the importance of the Davidic
king’s meditating on Nathan’s oracle to David, which now has uni-
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2 The verb occurs twenty-six times in the Psalter and the noun twelve times. Creach
(1996) argues that the Psalter has been redacted to emphasize trust.

3 That the Psalter has a profound eschatological message is now being appreciated
by scholars. Vos (1920) was one of the first modern scholars to recognize this. Mitchell
1999 is the most thorough recent study.
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versal scope.4 All nations will one day bow before Yahweh’s Messiah:
‘I declare the decree of the LORD: he said to me, “My son you are. I
have begotten you today. Ask of me and I will give you the nations
as your inheritance; the ends of the earth as your landed property.
You will shatter them with a rod of iron; you will smash them like a
vessel of pottery”’ (2:7–10). Canonically, it is impossible to miss the
allusions:5 a Davidic king (genealogy) will rule over the entire earth
(geography). The text looks back to David and forwards to the uni-
versal reign of his descendant. The four-fold reference to the Davidic
descendant, using different terms (masîah, v. 3; melek, v. 6; ben, v. 7)
culminates with an exhortation to the leaders of the nations to kiss
the son (nasseqû bar), for all who take refuge (kol hôsê bô) in him will
be blessed (cf. Ruth 2:12). The use of the unique Aramaism bar in
this text for the word ‘son’ is arresting, and points forwards to a mys-
terious figure who will be described later as one to whom all author-
ity will be one day given and whom all the nations will worship (Dan.
7:13–14).6

These texts provide perspective on the storyline of Scripture. The
Psalter keeps hope alive by indicating that Israel is still expecting an
all-conquering hero who will be anointed by Yahweh to rule the
world. The second psalm shows the resistance to this rule, the Lord’s
sovereign decision to affirm this rule based on Nathan’s oracle, the
implications of this kingship (universal dominion), the obliteration
of all resistance, and the need for submission to the rule.

At the beginning of the Psalter, then, there is an eschatological
expectation of the Messiah’s rule over the entire earth. The strategic
placement of this psalm therefore affirms the validity of this truth
despite all the subsequent lament psalms. This is true not only for the
first three books of the Psalter (Pss. 1 – 89) but for the entire Psalter
(cf. G. Wilson 1985). The psalm titles draw attention to the Davidic
king as the one who prays for and represents Israel. It is clearly David
who is emerging as the focus of the Bible. Somehow the hopes of the
Israelite nation are placed on his shoulders.
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4 The original context for this psalm may have been the coronation of a new Davidic
king, and the accompanying rebellion by vassals who wished to test the mettle of this
new messiah (‘anointed one’). But, in this context, it is clear that this psalm has a larger
goal than just depicting and affirming the rule of a Davidic king over part of the ancient
Near East. When the Psalter was ‘published’ in its final form, there was no Davidic king!

5 Gen. 49:8–10; Num. 24:17–18; Deut. 33:7; 1 Sam. 2:10; Jer. 23:5–6; Ezek.
34:22–24; Is. 9:6; Hos. 3:5; Amos 9:11–12; Mic. 5:2–4 [ 5:1–3]; Zech. 9:9–10.

6 This intertextual allusion has also been noted earlier and independently by
Sailhamer (personal communication).
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Other psalms, placed strategically at the seams of the Psalter,
develop this kingship theme (G. Wilson 1985). The first division con-
sists largely of laments (Pss. 3 – 41), and the first and last psalms of
this division (Pss. 3; 41) show that, despite treachery towards the
divine king, whether that of his own son (3) or of his closest friend
(41), God gives the king triumph over his enemies. After a series of
initial laments emphasizing the exile of David (Pss. 3 – 7), a creation
psalm reminds not only the king but all of humanity of its regal
destiny (Ps. 8). Considering the vastness of created reality, the sur-
prise is expressed in the cries, ‘What is man, that you remember him?
Or the son of man, that you visit him?’ (8:4 [MT 8:5]). Despite the
suffering, David believes in God and in his royal image placed upon
the earth.

In the second book, closure is achieved with Psalm 72. There are
many lament psalms in this collection, but this particular psalm reveals
the light at the end of the tunnel: the day when the Davidic king will
rule the earth. He will bring an end to injustice, and justice will flower
in the land. All nature will be renewed. The extent of his reign is
described with an almost exact quote from the Twelve: ‘he will reign
from sea to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the earth’ (Ps. 72:8;
cf. Zech. 9:10b). Echoing Isaiah, his enemies will lick the dust and all
kings will worship him, bringing their treasures (72:10–11; cf. Is.
60:1–22). The last line of the psalm proper reaches a thematic climax
with the statement that the Abrahamic promise of blessing on the
earth is realized in him: ‘All nations will be blessed in him and they will
bless him’ (72:17). The concluding doxology states the consequence:
the whole earth is filled with his glory (cf. Is. 6:3; 11:9). And, as is noted
in this section, this marks the end of the Davidic psalms of David the
son of Jesse (72:20).

The contradiction of exile
The next grouping of psalms (73 – 89) points to disaster for the
nation. Within the scope of Israelite history it is tempting to under-
stand these psalms as reflecting the judgment leading up to the exile.7

The call is to have faith, despite the current bleak circumstances. This
is the message of the wisdom psalm (73) that opens this division of
the Psalter. The triumph of the wicked is apparent, not real, and this
truth can be seen only from the perspective of the sanctuary (73:17).
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7 The third division contains five community laments (74; 77; 79; 80; 85), about a
third of the number of community laments in the entire Psalter.
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Significantly, this collection of psalms concludes with a poem (Ps. 89)
that poignantly contrasts the stark reality of the present situation –
exile, judgment and the absence of a Davidic monarch – with the
promise of the enduring throne of David (2 Sam. 7).

What is striking is that this division contains one Davidic psalm,
Psalm 86. There are more Davidic psalms in the remaining two divi-
sions of the Psalter as well.8 Since an editorial note has already indi-
cated that the psalms of David have come to an end (72:20), scholars
suggest that this is evidence of different stages of redaction in the
growth of the Psalter (e.g. Eissfeldt 1965: 152). But Seitz (1998: 159)
has recently argued that references to David after 72:20 are not to the
historical David but to David the paradigmatic ruler.9 It is a small
step from this to conclude that this David is praying through his
descendant. And what a ‘David’ he is! He is a suffering David, a
servant who is poor and needy, who uses the language of the new cov-
enant of Exodus 34 to pray for forgiveness: ‘For you, LORD, are good
and forgiving and abundant in mercy to those who call on you . . . you,
LORD, are a God of compassion, grace and patience, and abundant
in mercy and faithfulness. Turn to me and be gracious to me . . . save
the son of your servant!’ (86:5–16). In contrast to Moses, who used
similar language to intercede for Israel, there is a universal concern
here: ‘All the nations you have created will come and worship you and
glorify your name’ (86:9). It is no coincidence that the next psalm cel-
ebrates the universal dimension of Yahweh’s covenant. Just as the
suffering servant’s work in Isaiah 53 produced a democratization of
the benefits of the Davidic covenant in Isaiah 55, so the prayers of the
suffering Davidic son of God in exile will result in the birth of many
sons of God from all over the globe in a future Zion.10

Psalm 89 expands on this theme by contrasting the present plight
of the king and people with their ideal theology. The psalm begins by
highlighting the Lord’s mercies: ‘I will always sing of the mercies of
Yahweh’ (89:2). These mercies have been established for ever: ‘There
will always be mercy established; you have established your faithful-
ness in heaven itself ’ (89:3). The solidity of the created order, rooted
in God’s love, is the reason for praise. History is then introduced, as
well as creation, to make the same point: ‘I have cut a covenant with
my chosen one; I have sworn to David my servant. For ever I will
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18 Pss. 101; 103; 108–110; 122; 124; 131–133; 138–145.
19 For other possibilities see Mitchell 1999.
10 I am indebted to Zenger’s masterful study (2000a) of Ps. 87 for some of these

insights.
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establish your seed. For ever I will build your throne’ (89:4). It is no
accident that the word ‘establishes’ refers back to God’s faithfulness
established in the heavens in v. 3, and the word ‘build’ refers to the
securing of God’s mercy in the same verse. In other words, the pre-
historical creation and the historical covenant with David are virtu-
ally cut from the same cloth. They are supreme manifestations of
God’s mercy. Consequently, joy is expressed to God for making this
covenant (89:5–9). Then creation comes into focus again, and God’s
triumph over the powers of chaos (89:10–19).

Immediately after creation the psalmist’s gaze is directed to history
again, and in particular to the establishment of the covenant with
David: ‘I raised up a chosen one from among the people. I found David
my servant. With a vial of oil I anointed him. My faithfulness and
mercy are with him’ (89:20–25). The implications are clear: It can never
be revoked even though David’s sons violate the Torah (89:30–38).

Clearly, then, the Davidic covenant is linked with creation. Just as
God destroyed the forces of chaos at the beginning to build the world,
thus manifesting his faithfulness, so he is in the process of destroying
chaotic forces within history by means of covenant. The power of
creation, which repulsed the forces of chaos, has been channelled into
the Davidic covenant and the building of the Davidic house. David is
a new Adam appointed as God’s vicegerent over the world to subdue
it and have dominion over it.11

Then comes the rub. The genre of the psalm abruptly shifts from
royal thanksgiving to bitter lament. The grand theology of creation
and history is contradicted by the stark reality of the present, in
which the powers of chaos reign: the Messiah has been rejected, the
covenant annulled, the royal crown tossed to the ground. The cry is
heard at the end of the psalm: ‘Where are your former mercies, O
LORD, that you swore to David in your faithfulness?’ (89:50).

Of course, the alert reader becomes aware of an intracanonical
dialogue. For example, the psalmist complains to God about the
Davidic covenant that ‘You have breached its fences’ (89:41), directly
alluding to Amos’s prediction that one day God will ‘fence the
breaches’ of the fallen Davidic dynasty (Amos 9:11). But a more pow-
erful echo is Isaiah 53 – 55. The question ‘Where are your mercies
sworn to David in your faithfulness?’ is answered by the fact that
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11 Levenson (1988: 117) shows this clearly when he comments that Gen. 1 and Ps.
89 climax creation with ‘the commission of human agents to rule the world in the name
of the creator God’.
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David’s mercies guarantee a new covenant whereby the benefits of the
Davidic covenant will be democratized (Is. 55:3), and he will become
the ruler of the nations (55:4–5).12 This will happen because of a
suffering, righteous, Davidic descendant. The psalmist’s question
evokes these answers from previous texts.

God is king!
The next Psalter division (Pss. 90 – 106), like the previous one, begins
with a wisdom psalm, whose unique Mosaic title points back to the
wilderness experience of the Israelites as a time when Israel was con-
sumed by God’s wrath and judgment for their sin. Why? To suggest
that, just as the previous exile ended, so will this one. The community
is directed to view things from a divine perspective where a human
millennium is but a day (Ps. 90:4).

As G. Wilson (1985) observes, the flurry of kingship psalms in this
section addresses the absence of human kingship in Israel (Pss. 93; 95
– 99). There is no human king on the throne of David (Ps. 89), but
God is still reigning. And his reign is universal; consequently, the
nations can be invited to worship Yahweh, for they are his people too
(Ps. 100)!13 But it is not as if the hopes in the Davidic covenant have
been abandoned for a counsel to trust Yahweh alone (cf. G. Wilson
1985). A Davidic psalm stressing the ideal characteristics of a human
king follows (Ps. 101), suggesting that this new world order will be
presided over by a just Davidic monarch. David’s role is not mini-
mized in this new section – a just Davidide will one day rule.14

The division concludes with a psalm that surveys Israelite history
and is in reality a confession of all the people’s sins and rebellions. It
is no accident that it concludes by noting the mercy of God in remem-
bering again his covenant in the past and issuing a plea that he may
save his people and gather them from exile (Ps. 106:45–47). This links
up neatly with the conclusion of Psalm 89 at the end of the third book
of the Psalter (Ps. 89:50–51).
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12 Cf. Westermann (1969: 284), who believes that Is. 55 is an answer to this lament.
David is no longer important, since the covenant has been democratized. However, Is.
55 does not say that David is unimportant. Cf. his role in 55:4–5. The benefits of his
covenant have been universalized because of his mercies.

13 See Zenger 2000b.
14 I think Wilson’s valuable work needs to be modified at this point. It fails to take

into consideration the importance of David in sections 4 and 5 of the Psalter. See the
important points made by Mitchell (1999: 78–80). Moreover, the importance of the
Davidic king in the overall structure of the Psalter (Pss. 2; 72; 89; 127; 132) at a time when
there was no Davidic king on the throne points to a pervasive eschatological orientation
and messianic expectation.
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The dramatic thanksgiving psalm that begins the final book of the
Psalter (Ps. 107) celebrates a return from exile from the four corners
of the earth. It is a dramatic answer to the plea at the end of Psalm
106 (cf. 106:45–47; 107:1–3). Yahweh’s mercy (hesed) is not tempor-
ary but lasts for ever. It will gather (qabas) the people from the
nations! Psalm 107 concludes by stating, ‘Whoever is wise and
regards these things will understand the mercies of the LORD’ (43).
These words links up with the first half of Psalm 89 and dramatically
affirm the reason for the return for exile: the mercies of the Lord are
the reason, particularly as expressed in the covenant to David (Ps.
89:1–3) and in the coming Davidide (Is. 55:3).

Restoration and one choral dance
In their own way the next few psalms speak of the hope in the Davidic
monarch. Judah is regarded as God’s sceptre in Ps. 108 (cf. Gen. 49),
which will hold sway over the surrounding nations. Psalm 110 depicts
the installation of a new ruler with his enemies under his feet and he
smites them on the head, a resounding echo of the reclaimed domin-
ion of humanity (cf. Gen. 1:26–28; 3:15). But it also combines royal
and priestly motifs: the new king will virtually transcend not only
David but also the Israelite priesthood (Ps. 110:6). From this point on
there is a group of praise songs (Pss. 111 – 118) that follow this theme
of God’s kingship. These songs are continued in Psalms 135 – 137,
which conclude on the bitter note of exile again. But inserted among
them are a gigantic psalm of the Torah (Ps. 119) and a group of
fifteen Songs of Ascent (Pss. 120 – 134), celebrating the pilgrimage to
Zion. These pilgrimage songs are probably placed here to show that
the reason for return from exile is to go up to Mount Zion to hear the
Torah in all its wonder and to worship the Lord (cf. Is. 2:1–5; Mic.
4:1–5). Israel’s ascent can thus point the way to the nations (Zech.
8:23).15 When such an ascent begins, the ways of war are abandoned.
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15 Mitchell’s argument that the psalms of ascent reflect an eschatological ingather-
ing at the end time (e.g. Zech. 14) should be modified. It is a brilliant insight, but there
is no need to separate neatly the eschatological ingathering from the first return and
ongoing return of the exiles. They are of one piece, just as the building of the temple
in Zechariah and Haggai reflects one eschatological reality (cf. also Zerubbabel and the
Messiah). Psalms 126 and 127 probably reflect the return and rebuilding of the temple,
which had its own share of pain and which required much patience and trust (Pss.
126:4–6; 127:1–2, 5). The presence of persecution and personal sin, and the import-
ance of waiting for divine help (Pss. 129; 130), militate against Mitchell’s thesis (cf. his
minimizing of such themes in these psalms). Similarly, the coda (Pss. 135 – 137) to the
ascent psalms (especially Ps. 137) casts an ‘exilic’ pall over the material. Despite the
return, the question of exile can be effectively answered only by David (Pss. 138 – 145).
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In the middle of these psalms of ascent is a psalm (Ps.127) that cel-
ebrates building: it begins with describing the building of a house and
continues by describing the building of a family. ‘Except the LORD

build the house, the builders’ work is futile . . . Look! Sons are an
inheritance of the LORD; the fruit of the womb is a reward.’ The
wordplay between banâ (build), bayit (house) and banîm (sons) is
consciously exploited, and shows that the house is not just the indi-
vidual Israelite home and the individual family, but the temple and
the dynasty of David. This reading is constrained by the Solomonic
psalm title; Solomon was the first surviving son of David, responsible
for building the temple, and the first in the dynastic succession of the
Davidic covenant. This psalm in the middle of the ascent psalms
echoes the previous Solomonic psalm (72), which concluded the
second book of the Psalter, and which envisioned a messianic rule
over the entire earth. The house of God that Solomon built and the
house of David that God builds both have eschatological import.
This is developed further near the end of this small collection when
David’s choice is explicitly articulated once again and the echoes with
earlier texts of a messianic descendant ring loud and clear: ‘For the
sake of David your servant, don’t reject your anointed one’ (Ps.
132:10); ‘there [Zion] I will sprout a horn for David (’asmîah qeren
ledawid) and I will arrange a lamp for my anointed one’ (132:17).

Psalms 135 – 137 are probably a coda to the ascent psalms. They
return the theme to the praise songs of 111 – 118, but this section
ends with the bitter lament of exiles in Psalm 137, who, in their pain,
wish for the destruction of the last vestige of their captors. This
almost suggests that exile has the final word in the Psalter. However,
a final flurry of Davidic psalms (138 – 144) provides an answer to this
lament, concluding with an acrostic psalm of praise in which David
calls for all flesh to praise the holy name of Yahweh (145:21). The
answer to the problem of exile is David. The last five psalms
(146 – 150) are not only a fitting conclusion to the five books of the
Psalter but also a specific answer to David’s call (G. Wilson 1985:
193). The key note is ‘Hallelujah!’16 Here at last is the goal of crea-
tion: all of created reality being directed in praise by choirmaster,
King David; or, as Gregory of Nyssa states: ‘All creatures, after
the disunion and disorder caused by sin have been removed, are
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16 This expression occurs only twenty-three times in the Bible, all in the Psalter: ten
of these occurrences are in the last five psalms. Each of these psalms has exactly two
occurrences of this word, one at the beginning and one at the end.
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harmoniously united for one choral dance.’17 The canonical structure
of the Psalms thus clearly develops the prophetic theme of a renewed
earth under a Davidic leader.

The wisdom literature: to master the world

The four books that follow – Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs
– fall into the literary category of wisdom literature, which develops the
theme of human mastery of the world. ‘Wisdom’ signifies the mastery
of a skill in a particular domain. The word is first used in the Tanakh
to describe the skill of individuals entrusted with the responsibility of
making priestly garments (Exod. 28:1–3) and constructing the taber-
nacle at Sinai (Exod. 31:1–3). People skilled at various tasks, whether
singing (Jer. 9:16–17) or sailing (Ps. 107:27), metallurgy (1 Kgs. 7:14) or
military ability (Is. 10:13), shipbuilding (Ezek. 27:9) or snake-charming
(Ps. 58:6), could be described as ‘wise’. And the one person who virtu-
ally personifies wisdom is David’s son Solomon, who had the ability to
rule effectively over the kingdom of Israel. Most of the wisdom liter-
ature is cast as Solomonic, and he as the teacher disseminates wisdom
– not for any particular skill or limited technical domain, but for life
itself. Consequently, Solomon in part embodies what it means to fulfil
the call to be human in Genesis 1:27–28, namely to rule the creation and
to exercise dominion over it. Wisdom literature specifically deals with
this concern for legitimate mastery and control of creation.

Job: the moral government of the universe 

This first wisdom book points unequivocally to the fact that, despite
the evidence, God rules the world and that this rule is of a different
order from what one might expect. Indeed, a hostile figure, met before
as the enemy of Israel – Satan (Zech. 3) – is now shown to be the
enemy of a righteous non-Israelite, Job, who has also been mentioned
before as a righteous person (Ezek. 14:14, 20) who would not be able
to intercede successfully for a sinful Israel, despite his virtue.

Job is presented as the paradigm of a pious man, marked by the
fear of God and by great wealth. He is the epitome of the divine
delight, and this makes him a prime candidate for the satanic attack.
The Satan’s slander of Job to God bears a striking resemblance to the
serpent’s disparagement of the divine character to Eve in the garden
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17 Cited in Delitzsch 1870: 415.
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(Kline 1962: 462). Like Abraham, Job is tested by God to see if he
will serve him faithfully despite profound suffering. But part of the
message of the book of Job is the divine delight in a righteous
humanity.

As the story unfolds, Job is visited by other friends who – along
with Job – represent the best human wisdom on the subject of God,
suffering and the government of the universe. The ensuing debate
shows the inadequacy of all their thinking; without revelation they
reach conclusions that impugn either divine or human integrity. Try as
they might, they cannot grasp the big picture with their limited
human minds, and are in need of revelation.

Throughout the debate with God and his friends, Job not only
ponders his situation but extrapolates to the human condition. In his
first lament he quickly questions his own creation by placing it in the
context of the creation of the world. Whereas God commanded, ‘Let
there be light!’ (Gen. 1:3, yehî ’ôr), Job cries, ‘Let there be darkness!’
(Job 3:4, yehî hosek).18 But his own pain leads him to consider the
pain of the human condition: ‘Why is light given to the sufferer, and
life to the bitter of spirit?’ (3:20). This is true not only in his initial
lament but throughout his speeches. Whereas David is amazed that
God has made humanity the vicegerents of creation (Psalm 8:4), Job
is amazed that God takes the time to inflict suffering on the human
race (Job 7:17–18). He simply wants God to give people some relief.
Creation of humanity is intricately described, but only to conclude
that there was a sinister intent (10:8–14). Clearly, Job is questioning
the integrity of the creation of humanity (cf. 14:1–12).

As the debate proceeds, Job becomes increasingly aware that the
only way he can get a hearing before a transcendent God is to have
some type of legal arbitrator, go-between or redeemer to defend his
cause. He thinks that, if he dies (Job 16:18), the earth will cover his
blood, unlike the first innocent blood that was shed (Gen. 4:10);
therefore, he needs a redeemer. This becomes his hope in the debate
– in fact, his only hope. In a moment of despair Job senses the need
for something more, wishing that his words might be inscribed per-
manently in rock with an iron pen as a witness to injustice commit-
ted against him (19:23–24). Then he makes a startling leap of faith,
confessing hope in a redeemer who will plead his case for him even if
he dies (19:25–27). He believes that he will receive a vision of God,
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18 For a detailed analysis of this creation and uncreation theme see Habel 1985: 104
and the literature cited there.
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which will answer his questions and redress his situation. The word
‘redeemer’ is the one used to describe the Davidic Boaz’s relationship
to the non-Israelite, Ruth. In that story it described a family member
responsible for raising up a child for a dead relative so that the family
name would not die out. In Job it refers to a ‘family member’ who will
not let Job’s blood go unredeemed.

As the debate drags on with no resolution in sight, it takes a differ-
ent turn with the appearance of Elihu, the only person with both an
Israelite name and an Israelite genealogy (32:2). One scholar asks, ‘Is
it accidental that the only speaker with an Israelite name attempts, as
a late intruder, to gainsay the arguments of those who bear alien
names?’ (Habel 1985: 448; cf. Brown 1996: 84). The genealogical links
tie Elihu to both Abraham (Gen. 22:20–21) and David (Ruth 4:19) in
the canonical context and his message (Job 32 – 37) serves as a means
to provide a transition to Yahweh’s speeches (Job 38 – 41). He intro-
duces the concept that an innocent person may still be in need of
divine discipline and testing. This is a sign of divine favour (33:16–17;
36:10). Then Elihu’s speech is interrupted by the appearance of
Yahweh (37:1–24). Consequently, Elihu’s speeches suggest that there
is a human wisdom that can help one to understand God’s govern-
ance of the world in the face of human suffering, and this human per-
spective is associated with Israel.19

When Yahweh appears, it is not so much that he gives any new
information; rather, he transforms a previous understanding of the
world. In the first speech the world is envisioned not as a house of
horrors but as a spectacle of wonder and awe (Job 38 – 39). The
entirety of creation from the macroscopic to the microscopic is pre-
sented to Job. When the vast variety of creatures fails to evoke suffi-
cient wonder in Job, God climaxes his presentation with two gigantic
creatures, Behemoth (40:15–24) and Leviathan (40:25 – 41:26), before
which humans stand impotent. These are symbols of chaos and are
totally beyond human control. Besides their superhuman strength,
one of their chief characteristics is pride. In fact, Leviathan’s descrip-
tion ends on that note: ‘He completely dominates everything on land,
being made without fear. He surveys all that is proud and he is the
king of pride’ (41:26). Job finally becomes speechless in wonder and
praise, repenting of his questioning not only of the divine govern-
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19 Cf. Childs 1979: 541: ‘the Elihu speeches now seek to perform the very task of
answering Job from the perspective of a sapiential tradition which does recognize the
limitations set by God on human understanding’.
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ment, but of the creation of humanity as well. Job does not so much
as repent in dust and ashes as repent with respect to dust and ashes,
his view of the human condition (J. G. Janzen 1985: 251–259).20

Human beings are not divine victims, but were made to be the
epitome of divine delight, even in their weakness.

The issue is clearly that of legitimate and illegitimate control. Job
becomes aware that, if he were in the place of God, he could not even
begin to control these incredible creatures. Therefore he ‘must cut
God some slack too’. This is not to say that the fact of evil is beyond
God’s control; rather, God’s methods are different from Job’s. Job
would wish for the problem to be solved immediately and definitively,
but God’s ways are different. The world is theocentric, and God’s
ways work patiently and gently with rebellion and injustice – not
tyrannically (Brown 1996: 100). After all, it is through ‘dust and
ashes’ that the accuser at the beginning of the book has been finally
silenced.

Job may be externally the same person as before the test, but he has
been transformed internally. He has experienced the fear of God in a
new sense (cf. 1:1; 28:28; 42:5). His land, family and possessions are
restored (42:7–17). These are not mere props for the drama, but
mirror the Tanakh’s concern for both. As already indicated, it is not
accidental that the Satan’s voice is silent. It is not that this figure is a
mere literary prop, having played out its role for the book’s purpose.
The literary effect of his absence is powerful. He has nothing left to
say, finally forced to consent to the divine verdict on Job. Perhaps also
there is an allusion to him in the symbolic description of evil as
Behemoth and Leviathan. His demise is certain. He will be controlled
and eventually destroyed by Yahweh’s sharp sword (cf. Is. 27:1), but
in Yahweh’s way and in Yahweh’s time.

In its literary context the message of the book of Job, which, like
the Psalms, moves from lament to praise, has a powerful message to
the beleaguered Israelite community and to the non-Israelite world.
Israel’s wisdom is sufficient to provide a perspective on the present
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20 It is very difficult to understand the prepositional phrase ‘al ‘apar wa’eper as loc-
ative. When the verb ‘repent’ is followed by the preposition ‘al the meaning is ‘repent
with respect to or concerning’ (see e.g. Exod. 32:12, 14; Ps. 90:3). The reference to ‘dust
and ashes’ would then be understood as a reference to the the human condition (cf.
Gen. 18:27; Job 30:19). This text (42:6) is replete with difficulties. See Morrow 1986 for
an exhaustive consideration of the problems and the various possible translations.
Nevertheless, a reading of Job that respects the literary integrity of the book would
discount certain translations, particularly one which has Job reject God (cf. Curtis
1979).
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world, which seems so unjust at times (Elihu). Just as a non-Israelite
can figure in the redemption of an Israelite line (Ruth), Job and
others like him, who hope for a redeemer, will have their hopes ful-
filled by an Israelite, perhaps an Israelite who will take upon himself
unjust suffering without opening his mouth in protest to Yahweh (Is.
53:7), thus showing that the strong arm of Yahweh is revealed in
weakness (cf. Is. 53:1–2).21 It is in this way that humanity will finally
realize its dominion even over creatures such as Leviathan and
Behemoth.22 It is by such a method that the way of Yahweh will be
accomplished in the world. Similarly, judgment is not the last word
about the exile; there is a mystery about Israel’s suffering as well, and
the chaotic power which seems so indomitable (e.g. Babylon) is firmly
under control and will one day be placed under the foot of human-
ity.23 To Israel, whose way seems hidden from Yahweh (Is. 40:27; Job
3:23), the message is there for the discerning reader.

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs:
a Solomonic stamp

The next three books – Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs
– can be viewed together, since they bear the imprimatur of Solomon.
How do these books provide commentary on the events leading up to
the destruction of Jerusalem, the exile and the release of Jehoiachin?
Just as Job concluded with the importance of the fear of God, so the
same concept brackets the beginning and ending of the next two
books, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.24 Proverbs seems life-affirming;
Ecclesiastes life-denying. The one sees the possibilities that life
affords; the other its limitations.

This material has a strong Davidic accent. Abraham has blessed
the world with his wisdom through the line of David; Solomon acts
as the vicegerent of creation, showing Israel how to exercise domin-
ion and experience blessing. And blessing there is; it compares to the
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21 Or, as J. G. Janzen (1985: 247) has put it, God’s arm is shown in a righteous
sufferer.

22 Note the connection made by Jacob (1958: 166–172) between dominion over the
animals in Gen. 1 – 2, dominion by the serpent in Gen. 3 and the need for human
dominion over Leviathan and Behemoth in Job 40 – 41.

23 A significant number of scholars have argued for an exilic context for the writing
of Job based on literary and other criteria. See e.g. Ackroyd 1968: 245 for the discus-
sion and the literature cited there.

24 Prov. 1:7; Eccles. 12:13. G. Wilson (1984) argues for a redactional linkage of these
two books based on these verses.
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blessing that Adam and Eve had before the fall, for wisdom is like a
tree of life to those who find her (Prov. 3:18). The hermeneutical
point is that the path to this wisdom is found in the fear of the Lord
(Prov. 1:9) and the mouth of Solomon (Prov. 1:1; 10:1; 25:1).

In contrast, Ecclesiastes seems to deal not with the issue of bless-
ing but with the problem of curse. The world is closed to human
investigation. Death, not life, is the trademark of the world. Wisdom
is inaccessible, meaninglessness pervasive. Clearly, there is a world of
curse represented by this stream of wisdom literature, and there are
numerous linguistic echoes of the early chapters of Genesis (Webb
2000: 103–104). The world can be an evil place. Many times the
wicked seem blessed and the righteous cursed. Death renders every-
thing pointless – hebel (a word that echoes Abel’s name forcefully).
But ultimately the way out of this riddled existence is not agnosti-
cism, scepticism or trying to acquire a forbidden wisdom (cf. Gen. 3);
it is through the fear of the Lord. The way out of the death of exile,
where wisdom seems lost, is given through the line of David: fear God
and keep his commandments; this is the whole duty of humanity
(Eccles. 12:13).

The Song of Songs celebrates the dimensions of blessing much like
Proverbs, and particularly marital blessing. The beauty of each
beloved is praised and there is a transparency to each other; there is
a candid eroticism in an atmosphere of complete openness to each
other, without any shame or fear. This has led some scholars to
remark that the entire text is a type of commentary on Genesis 2:25:
‘The man and woman were naked and not ashamed’ (Dillard &
Longman 1994: 265). In fact, Barth (1960: 293) believes it to be a
second Magna Carta of humanity, paralleling the first in Genesis 2.

In the light of the larger storyline and the prophetic commentary,
notably Jeremiah and Hosea, the love between the two human lovers
points to the relationship between Yahweh and Israel at the begin-
ning: ‘I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride you
loved me, and followed me through the desert, through a land not
sown’ (Jer. 2:2). Probably for this reason, later Jewish tradition
required the reading of this text during Passover.

Shorn of its literary context, the song could be almost porno-
graphic. But the context of the canon both restricts the meaning to
the context of marriage and expands it to include the relationship
between Yahweh and Israel. When reading this text, the reader hears
Jeremiah’s oracle, Ezekiel 16, and Hosea 1 – 3. There is the reminder
of the passionate and fiery love that Yahweh had for his people before
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the crisis. An exiled Israel hears the ending of the song perhaps as a
melody to a different drum from when the original audience heard
these words:

Place me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arms,
for love is as strong as death, its jealousy as unyielding as the
grave. It burns like a blazing fire, like a mighty flame. Many
waters cannot quench love; rivers cannot wash it away. If one
were to give all the wealth of his house for love, it would be
utterly scorned (Song 8:6–7).

Such a text inspires hope for Israel, since it suggests that God will
not abandon his beloved. Relevant here are texts such as Hosea’s
promise of a new wedding that will take place between Israel and
Yahweh, with Yahweh taking his bridegroom to the desert for a
honeymoon. New hope is inspired by texts like this:

No longer will they call you Deserted, or name your land
Desolate. But you will be called My Delight and your land
Married, for the LORD will delight in you and your land will
be married . . . as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will
your God rejoice over you! (Is. 62:4–5).

The little text of the Song of Songs looks to the end of the larger
Text, of which it is a part, when ‘Yahweh and His people are together
and are one flesh’ (Barth 1958: 315).

Lamentations: curse and the mercies

If the Song of Songs underlines the blessing and the relationship
between Yahweh and Israel at the beginning of their relationship, and
a promising future, Lamentations expresses grief for the present
reality of exile, divorce and judgment. In five powerful poems, four
of which are acrostic (chs. 1; 2; 3; 4), Lamentations serves to return
the reader to the reality of exile and death. Now the Solomonic
queen, the bride of Israel, is like a widow and a slave. Her false lovers
have betrayed her; the Lord has abandoned her.

The female metaphor for Jerusalem abounds in this text: widow
(1:1), queen (1:1), daughter of Zion (1:6; 2:1, 4, 8, 10, 18; 4:22), virgin
daughter of Judah (1:15), daughter of Judah (2:2, 5), daughter of
Jerusalem (2:13, 15), virgin daughter of Zion (2:13). This strongly
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reinforces a more corporate understanding of the preceding Song of
Solomon. The wife of the Lord has been now abandoned.

Particularly poignant is the complete loss of hope: ‘The LORD’s
anointed, our very life breath, was caught in their traps. We thought
that under his shadow we might live among the nations’ (4:20). Not
only the city and people are destroyed, but so is the last thread of
their hope – the king. This makes sense of the oscillation between the
city and the people – the first-person-plural grammatical forms in
chapters 1, 2, 4 and 5, and the striking passage in chapter 3 that con-
sistently uses first-person-singular forms at the beginning and
ending:25

I am the man who has witnessed suffering by the rod of his
wrath. He led me into darkness without light. Against me has
his hand afflicted the entire day. He has withered my flesh and
my skin; he has shattered all my bones. He has built a wall
against me and smitten me on the head. In darkness he led me
like those who are long since dead (3:1–4).

This may be a personification of the nation of Israel, or, more likely,
it may refer to an Israelite representative, to a king, or perhaps even
to Jehoiachin himself. The words of Davidic psalms are crisply echoed
at the beginning (Lam. 3:4; Ps. 143:3). It is he who has borne the curses
of the covenant along with the people. And his lamentable fate
plumbs the depths of suffering and grief in a way that is similar to
Davidic laments (Lam. 3:14; Ps. 22) and the songs of the suffering
servant in Isaiah (Lam. 3:30; Is. 50:6; 53:4). This is another way of
saying that the people’s slim hopes were pinned on him (cf. Lam. 4:20).

At the end of the poetic commentary, then, the reader is reminded
again of the problem of the exile, judgment, and the imprisonment
of the Davidic king. This returns the reader in a forceful way to the
point at which the narrative storyline was suspended with the judg-
ment scene of 2 Kings 25. As that scene came to a close, hope was
provided by the release of Jehoiachin. The intervening poetic com-
mentary showed that that hope is nothing less than crucial.
Jehoiachin represents the Davidic line, the shoot from Jesse’s stump
(Is. 11:1), the righteous ‘plant growth’ (Jer. 23:5; Zech. 3:8), the new
David (Ezek. 34:24; Hos. 3:5). Babel does not have the last word; the
genealogy of Abraham does.

THE WRITINGS

209

25 The first-person-singular forms are used in 3:1–24, 48–66.
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Lamentations reinforces this point as the lament in chapter 3 turns
into a poignant plea of hope: ‘This thought comes to mind, therefore
I will hope’ (3:21). What is this? Could hope be in the mercies of the
Lord, which pick up the strains of Psalm 89 and Isaiah 55? ‘The
mercies of the LORD are not exhausted; his compassion does not fail.
They are new every morning. Great is your faithfulness’ (Lam.
3:22–23). These are not general mercies or a general faithfulness, but
bring to mind the specific mercies and faithfulness connected with the
establishment of the Davidic dynasty and the hope that can sustain
the people (Ps. 89:1–5). Porteous (1961: 244–245) has argued that this
individual figure in Lamentations is none other than Jehoiachin. If
so, he is hoping in the mercies extended to him in the Davidic cov-
enant. Other scholars, however, claim that the individual is ‘every-
man’, the ‘typical sufferer’ representing what ‘any man may feel when
it seems that God is against him’ (Hillers 1972: 64). This latter view
is far too general, while Porteous’s view is perhaps too restrictive.
This is the prayer of an Israelite who claims the mercies of the
Davidic covenant, a sufferer whose intensity embodies that of the
people and whose suffering may look forward to one whose compas-
sionate suffering will mean that there will be comfort and consolation
for Israel despite their disobedience (Lam. 1:2, 9, 16, 17, 21; cf. Is.
40:1–2).
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III
Dominion regained: the fall

and rise of Israel
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Chapter Eight

Ending of poetic commentary
and resumption of narrative

storyline
(Daniel to Chronicles)

Daniel: the coming kingdom 

The book of Daniel, which follows Lamentations, consists of twelve
chapters equally divided into narrative (1 – 6) and visionary chapters
(7 – 12). The narrative reflects on the importance of being faithful to
God in exile even during severe persecution, and the visions are often
termed apocalyptic, sketching out a detailed programme for the future
of Israel until the end of time. It is thus ‘a tract for difficult times’.

This is how the book is frequently understood, in isolation from
the larger storyline that it resumes. But, once seen as the resumption
of the narrative that was suspended at the end of Kings, it has a
different function. The theme of exile is explicitly taken up again by
the narrative. Viewed against a wider literary horizon, the book
begins to answer the narrative question of the destiny of the people
of Israel currently in exile. Not only will they be protected from con-
tamination (ch. 1), idolatry (ch. 2) fire (ch. 3), and wild beasts (ch. 6),
but also there are universal salvific implications for these people.

Echoes of the beginning
In this resumption of the narrative there are strong echoes of the first
few chapters of the Tanakh. The eating of forbidden food is a strong
temptation (Dan. 1). A gigantic human image is placed front and
centre in Daniel 2 and occurs in a Babylonian king’s dream. Its head
consists of gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of
bronze, and its legs of iron and clay. It is struck down by a rock made
without hands, taken from a mountain. This rock then grows to fill
the entire earth. This vision of the Babylonian king will take place ‘in
the latter days’ (2:28).
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This is a parody of the divine creation in Genesis 1, where God
makes humans in the divine likeness to rule the world. This gigantic
figure made by human hands represents hubris, the original sin, and
is explained as a symbolic succession of four earthly kingdoms, which
will be destroyed and succeeded by the kingdom of God that will
endure for ever. The gigantic stature of the image that is destroyed by
a small stone cannot help but bring to mind also the confrontation of
Goliath with David and the resultant defeat of the former with a
small stone from the brook (cf. Rofé 1987: 139). This is a Davidic
rock, which will grow to be a kingdom without borders. This ‘rock’
taken from the mountain echoes other passages in the Bible as well.
God’s holy mountain – the Davidic temple mount – grows to be the
highest mountain, and will result in the end of war (Is. 2:1–5) The
extent of the holy mountain will be the entire earth (Is. 11: 9). This
will take place ‘in the latter days’, an expression loaded with eschato-
logical freight (Is. 2:1; Dan. 2:28).

Passages found in the prophetic books in kaleidoscope and piece-
meal fashion are now brought together in the book of Daniel in a
more systematic manner. ‘Although Old Testament kingdom oracles
do foresee a time of cataclysmic upheaval and earthly destruction
coupled with the hope of universal peace and happiness (Zeph.
1:14–18; 3:8–20), the realization of this is tied to God’s teleology (e.g.
Dan. 2; 7)’ (Patterson 1993: 303).

Before looking at a parallel to this dream in the second half of the
book, it is important to note that there are more allusions to the
early chapters of the Bible. Just as Babylon was born in linguistic
confusion (Gen. 11:1–9), so it ends in the same way (Dan. 5; Hilton
1995: 107). Its fate is written on the wall for profaning the sacred,
and no-one can understand the message except Daniel. When
Daniel is thrown to the lions for persevering in prayer, these wild
beasts are made subject to him as to a second Adam (Gen. 2;
Talmon 1987; Wright 1992: 293–295).

As Wright (1992: 293–297) has shown, it is important to note that
the first six chapters emphasize dominion and authority. Thus the
rock cut out from the mountain represents a kingdom that will
prevail for ever (Dan. 2:44–45); at the end of the days a Babylonian
king is forced to confess that God’s dominion and kingdom are
eternal (4:34); his son does the same (ch. 5); and also a Persian ruler
(6:26).
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The son of man 
This background provides a context for chapters 7 – 12, in which the
Babylonian king’s dream of the gigantic image is further expanded in
a series of visions and dreams. These are like a series of paintings of
the same scene, with each successive image adding more detail. The
first vision (Dan. 7) recalls Genesis. Instead of a monstrous human
image, a parody of the divine image, there is a parody of creation, an
anti-creation. As in Genesis, at the beginning the Spirit or wind blows
over the sea. But instead of the creation of light and land, culmina-
ting in the divine image, there emerges from the chaotic sea four
beasts in succession, each more horrifying than the previous one,
until the last one emerges – a macabre spectacle, the embodiment of
evil.1 Each of the successive beasts is given authority to rule (7:6, 12).
The last one, the strongest and most bizarre of the creatures, distin-
guishes itself by its proud speech, evoking the memory of the beast
that spoke at the beginning (7:7–8; Gen. 3:1–5).

At this point the scene shifts from earth to heaven. A court is sitting
with a divine judge on the throne, opening up books and pronoun-
cing a verdict. When the verdict in heaven is rendered, the beast on
earth meets its end; the other beasts are also stripped of their author-
ity (7:11–12). Next, an individual ‘like a son of man’ approaches the
divine court in the clouds of heaven, and on him is conferred all
authority, rule and dominion over the world. His kingdom endures
for ever.

As most commentators note, the vision parallels the eschatological
vision in chapter 2, but supplies more detail. Instead of the gigantic
image made up of four parts, there are four successive beasts. The
divine council and the son of man now take the place of the rock that
destroys the image. And, in agreement with the vision in chapter 2,
this climactic appearance of the son of man will take place ‘in the
latter days’.

The vision in chapter 7, however, adds even more description. For
example, when the vision is explained further there, the four beasts
are four kingdoms and the kingdom is given to ‘the saints of the Most
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1 There has been much debate over whether the provenance of the imagery used here
is Canaanite or Mesopotamian. While there are mythological parallels to ancient near-
eastern texts, these are not as important as the canonical context. Interpreted in the
latter light, the text provides a parody of the creation of humanity in Gen. 1. This is
why there is a stark contrast between the human beastly powers who rage and fight and
the heavenly son of man, who receives dominion from the Ancient of Days. See Collins
1977: 95–122 and Gardner 2001.
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High’ (7:22). Many authors conclude that the one like a son of man,
the individual in the vision who receives all power, is a corporate
expression or collective designation of these saints, who are the
people of God, suffering persecution at the end time.2

But is it the case that the son of man is simply a symbol for the
people of Israel? It is clear that the four beasts are symbols represent-
ing four kingdoms, but nowhere does the text state explicitly that the
son of man is a symbol of the suffering people of God. What is actu-
ally said is this: Daniel asks for divine insight to understand the
meaning of the fourth beast. He is told for the first time that this
animal was waging war not only on everything else but also on the
saints of the Most High, until the divine verdict was pronounced and
it received its death sentence. Moreover, Daniel is told that this beast
in particular will specifically challenge God, and God’s people will be
given into his power for three and a half ‘times’. After this, the divine
verdict will be rendered, the beast will be destroyed and the saints will
receive the sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdom, and
reign for ever and ever (7:15–22).

It is of course true that similar expressions are predicated of the
son of man earlier, but it may also be the case that the son of man has
transferred these over to the saints (Young 1974). In other words, the
son of man is a distinct individual, yet intimately associated with the
saints of the Most High in the same way that the Israelite king is
related to his people. It is obvious that they are closely identified, but
this need not exclude the individuality of the former. His destiny is
linked to that of the suffering people of God and vice versa.3

When the wider context of the canon is taken into consideration,
this distinctive human being has important significance. The four
beasts emerging from the waters of chaos hark back to the primal
creation in Genesis 1. Rather than being the product of the creative
Spirit, they are spawned from the depths of the abyss and are parod-
ies of the divine image. They are savage beasts, manifestations of an
archetypal beast, with superhuman strength. In contrast, the son of
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2 There is no question that the son of man and the ‘saints of the Most High’ are
inextricably related (cf. 7:13–14, 21–22, 27). For more detailed discussion of the ‘son
of man’ question in general see Goldingay 1987: 169–172 and Nicklesberg 1991.

3 When the kingdom is given to the saints in 7:27, it is immediately stated that ‘his
kingdom is everlasting’. This may refer to the son of man and testify to difference and
identification. In the same way the son of man is different from Israel in Ps. 80:17, yet
Israel’s destiny is linked to his. In a careful study, Caragounis (1986: 60–80) distin-
guishes the son of man from the saints, arguing that this is paralleled by each nation’s
having its own prince (Dan. 10). See further his linguistic argument.
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man is distinctly human, and thus weak and insignificant compared
to the beasts, with no inherent power or authority. While this figure’s
name connects him to earth, the fact that he comes on clouds links
him to heaven. His origin is in heaven, and this passage reflects on the
meaning of humans made in the image and likeness of God found in
Genesis 1, where human beings are made lords of creation with
everything – including beasts – put under their feet. Psalm 8 provides
a commentary on Genesis and uses the expression ‘son of man’ to
describe the exalted position of weak and insignificant humanity as
God’s vicegerent of creation (Ps. 8:4–8 [ 8:5–9]). Such a term can
also be used to designate the Israelite king, God’s vicegerent of Israel,
whose suffering fortunes are tied to the nation (Ps. 80:15–19 [
80:16–20]).4 Most significantly, this individual is called not only
Messiah and son of God, but also bar (Ps. 2:12), the Aramaic term
for ‘son’ used also in Daniel. And this son in Psalm 2 is destined to
rule the world to restore the lost Adamic glory.

Interestingly, in Daniel, the son of man does not seek to estab-
lish his own authority or to wrest authority through violence, but
is simply given authority over the world by God. The contrast
between the beasts and the son of man is a contrast between a
parody of the divine image and the divine image itself, humanity as
it was intended to be. The parallel with the rock that shattered the
gigantic image and grew to fill the entire earth (ch. 2) would support
the idea that the figure is Davidic. His victory will mark the victory
of the saints, who will also receive universal dominion. Humanity
will regain the dominion and royal status conferred on it at the
beginning.

Chapter 8 adds further detail to the emerging picture with another
vision, this time of four successive figures, again representing four suc-
cessive kingdoms: a two-horned ram; and a goat with a horn between
its eyes, which is broken off and replaced by four horns, and from
which a fifth horn grows. The fifth horn challenges God himself and
seeks to destroy his sanctuary, which is defiled for 2,300 mornings and
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4 The other major occurrence of the term is found in the book of Ezekiel, where the
term occurs ninety-three times as a form of address to the prophet. It describes an indi-
vidual who is a member of the class of weak humanity and not God. In fact, Ezekiel
falls down on his face before the divine glory and must be enabled by the divine Spirit
to rise. See Zimmerli 1979: 131. At the same time it is clear that the ‘son of man’ of
Ezekiel is a prophet whose identity is tied up with the people of God. He suffers in exile
with his people. The death of his wife represents the destruction of Jerusalem. See
Caragounis 1986: 60, who perhaps goes too far in describing the term as associated
with evil.
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evenings, that is, 1,150 days, or approximately three and a half years.
In this vision the various kingdoms are named: Media-Persia, Greece,
the reigns of the Diodochoi and the Seleucid reign of Antiochus
Epiphanes. Moreover, the three and a half times of the previous vision
are specified as three and a half years, or half of seven years, which
represents a period of completeness. Consequently, this time of
oppression is specified as temporary.

The seventy weeks: a blueprint of history
Chapter 9 fills out the picture further and specifically echoes
Jeremiah. Daniel ponders the Scriptures, mulling over Jeremiah’s
reference to the seventy-year duration of the exile (25:11; 29:10). He
then prays for an end to Jerusalem’s desolation (9:3–19), and is given
the answer that a new world order is coming after the completion of
not just seventy years but seventy sevens, which is best understood
as seventy weeks of years or 490 years (9:24). This period will com-
mence its course when the seventy years of exile are completed. A
specific chronological outline for the future is thus sketched. When
the exile is over, it will just be beginning (9:25). And when the
seventy weeks are completed, the kingdom of God – the little stone,
the son of man granted all authority – will be a reality. Specific
actions of this kingdom will be as follows: to finish transgression,
to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting
righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint the
most holy (9:24). The seventy weeks will usher in the ultimate
Jubilee.5

At the beginning of the final week – the seventieth – a ‘Messiah’
will appear and ‘be cut off’ (9:26). The text states that he is killed
and ‘has nothing to him’. This laconic statement – a notorious
crux – could possibly mean that he had no wealth or possessions
when he died, or no trial at his death, or no judgment against him;
and some have even taken it grammatically with the next phrase,
‘city and temple’.6 But it could also be taken as meaning that he
died ‘not for himself ’, that is, vicariously. The text continues by
stating that a ruler will come to Jerusalem and devastate the area;
in the middle of the week he will bring an end to the sacrifices in
the temple and set up an abomination of desolation. Finally, when
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5 For the important link between the Jubilee and the seventy weeks see Redditt 2000.
6 Thus ‘the holy place and the city are not his’ (Goldingay 1987: 226). But this

reading ignores the conjunction coordinating the holy place and city with the follow-
ing verb. For a list of the various possibilities see Montgomery 1927: 381.
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the week is completed, the assumption is that the exile will also be
over.7

Clearly, then, more detail is added in this vision. The cumulative
effects of these visions indicate that the seventieth week marks the
onset of severe persecution of the saints. This is begun by the execu-
tion of a person named the Messiah. During this week even the
temple is desecrated. But by the end of the week the enemy is
destroyed and a new world order of forgiveness and healing has been
introduced.8

Finally, chapter 10 completes the picture. It describes a great war, a
final conflict. An angel has been prevented from coming to Daniel to
answer his prayer for a clearer understanding of the future, and, when
it eventually arrives, it delivers a message that contains a momentous
eschatological expression: ‘I have come to explain to you what will
happen to your people in the latter days, for the visions concern a time
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7 Thus the exile here is to be understood more metaphorically than literally. Bryan
(2000: 12–20), in an excursus in his excellent work, has tried to downplay the signific-
ance of the metaphorical exile in this passage by stating that what is in view is simply
an age of wrath in addition to a literal seventy-year exile predicted by Jeremiah, ‘sug-
gesting that the author regarded Jeremiah’s prophecy not as incorrect but as incom-
plete’ (p. 18). However, from a literary point of view it is natural to see the seventy
sevens as a metaphorical extension of the seventy years of exile. As Ackroyd (1968:
243) observes, ‘A true limit to the exile is now being set.’ Moreover, the Qumran com-
munity’s residence in the wilderness is a powerful symbolic statement about their belief
in this exilic period (cf. also Damascus Document 1:3–11). On the Qumran under-
standing of continuing exile see further Abegg 1997. Bryan, of course, is seeking to
counteract N. T. Wright’s thesis (and C. Evans’s [1999] defence of Wright) about the
pervasiveness of the exilic concept in the Judaisms of the first century. While Wright
does overstate his case at times and tends to see the exile concept in unexpected places
(e.g. as Bryan notes in the parable of the prodigal son; cf. Wright 1996: 125–131), he
has correctly captured the use of the concept as a powerful theological metaphor for
judgment. John the Baptist’s appearance in the wilderness directly echoing Isaiah 40
indicates not only that the predicted restoration was understood as incomplete in the
postexilic texts of Ezra, Nehemiah and the New Testament but also that the exile con-
tinued. In an important study of Rabbinic Judaism, Milikowsky (1997: 295) concludes
that the ‘Rabbis saw themselves as being in a state of exile which had begun at the
hands of Nebuchadnezzar and was still in effect’. This was understood metaphorically
and agrees with Daniel. If the restoration is anything but complete, what can be
inferred about the end of the exile? When Bryan himself (2002: 27–45) shows the per-
vasiveness of the conquest motif in early Judaism, the pertinent question to be asked
is: what does such conquest imply if not disenfranchisement from the land? Perhaps
this is the worst type of ‘exile’. For further consideration of the continuing impact of
the exile on Judaism and Christianity see the essays in Scott 1997.

8 I believe that Kline’s insightful analysis (1974) is correct about many features of
this chapter, including the symbolic value of the numbers. However, he does not con-
sider the passage in the context of the entire book of Daniel, and certain interpretive
commitments force him to understand the prince in Dan. 9:27 and the covenant as pos-
itive terms, not negative ones.
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yet to come’ (10:14). The expression ‘latter days’ reverberates through
the entire Tanakh, echoing the rule of Judah over the nations (Gen.
49:1); a messianic ruler from Israel, who will defeat foreign nations,
among whom the Kittim destroy Asshur before being destroyed
(Num. 24:14); judgment and restoration of Israel (Deut. 4:30; 31:29,
Hos. 3:5; Ezek. 38:16); the rule of David over Israel (Hos. 3:5); rest-
oration of peace and harmony to the world through temple instruc-
tion at the elevated Mount Zion (Is. 2:1; Mic. 4:1); and the little stone
filling the entire earth (Dan. 2:28) implying the triumph of the son of
man. Daniel uses the term in a similar way, but provides more detail
in the emerging picture by describing the political movements of
rulers during the end times. A king of the north will be opposed by
the Kittim, and then, in anger, he will hurl himself against the holy
covenant, desecrating the temple and setting up an abomination of
desolation (11:28–32). A conflict with other kings will lead him finally
to pitch his royal tent towards ‘the beautiful holy mountain’ before his
demise (11:45). Prior to his downfall there will be an unparalleled time
of persecution in this final conflict. This will be a catalyst for the end,
which will result in a resurrection of humanity (12:1–2).

Daniel wishes to know how long these terrible things will last, and
hears the number ‘three and a half weeks’ (12:7). This locates the
events of this chapter in the seventieth week.

What is to be made of this outline of the future? Does Daniel con-
tribute anything at all to the canonical outlook, or is it in an isolated
world of its own? Viewing the Bible as a book constrains the reader
to understand the material in the light of its larger literary context.

Daniel takes up themes from the storyline and continues to devel-
op them. The book focuses upon the clash between anti-God king-
doms and the kingdom of God. The Babylonian king envisions a
monstrous, gigantic image of a man, a parody of the divine image in
Genesis 1. This image represents all the kingdoms arranged in their
power against the people of God. A tiny stone cut from a mountain
shatters the image, and then this stone fills the whole earth. This
clearly has Davidic overtones; David faced the monster Goliath and
slew him with a tiny rock (1 Sam. 17:50). In addition, the rock that
grows to fill the earth is similar to Mount Zion, growing to be the
largest mountain (Is. 2:1–5), and to the holy mountain on which
nothing is harmed and from which the knowledge of God emanates
and fills the earth as the waters cover the sea (11:9). Similarly, the
various beasts that come up from the sea, climaxing in a terrifying
monster that rages against the people of God (who are included in
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the figure of one like a son of man, representing a true humanity),
evoke the battle between the serpent and the seed of the woman in
Genesis 3:15, and the indomitable beasts of Job 40 – 41.

Just as the kingdom is represented in the first part of Daniel, the
king is represented in the second division. The son of man corre-
sponds to the rock that destroys the image, and to which all author-
ity is given in the latter days. Consequently, it is difficult not to hear
overtones of a royal Davidic figure in the light of the larger literary
context. Not only are there Davidic allusions in chapter 2, but in
Psalm 80:17 [ 80:18] the Davidic king is called the son of man and
his misfortunes are tied up with the nation’s. (The Psalter also indi-
cates that the royal dominion entrusted to humanity at creation has
been granted to the Davidic king.) The individual has associations
with the suffering of the saints of Most High and their vindication.
If he is the royal figure in chapter 9, he is executed, ‘but not for
himself ’, his execution coinciding with a general persecution and
destruction of the holy city at the most eschatologically pregnant
time in history. This suggests a connection with the figure of the son
of man, the Messiah and, in the larger context, the royal suffering
servant of Isaiah (Is. 53) and the smitten shepherd of Zechariah
(Zech. 13:7), both of whose deaths bring about forgiveness and rec-
onciliation. The king from the north evokes the image of Gog and
Magog in Ezekiel 38 in that he attacks the land of Israel but is
defeated by God. His defeat by the Kittim also is linked with a
general victory of the Messiah over the nations mentioned in
Numbers (24:24).9

Esther: history with an Israelite shape

The book of Daniel contributes to the storyline of the Bible by
resuming it and by charting an eschatological outline by which the
varied prophecies of the poetic commentary are given more system-
atic organization. The next book, Esther, contributes to this under-
standing by continuing the themes of exile and persecution of the
Jewish people at the hands of Persians. The exilic nature of the book
is significant, given the eschatological outlook of the book of Daniel
in which the exile is completed only at the end of the seventy weeks.

As the story is developed near the end of the Tanakh, the Jews face
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9 The resurrection at the end of Daniel also links this material with the resurrection
of Israel at the end in Ezekiel (ch. 37) and the one envisioned by Isaiah (ch. 27).
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a Pharaonic type of genocide because one of them, a Jewish courtier
named Mordecai, will not bow down before a Persian official named
Haman, who has been elevated to the second highest position in the
empire (3:1–15; cf. Num. 24:7). Enraged by this behaviour, the offi-
cial determines to destroy not just Mordecai but also the entire Jewish
race. The date for their annihilation is chosen by casting lots (pûrîm).

Much in the book seems fortuitous, as the name of God is not even
mentioned once. But, unsuspectingly a Jewish woman becomes the
queen of the Persian king, through the influence of Mordecai. Using
her influence she helps prevent the slaughter, and turns the tables on
Haman and his family, all of whom are killed as the text notes in
detail (Esth. 9:5–10). The Persian official turns out to be a descendant
of Agag, a notorious Amalekite king, whose life was spared by Saul
from being destroyed in the ancient holy war. He experiences abase-
ment and Mordecai is exalted (10:2). It is interesting that the text of
Esther notes that Mordecai is a descendant of Saul (2:5). In other
words, when read in the wider context of the canon, even the house
of Saul has been redeemed from a disobedient heart.10 Moreover, just
as there is a significant echo of Baalam’s prophecies in Daniel, so this
is continued in Esther: ‘their king shall be higher than Agag, their
kingdom shall be exalted’ (Num. 24:7), and ‘Amalek is doomed to
perish for ever’ (Num. 24:20). Consequently, Esther is far more than
a book ‘whose primary purpose is the authorization and regulation
of a purely Jewish festival’ (Anderson 1950: 40).

In the light of the larger narrative, if Daniel begins with the
Babylonian lion attacking the Israelites, Esther continues with the
attack of the Persian bear (Dan. 7:1–5). Interestingly, when the exiles
are in their most vulnerable position the Jewish queen is confronted
with the challenge to save her people. The words of Mordecai imply
the eschatological blueprint for the Jewish nation described in Daniel:

‘Do not think in your heart to be saved in the house of the king
from the fate of all the Jews. If you keep silent in this time,
relief and deliverance will come for the Jews from another
place. You and the house of your father will perish. Who
knows whether you have come to the kingdom for such a time
as this?’ (4:13–15).
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10 Sasson (1987: 341) provides another possible reading of the canonical implica-
tions: ‘if cognizant of Scripture, a Jew would moreover realize that Haman’s downfall
finally completes the job of destroying the Agagites that God imposed upon the
Benjaminite Saul’.
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Behind this urgent statement is a powerful ‘biblical theology’ of the
importance of the Jewish nation, a fundamental awareness of the fact
that the Jewish nation will survive because of an overarching purpose to
history. When Keil (1870: 353; cf. Anderson 1950:40) mentions that ‘the
Jewish nation cannot perish, its continuance is guaranteed by the divine
promise’, he is thinking of the larger context of Scripture. Similarly,
when Haman’s own wife tells him that he will be unable to withstand
Mordecai since he is a Jew, this ‘is the most absolute statement in the
book that history has a pro-Jewish shape to it’ (Webb 2000: 123).

In the light of the fact that Esther follows Daniel, these claims are
reinforced. The kingdom of God will eventually triumph over all
earthly kingdoms. And, viewed against the broader canvas of
Scripture, other details emerge. Esther’s opposition to Haman con-
tinues the major theme running through the narrative, that of the
woman against the beast: Eve versus the serpent; Sarah and Rebekah
versus barrenness; Tamar versus Judah; Jochebed and Miriam versus
the Pharaoh; Deborah and Jael versus Sisera; Ruth and Naomi
versus death; Hannah versus barrenness; Jehosheba versus Athaliah.
In all these examples of struggle these women of faith are engaged in
a battle to save the people of God. The victory of Esther over Haman
dramatically continues this theme.

Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles: the end and the
beginning

Kingdom and reality
In the final contributions to the literature of the canon, the kingdom
of God becomes extremely prominent. It is as if there is now a clearer
articulation of a concept that was important but had not yet received
a precise linguistic expression.

For these two books, canonical order differs from temporal
sequence, since Ezra precedes Chronicles although it narrates chrono-
logically subsequent events. Some think that this is due to the more
felicitous ending of Chronicles.11 The reason for the reversal of chron-
ological order, however, is probably more significant. Ezra-Nehemiah
begins where Chronicles ends (Ezra 1:1–3; 2 Chr. 36:22–23), with the
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11 Porter (1979: 153) thinks this explains why part of the beginning of Ezra (1:1–3a)
was added to the end of Chronicles (2 Chr. 36:22–23). But the reason for this is prob-
ably to ensure the correct chronology once the canonical order was settled.
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decree of Cyrus to restore the temple and return the exiles to Judah. It
begins with the restoration project, while Chronicles ends with that
looming in the near future. But the restoration project described in
Ezra-Nehemiah is anything but earthshaking. To be sure, Haggai and
Zechariah, who are among the last of the prophets in the prophetic
section, are mentioned as encouraging the restoration when the people
were discouraged, and they envisioned it as a momentous event. But
the reality depicted in Ezra-Nehemiah – compromise, assimilation to
the pagan culture, unfaithfulness, and devotion to their own pursuits
instead of to the kingdom of God – paints a very bleak picture of the
restoration and return. The need for Ezra to take the drastic measure
of mass divorce in order to maintain the religious purity of the people
is a scathing indictment of the state of the people (Ezra 9 – 10). Similar
situations experienced by Nehemiah, and the spiritual and moral
torpor described in his book, reinforce the failure of the restoration
movement (Neh. 9; 13). The similar descriptions of the negative influ-
ence of mixed marriages at the end of both Ezra and Nehemiah high-
light this failure (Ezra 10; Neh. 13).

‘Exile in the land’
By not ending with this book, the Tanakh purposely ends on an
eschatological note. The reforms of Ezra-Nehemiah are the begin-
ning of the restoration. If Ezra is a second Moses, he, like the first
Moses, has not produced and cannot produce a change in the heart
of the people. That awaits some future day. The exile continues even
though Israel is in the land. Thus the point of Daniel 9 is recognized.
The exile is not over until the seventy weeks are completed. And
clearly, as Ezra-Nehemiah has indicated, even though there has been
a return in ‘body’, there has not been one in ‘spirit’.

To be sure, interpreters such as Dumbrell (1994: 152) think that the
ending of the Tanakh with Chronicles puts these ‘modest’ reforms in
perspective. These are not just insignificant actions taking place in the
Persian province of Judah; these are reforms being carried out in
the context of a great plan for the world, something that began (as
the final book in the canon, Chronicles, indicates) in Eden with Adam
at the beginning of history. But, perhaps more to the point, the con-
clusion with Chronicles shows that ‘Israel is still in exile even though
it has returned’.12 This is understandable, since the final perspective of
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12 See e.g. 1 Chr. 3:17–23. I would like to thank Craig Carter for this way of putting
the matter. Wright (1992) has argued this point about exile as a dominant motif of
first-century Judaism. This is, of course, controversial, and perhaps at some points
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Chronicles indicates that the return has already happened.13 But, by
closing with the decree of Cyrus with its link to the seventy weeks of
Daniel and the seventy years of exile in Jeremiah, a statement is being
made that real exile will not be over until the Messiah comes. Thus
Chronicles concludes with urging an exiled Judah to return home and
build the temple, this temple that will one day stand at the centre of
world geography and be located on the highest mountain, this temple
that is inextricably tied to the dynasty of David.

Read in a canonical context, the command to rebuild the temple
after seventy years of exile is a direct echo of Daniel 9. This period,
as noted by Jeremiah, has been completed; and Cyrus, who is
depicted in the prophetic literature as God’s Messiah (Is. 45:1), is the
catalyst with his proclamation that the exiles can return to build the
temple of the Lord. The seventy years may be over, but the seventy
weeks have just begun. Clearly, the people are still in exile at the end
of the Tanakh, with emancipation and restoration a prospect. A long
exile still awaits before the Messiah comes and restores all things.14

Chronicles and the goal of history
In case the goal of the Tanakh or the identity of this messianic figure,
who will come and restore the dominion of humanity over the crea-
tion, has been lost, the last book of the Tanakh clarifies both emphat-
ically. The lengthy genealogies with which Chronicles begins make it
like no other book in the Tanakh, with the exception of Genesis. In
the latter book, the genealogies are not clustered together but are
used to structure the narrative. In Chronicles, the text commences
with ten chapters of genealogies. It begins with the genealogy of
Adam, clearly showing the link with Israel and the human race, and
also incorporating in chapter 1 all the genealogical data of Genesis,
albeit in abridged form (Johnson 1969: 74). From here the lists move
through the genealogies of the tribes of Israel. In particular, the
genealogy of Judah occurs at the front of the list (1 Chr. 2:3–55;
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Wright has overstated his case, but Dan. 9 and the canonical closure of Chronicles are
telling (at least for this canonical sequence). It is also clear that the magnificent return
from exile expected in the prophets never really happened. See Evans 1999 for a con-
sideration of the literature and a defence of Wright’s position.

13 1 Chr. 3:17–24; 9:1–44.
14 Without noting the canonical placement of Chronicles and the implications of

the last words of the Tanakh, Kline (1974: 461–462) insightfully observes the signi-
ficance of the last words of Chronicles. The only scholar I am aware of who suggests
the ‘possibility of an early (pre-Christian) version of the OT that intentionally links
the book of Daniel with the edict of Cyrus in 2 Chr. 36:22–23’ is Sailhamer (2002: 37).
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4:1–23), and David’s ancestors and royal descendants are promin-
ently featured in its centre (1 Chr. 3:1–24). After the remainder of the
genealogies, which also feature the levitical tribe prominently, history
begins in chapter 10 with Saul’s demise and David’s rise.15 Just as in
Genesis the goal of history could be clarified by studying the
genealogies (history starts with the arrival of Abraham), so too all
the genealogies in Chronicles end when David arrives on the histor-
ical scene. The capture of Jerusalem and David’s reign are the focus
of the next nineteen chapters. Again, it is as if all history has been
waiting, not in this case, for Abraham, but for David from the tribe
of Judah. Or, in the words of Brueggeman (1985: 100), all history is
regarded as a footnote to David.16 Von Rad (1962: 350) puts the
matter this way: ‘The Chronicler’s account starts with David. This at
the same time gives the keynote of the most important theme in the
whole work, for what does it contain apart from David?’ The cov-
enant with David in which he is promised an heir for ever becomes a
critical component in this royal theology. Echoes of ‘the mercies of
David’ (2 Chr. 6:42) and a future son (1 Chr. 17:11; cf. 2 Sam. 7:12)
provide hope for not only Israel but also the world (Is. 55:3–5).

In Chronicles the geographical focus quickly shifts to Jerusalem
after the genealogies that conclude with David and his desire to build
a temple. This focus on the temple, the place of God’s presence to
which all people can come, dominates the narrative from David’s pro-
curement of the site and provisions for the temple to Solomon’s
building and dedication of the structure – nineteen chapters (1 Chr.
17 – 2 Chr. 7). The world’s hopes are found in genealogy and geo-
graphy, scion and Zion. David has arrived. The temple has been built.
The world is well on its way to being restored. If there was ever any
doubt about these points, Chronicles removes it.

The sin of the people, however, is the great obstacle to these plans,
and this sin leads to the destruction of Jerusalem and of the temple
as well as to the exile of the people to Babylon. It seems as if Babylon
has the last word at the end of the canon. But, just as God descended
at the beginning of the canon to judge Babylon and so to bring to
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15 Note Rudolph’s comment about the description of Saul’s demise in 1 Chr. 10: ‘Aus
dem Dunkel, in dem Saul versinkt, geht strahlend der Stern David’; ‘Out of the dark-
ness, in which Saul is sunk, the star of David is shining.’ Cited in Braun 1986: 149.

16 Note also Johnson’s (1969: 76) comments on the function of 1 Chr. 1 – 9: ‘the
whole is intended as a panegyric on David, whose ancestors and kinsmen – Hezronites
– outshone all others in number, whose descendants sat on the throne of Judah, and
above all else in the Chronicler’s view, who was even more than Moses responsible for
the divinely ordained temple cultus’.
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nothing human pretensions to unite heaven and earth (Gen. 11:1–9),
so, through a foreign king, he commands an exiled Judah to go up
from Babylon and build the temple, from which blessing will proceed.
God is not finished with Abraham. There has been a setback, but the
blessing will come through the Davidic house. Hope remains.

After the judgment of the exile, the command to rebuild the temple
is nothing less than a catalyst for the fulfilment of the prophetic
hopes. From this temple will flow streams of living water that will give
life to the land and even to the Dead Sea (cf. Ezek. 47:1–12; Gen. 2).
This mountain not built by human hands (cf. Gen. 11:1–9; Dan. 2:45)
will be elevated by God and will become the rallying-point for a new
world order of peace and harmony in which a new David will pro-
claim the Torah. As Jews make their way up to the temple, spurred on
by the Psalms of Ascent (Pss. 120 –  134), the people from the nations
will grab the hems of their robes, saying, ‘Let us go with you, because
we have heard that God is with you’ (Zech. 8:23). The goal of the
canon is clearly the great house of God, which is as inclusive as the
globe.

The Davidic house
But this has to be understood in the dual sense of ‘house’, meaning
both ‘dwelling’ and ‘dynasty’. In the Davidic covenant, which repre-
sents the culmination of the promises of blessing to Abraham, David
desires to build a house for Yahweh (meaning a temple); Yahweh tells
him that his son will build it instead, and that he, Yahweh, will build
a house for David (meaning a dynasty). This association of building
a temple on Mount Zion in the middle of the earth stresses the
element of geography, and the building of a dynasty stresses the
element of genealogy. It is no accident that both these themes are
found in the middle of the Hebrew Bible and at the very end.
Jehoaichin is released from prison – the Davidic house (the dynasty),
is resurrected; Cyrus gives the command to build the temple in
Jerusalem – the Davidic house (the temple) is resurrected. The
Tanakh orients its readers to the future. As such the Story is unfin-
ished. The long, dark night of exile awaits a sequel – the dawning of
a new light that will radiate to the ends of the earth.
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Chapter Nine

Typology and New Testament
reflections 

From Adam to David. From the creation of the world to the build-
ing of the temple, which will give new life to the world and from
which the divine rule will extend to the ends of the earth. Genealogy
and geography, dynasty and dominion. This represents the story of
the Tanakh, a story that leaves Israel still in a type of exile, waiting
for someone from David’s house to come and build a house to bring
about the restoration of all things. This overall message, presented
in a storyline with commentary, shows that the Tanakh is a book
and not a ragbag. To be sure, it consists of many texts, but these find
their part in a larger Text. The many stories together constitute a
single Story. And this Story is about the reclamation of a lost
human dominion over the world through a Davidic dynasty. In
short, it is about the coming of the kingdom of God, and it is un-
finished.

A significant structural feature of the biblical narrative is typology.
Much has been written on this topic, and this is not the place to enter
into a detailed study. Nevertheless, one certain factor in its demise has
been the loss of understanding the biblical text as a comprehensive
Story (Frei 1974). But typological features emerge naturally when the
biblical text is understood as a Text. This is particularly clear for the
twin themes of dynasty and dominion. In each case there is a move-
ment from the universal to the particular and back to the universal.
For example, humanity is called to be the image of God, fails in its
task and is replaced by Israel, who is regarded as God’s son. A tribe
is singled out within Israel a family within the tribe, and an individ-
ual – David – becomes the focus. And yet David, his sons and their
failures, point forwards to a just Davidic king who will bring the ben-
efits of the rule not only to Israel but to all of humanity. Similarly,
the dominion of Adam begins over all creation, and then the land of
Canaan becomes the focus, and next the city of Jerusalem and the
temple. And from this particular place, the rule of God extends out-
wards to Israel and the nations, even to the ends of the earth. An
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hour-glass image (see figure 9.1) can help to convey this development
as it provides both spatial and temporal perspectives.

Significantly, the New Testament is structured similarly to the
Tanakh: story (Gospels, Acts), commentary (Letters), story (Reve-
lation). Although the last book is not strictly narrative, it carries to a
conclusion the storyline begun in the Gospels. The New Testament
story begins with a genealogy, one that comprehends the entire
history of Israel (Matt. 1:1–17). By beginning, as it does, with these
words: ‘This is the book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of
David, the son of Abraham’, the New Testament links the beginning
and ending of the Tanakh’s story with the life of Jesus. For in Genesis
and Chronicles are found the genealogies that lead from Adam to
Abraham to David. Matthew, particularly, focuses on the Davidic
ancestry, as his genealogy begins with Abraham and is structured in
three equal epochs of fourteen generations: from Abraham to David,
from David to the Babylonian exile and from the exile to Jesus (Matt.
1:1–17). The number ‘fourteen’ accentuates David, since it is the
numerical value of his Hebrew name. Jesus is a new David, the cul-
mination of Israel’s history, who will bring about an end to the exile.1

Yet his birth brings light to the Gentiles; a star is seen rising in the
east (Matt. 2:2), which means the crushing of the enemy’s head
(Num. 24:17). Thus, when Jesus begins his ministry, he, as the new
Adam and the new Israel, succeeds where the old Adam and the old
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1 Evans (1999: 99) also makes this suggestion.

Figure 9.1. The extension of the kingdom of God.
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Israel failed (Matt. 4:1–11). Hence he recapitulates in his life the
history of Adam and Israel. He triumphs over the satanic enemy and
announces the kingdom of God, a domain that includes geography
and which will one day encompass the entire earth. And this is the
emphasis at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, in which a suffering
Davidic Messiah has been exalted and given authority over not just
an Israelite kingdom but the globe. He commands his subjects to go
into this domain and disciple all nations (Matt. 28:18–20; cf. Dan.
7:13–14).

There are different emphases in the Gospels, but one of the most
important is that both meanings of the Davidic house merge in the
person of Jesus Christ. He is the descendant of David who, by virtue
of his resurrection, sits on the throne of David as the long-expected
descendant of the Davidic house (understood as dynasty) (Luke 1:32;
Acts 2:30–35). Elizabeth and Mary sing a duet that echoes the fulfil-
ment of Hannah’s prophetic song. But Jesus is also the Davidic house
understood as temple, in which God’s presence is incarnated, a pres-
ence that flows out of him like a surging river giving life to all (John
2:19–22; 7:37–39; cf. Ezek. 47:1–12).

As such, his church is first formed, not by human pride attempting
to unite earth and heaven with a tower, but rather by humbly waiting
on the gift of the Holy Spirit – the river of life. Thus Pentecost
reverses Babel and shows that this Davidic Messiah is bringing about
the harmony that was lost among the nations (Acts 2:1–21; Gen.
11:1–9). From the Davidic centre of Jerusalem the growing band of
disciples makes its way from Judea to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).
His band of believers becomes a city set on a hill (Matt. 5:14), taught
a new Torah by a new David (Matt. 5:21–48), one that transforms
swords into ploughshares, shining the light of their good works to the
nations.

In the middle of the Tanakh the storyline was suspended to provide
a commentary. The release of a king in Babylon, promising hope for
the kingdom of God, was the last historical note (2 Kgs. 25:27–30).
Similarly, in the middle of the New Testament the storyline is
suspended by the commentary of the Pauline and catholic letters, the
last historical note being a prisoner in a new Babylon (Rome), who is
allowed to proclaim a radical message about the kingdom of God to
all the nations – the message of a Davidic descendant, Jesus Christ
(Acts 28:30).

Paul’s commentary on this narrative storyline is that the burgeon-
ing church composed of all nations is a fulfilment of the promise to
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Abraham, and the entire world is theirs for an inheritance, not just
one country (Rom. 4:13). Sinai was powerless to save in a positive
way, but presses the need for a Saviour who can redeem from the curse
of the law. Jesus is the obedient Son who is sentenced to hang on a
tree for the disobedient (Gal. 3:10–14; cf. Deut. 21:18–23). The new
Israel, comprising all nations and peoples, emerges and continues the
final conquest of the serpent (Gal. 3:28–29; Rom. 16:20).

At the end of the New Testament, ‘history’ resumes in Daniel-like
fashion with the book of Revelation, which, in its message, captures
the vast kaleidoscope of the latter-day visions of the Tanakh in one
stunning panoramic vision. There is the Son of Man (Rev. 1:13; Dan.
7:13), from whose mouth emanates a sharp sword (Rev. 1:16; Is. 11:4;
49:2), the one among the lampstands (Rev. 1:13; Zech. 4), the lion
from the tribe of Judah (Rev. 5:5; Gen. 49:9–10) and the root of
David (Rev. 5:5; Is. 11:1). It is this Messiah who is the Lamb slain on
the throne, the one whose death has inaugurated the end. The seventy
weeks that stressed the completion of exile and judgment culminate
in a triad of seven-fold disaster – the necessary transition to the birth
of a new world order.

But it is an order that transcends expectations. Although resona-
ting with images from Eden, the new world surpasses all description.
The temple described at the end of the Tanakh is absent. Present are
the mighty God, the Lamb and the saints (cf. Rev. 21:22). From their
throne flows a river of life with trees of life on either bank; the trees
are constantly in leaf and the leaves give healing to the nations. The
city of God has become one massive Holy of Holies (cf. Jer. 3:16–17).
Consequently, human beings have been finally restored to their lost
royal dignity and majesty, and, having God’s name written on their
foreheads, ‘they will reign for ever and ever’ (Rev. 22:5). ‘Yahweh and
his people are together and are one flesh’ (Barth 1958: 315).
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