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Preface to the Second Edition

The steady and widespread use of The Old Testament Survey since its publication in 1982 has
encouraged us to make it even more serviceable in this revised form. Several aims have shaped our
efforts in the updating of the volume. First, we have tried to make the text more congenial to the
thousands of college and university students who use it annually. Simpler style, gender-sensitive
language, shorter sentences, a more congenial look to the pages, additional charts, illustrations, and
maps—these and other devices have been employed to that end. Furthermore, we have transferred a
number of chapters from the beginning to the end of the book to offer teachers the choice of plunging
immediately into the biblical writings.

Second, we have sought to include in the text as well as in the endnotes and bibliographies material
as current as possible, especially in those instances where new interpretative options have arisen or
the scholarly consensus has changed. Third, we have added a new chapter on Archaeology and have
included more data from recent archaeological research in the other chapters.

Our hope is that the revisions will enhance the use of the book for its intended readership: college
and seminary students and their teachers, as well as pastors, Bible students, and interested laypersons.
The cordial participation of a team of colleagues in the task means that the work has undergone a
breadth and depth of scrutiny that will enhance both its clarity and its quality. We are honored by the
appearance of their names on the title page.

The sudden death in 1991 of our senior colleague, Bill LaSor, meant that we were deprived of his
keen eye and ready pen during much of the process. He did, however, leave mounds of materials
behind him with perceptive suggestions and pointed queries that have reminded us of his commitment
to the task and his competence through six decades of indefatigable labor in biblical and Semitic
studies.

May 1996

DAVID ALLAN HUBBARD
FREDERIC WM. BUSH

kR

On June 7, 1996, as this revision of Old Testament Survey was in its final stages, David Allan Hubbard
died of a heart attack at his home in Santa Barbara, California. He was born to John and Helena
Hubbard on April 8, 1928, in Stockton, California. He is survived by his wife of 46 years, Ruth; their
daughter, Mary Given; son-in-law Dean Given; grandsons David and Jeffrey; brothers John and
Robert, and a sister, Laura Smith, and their families.

David graduated from Westmont College, Santa Barbara, and completed his M.Div. and M.Th.
degrees at Fuller Seminary in 1954, subsequently being ordained as a minister in the American
Baptist Churches of the USA. He earned a Ph.D. degree in Old Testament studies at St. Andrew’s
University in Scotland in 1957, whereupon he joined the faculty of Westmont College.

In 1963, at the age of 35, he was called to be the third president of Fuller Theological Seminary, at
which post he served until his retirement in 1993. Under his leadership, Fuller grew to be the largest
independent, fully accredited theological seminary in the world, and, largely due to his creative
vision and administrative skill, came to include not only the School of Theology but a School of
Psychology and a School of World Mission as well. In addition to his heavy administrative duties as



president, David regularly carried a half-time load of teaching in the Old Testament department,
always packing the classroom as a gifted and charismatic teacher. And the heritage of his parents,
both of whom served as ministers, was not only realized in the warm and vibrant faith which marked
him, but also in his service as the host and speaker of “The Joyful Sound” international radio
broadcast from 1969 to 1980.

In addition to his administrative and teaching responsibilities, David continued an active scholarly
and publishing career, producing 36 books, including four commentaries on the Old Testament. He
was both the instigator and catalyst for the first edition of Old Testament Survey, with great skill
enabling the three of us both to make progress toward its completion and to find consensus on its
contents (no mean task!); and he carried the complete editorial responsibility for this revised edition.
Without his skill and dedication neither edition would have seen the light of day. He was also serving
as the editor of the Word Biblical Commentary series at the time of his death.

He served for two years as president of the Association for Theological Schools in the United
States and Canada, and later in the month in which he died was to have received a lifetime
achievement award from the Association. But his contributions were not limited to the theological
world. He chaired the Pasadena Urban Coalition from 1968 to 1971, and, at the invitation of the
governor of California, served as a member of the California State Board of Education from 1972 to
1975.

But David Hubbard was more than seminary president and scholar. He was an accomplished
musician and an inveterate lover of baseball: at almost any time of the season he could give you the
batting averages of not only the leaders of both leagues but most of the rest as well! He especially
enjoyed taking his grandsons to the game. And at the memorial service held for him at Fuller
Seminary on June 20, 1996, those who spoke testified time and again that it was not just the dignity
and elegance that marked all that he did nor his many accomplishments which most endeared him to
their memory, but the warm and unconditional loving friendship which he bestowed upon all of us in
lavish measure. To me he was a mentor, colleague, and co-author but most of all a warm, accepting
friend.

The encomium in the order of service at his memorial at Fuller Seminary concluded as follows:
“In the ‘Mission Beyond the Mission’ he wrote to the Fuller community: ‘Call the Church of Christ to
renewal; work for the moral health of society; seek peace and justice in the world; uphold the truth of
God’s revelation.” David Allan Hubbard did just that. And in so doing he left a legacy of blessing to
us all.”

FREDERIC WM. BUSH



Preface to the First Edition

This book has been in the making for some years. The plan for it developed when one of us taught
Old Testament survey courses at the collegiate level and was frustrated by the lack of an adequate text.
Though teachers of Scripture have been blessed amply with specialized works like histories,
theologies, and introductions, no one volume was available that combined those elements in a
framework whose theological and scholarly approaches we found congenial. For more than fifteen
years now the three of us have taught together as a team at Fuller Theological Seminary, sharing the
Old Testament core courses and testing these chapters with hundreds of students along the way. Their
suggestions and criticisms we have tried to incorporate into the various drafts, and their fingerprints
are on every page.

We have approached our materials with both college and seminary students in mind. Our aim has
been to pitch the text at a level that most college students can handle and then to meet some of the
more technical needs of seminary instruction with the footnotes and bibliographies. (Works cited in
the annotated chapter bibliographies—Ilabeled “For Further Reading”—are representative studies
chosen to supplement those cited in the chapter notes. For more comprehensive works see the General
Bibliography.) Though each of us has drafted certain chapters, we have all read, reviewed, and
revised each other’s work so thoroughly that the book is a joint effort in every sense.

Our purpose is straightforward: to introduce the reader to the background, content, literary quality,
and message of the Old Testament as a whole and of its various books. To do this we have not
followed a rigid outline for each biblical book but have sought to let the contents and style of each
book dictate the way we have studied it. The basic sequence of the later prophets has been altered to fit
our understanding of their approximate chronological order. In no way is our design to substitute for
the Bible. What book can? Our hope is that it will be read as a guide and supplement to the biblical
text itself and that, as such, it will enhance the devotion and obedience of its readers to Scripture and
to Scripture’s Lord.

We venture to state succinctly here what we have tried to make apparent throughout the book: we
are committed to the inspiration and the authority of the Bible, including every part of the Old
Testament, and seek to honor it as Holy Scripture in all we say about it. Beyond that, we have written
of the Old Testament as those who understand that its fulfillment is in the New Testament and in Jesus
of Nazareth, whom we believe to be the Messiah and the incarnation of the living God. Though at
every point we have sought to approach the Old Testament text from the vantage of Israel’s sons and
daughters to whom it was first given, yet we have been constrained not to stop there but to suggest the
relationships of the Old Testament themes to the New Testament, the creedal affirmations of the early
Church, and the evangelical confessions of the Reformation—all of which govern and express what
we believe and teach.

Out of that commitment to the reality and authority of divine revelation flows a concern to take
with full seriousness the historical, cultural, and social setting of Scripture together with the literary
and linguistic means by which it was recorded. That concern necessarily entails the reverent use of the
tools of textual, literary, and form criticism in order to hear the nuances with which God spoke to the
first hearers of his word. We do the Bible no honor to revere it without making every effort, with
every available scholarly means, to understand it. Obedience to God and worship of his holy name
are our ultimate aim as God’s people. Such obedience and worship will be best informed where we
have grasped the how, why, when, where, and by whom of his sacred revelations. Both piety and study
are essential to sound discipleship. To combine them has been the goal of our ministries and of this



book.

September 1981

WILLIAM SANFORD LASOR
DAVID ALLAN HUBBARD
FREDERIC WM. BUSH
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PART ONE

THE TORAH



CHAPTER 1
The Pentateuch

The “Pentateuch” is made up of the first five books of the Old Testament—Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. This word derives from Gk. pentateuchos, “five-volume
(book).” Jews call these books the “Torah” (i.e., “instruction”), often rendered in English as “Law”
(so Matt. 5:17; Luke 16:17; Acts 7:53; 1 Cor. 9:8). The Jews assign to the Torah a greater authority and
sanctity than the rest of Scripture.

So they read from the book, from the law (Torah) of God, with interpretation. They (the
Levites) gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading. Neh. 8:8

Unity

The Pentateuch contains a wide variety of material—stories, incidents, laws, rituals, regulations,
ceremonies, calendars, exhortations. It is nevertheless united by a historical narrative. The vital
importance of this historical narrative is proven by its usage in the New Testament as the background
and preparation for God’s work in Christ. The New Testament writers especially draw on the
sequence of divine acts from Abraham’s call through the kingship of David.

A vivid example is Paul’s address to the Jews in the synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia (Acts 13:17-
41). He begins (vv. 17-23) with a confessional summary of what God has done from Abraham
through David, after which he moves directly to Jesus Christ. Paul implies that the stream of history
from the patriarchs to David is the most significant part of the Old Testament story. He affirms that
Christ is the culmination and fulfillment of God’s redemptive purposes begun there.

There are similar summaries in the Old Testament, especially the confession prescribed for the
ritual of firstfruits (Deut. 26:5-10; which has been called “the Pentateuch in a nut-shell”; compare
Deut. 6:20-24 and Josh. 24:2-13). These recitals contain the same basic details of God’s saving acts:

(1) God chose Abraham and his descendants (Acts 13:17; Josh. 24:3) and promised them the
land of Canaan (Deut. 6:23).

(2) Israel went down into Egypt (Acts 13:17; Josh. 24:4) and fell into slavery (Deut. 6:21;
26:5), from which the Lord delivered them (Acts 13:17; Josh. 24:5-7; Deut. 6:21f.; 26:8).

(3) God brought Israel into Canaan as promised (Acts 13:19; Josh. 24:11-13; Deut. 6:23;
26:9).

The building blocks of the Pentateuch, then, are promise, election, deliverance, covenant, law,
and land.

The element central to these confessions of faith is the Exodus, for it represents both Yahweh’s
deliverance of Israel from slavery and their election as his people. Yahweh’s pivotal saving deed in
Israel’s history, the Exodus serves as the model for other saving acts (cf. Amos 2:4-10; 3:1f.; Jer. 2:2-



7; Pss. 77:13-19 [MT 14-20]; 78:12-55). This is the plot of the narrative of the Pentateuch: Yahweh
chose the people he delivered dramatically at the Red Sea as “his treasured possession out of all the
peoples” (Exod. 19:5). Then he bound them to himself in his covenant as their God. His gracious,
unmerited deliverance is thus the grounds for the covenant. For their constitution Yahweh gave to his
people the law. This story is recorded in Exodus through Deuteronomy. Gen. 12-50, the patriarchal
prologue, sets forth the promise which the deliverance from Egypt, the granting of the covenant, and
giving of the land fulfills.

The promise element of this plot structure is primary and fundamental. It is set forth in its most
succinct form in God’s words to Abraham in Gen. 12:1-2:

Now the LORD said to Abraham, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you,
and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.”

As this passage reveals, this promise is threefold. It consists of land, of nationhood, and of
blessing. In other formulations of the promise, however, the third element, the promise of blessing, is
stated in other ways: “I will make my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after you”
(Gen. 17:7a, 19); “I will be with you” (Gen. 26:3, 24; 28:15; 46:3; Exod. 3:12); “I will be your God,
and you shall be my people” (Gen. 17:7c; Exod. 6:7; Lev. 26:12); “I am the God of your father” (Gen.
26:24; 46:3; Exod. 3:6, 15). All of these different statements can be most helpfully and insightfully
summed up under the heading of “the promise of a relationship with God.”" This promise, then, a
promise whose fulfillment is only partially realized within the Pentateuch itself, includes posterity
(peoplehood, community), a divine-human relationship, and land.

This threefold theme is repeated in the stories about Abraham (cf. Gen. 13:14-17; 15:2-5, 18-21;
17:7f., 15-19). It is renewed with each patriarchal generation: Isaac (Gen. 26:2-4), Jacob/Israel (28:13;
35:11-13), and Joseph and his sons (48:1-6). Its fulfillment is promised in the deliverance begun at the
Exodus (Exod. 6:6-8; Deut. 34:1-4).

The whole story is given special theological meaning by its relationship to the preface, the
primeval prologue (Gen. 1-11).2 In contrast to the narrow focus on promise and election which is
central from Gen. 12 to Deut. 34, the focus of Gen. 1-11 is universal. It looks back to the creation
itself. It sets in view the way that man and woman came to be at enmity with themselves, alienated and
separated from God and their fellows. Their plight involves social disharmony as well as individual
alienation.

In light of this deep human alienation, the author of Gen. 1-11 addresses the fundamental question
of God’s future relationship to the creation. Is God’s patient endurance exhausted? Has God dismissed
the nations with unending wrath? In response to these questions the election and blessing of Abraham
carry great significance for all humanity.

The contrast, then, between Gen. 1-11 and the particularistic history of promise, election,
deliverance, and covenant that occupies the rest of the Pentateuch is striking. In God’s special dealings
with Abraham and his descendants lies the answer to the anguish of the whole human family. The
Pentateuch thus has two major divisions: Gen. 1-11 and Gen. 12—-Deut. 34. The relation between them
is one of question and answer, problem and solution; the clue is Gen. 12:3:

I will bless those who bless you and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the




families of the earth shall be blessed.

This structure not only makes clear the binding unity of the Pentateuch; it also reveals that the
structure begun here stretches far beyond the Pentateuch itself. For all three elements of the promise
are only partially fulfilled in the Pentateuch. At the close of Deuteronomy Israel as the covenant
people of God in the land of promise still lies in the future. Indeed, not only does the full realization
of God’s plan lie beyond Deut. 34, it lies beyond the whole Old Testament! Nowhere does the Old
Testament set forth a final solution to the universal problem which Gen. 1-11 so poignantly portrays.

When the Old Testament ends, Israel still is looking for the final consummation when hope
shall be fulfilled and promise become fact.

This consummation is found in the Son of Abraham (Matt. 1:1), who draws all people to him (John
12:32). He thus ends the alienation of humanity from God and of individuals from one another which
is so penetratingly portrayed in the primeval prologue.

Complexity

The Pentateuch reveals, beside a definite unity of purpose and plan, a diversity that is equally
amazing. This complexity has given rise to varied theories about its origin. Many of these theories,
unfortunately, offer views of its origin, date, and authorship which evaluate negatively its historical
and theological worth. Since the Pentateuch is regarded as originating many centuries later than the
Mosaic period, it is sometimes thought to preserve little genuine historical information. The religious
ideas and practices recorded are said to be those held centuries later. For example, J. Wellhausen, an
eloquent proponent of these theories, viewed the Pentateuch as the product of the exilic and postexilic
periods and thus as the starting-point for the history of Judaism only, not that of ancient Israel.?

Although the Wellhausenian view has now been so modified as to be almost unrecognizable, this
shift has not resulted in a more sympathetic evaluation of the Pentateuch. In fact, according to a very
important school of Old Testament thought, represented by scholars like Martin Noth, hardly a single
positive historical statement can be made on the basis of the Pentateuchal traditions. Noth holds that it
is erroneous to view Moses as the founder of a religion, or even to speak of a Mosaic religion at all.
As we have seen, however, the Pentateuch is united in the affirmation that God has acted in history for
the sake of the entire human family in the events of the patriarchal and Mosaic story. Views like those
of Noth attack the very heart and core of the biblical proclamation.

Reaction against such extreme criticism is the only possible approach for those committed to the
truth of the Bible. Error must be combatted. However, conservative scholars have reacted all too often
by going to the other extreme, without producing a thorough introduction to the Pentateuch—one that
takes seriously both the evidence for the Law’s basic unity and the diversity on which negative
theories are based.

Literary Evidence for Complexity. As soon as one begins to wrestle with the literary character of
the Pentateuch, one is struck with the mixture of law and history. No other law code, ancient or
modern, is anything like it. The historical narrative constantly cuts across and interrupts the
legislation. This dual nature must be recognized in seeking the origin of the Pentateuch. God did not



just promulgate a law code or redeem a people through a special series of saving acts. God did both.
He chose a people whom he bound to himself by a law. The Pentateuch then has an intentional twofold
character: blocks of legal material integrally tied to a narrative.*

Other literary complexities also become obvious upon careful analysis of the text.

(1) Both the narrative and legal division have a striking lack of continuity and order in subject
matter. For example, there is no sequence between Gen. 4:26 and 5:1; in fact, Gen. 2:4b—4:26 breaks
the thread of the account of 1:1-2:4a; 5:1ff. Again, there is a definite discontinuity between Gen. 19:38
and 20:1, as between Exod. 19:25 and 20:1. In fact, the decalogue found in 20:1-17 is disjunctive to the
narrative of its literary setting (19:1-25; 20:18-21). Further, the legal codes themselves are not
grouped in any logical arrangement.

(2) Given the diversity of the material, it is not surprising to find significant differences in
vocabulary, syntax, and style and general composition of the various sections of the work. Such
differences, for example, are manifest in comparing the law codes of Leviticus and Deuteronomy.

(3) Further evidence of literary complexity is the variable use of the divine names Yahweh
(“Lord”) and Elohim (“God”) from Genesis 1 through Exodus 6. Even though these names often
occur without any evident reason for the choice, several chapters, or sections of chapters, especially
in Genesis, use exclusively or predominantly one name or the other. A correlation exists between the
name chosen and the theological concepts in a given passage.

(4) Duplications and triplications of material occur in the Pentateuch. Of concern is not the simple
repetition of identical material, but repetition of the same basic subject matter, replete with common
features, yet with certain marked divergences. While zealous exponents of the documentary source
theory have identified as doublets passages that are far more easily explained in other ways,” the fact
remains that a number of such duplications cannot be readily resolved. For example:

In two accounts, Abraham risks Sarah’s honor by passing her off as his sister (Gen. 12; 20;
compare Isaac’s surprisingly similar episode, 26:6-11). The name Beersheba (“Well of the Oath”)
commemorates not only a covenant between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen. 21:22-31), but also an
agreement between Isaac and Abimelech (26:26-33). The passage on the clean and the unclean in Lev.
11:1-47 is duplicated by Deut. 14:3-21; and the passage on slaves occurs in triplicate (Exod. 21:1-11;
Lev. 25:39-55; Deut. 15:12-18).

The evidence suggests a long history of transmission and development. A striking number of
terms, facts, and remarks require an age later than that of Moses. Statements such as “at that time the
Canaanites were in the land” (Gen. 12:6; 13:7) and “the people of Israel ate the manna . . . till they
came to the border of the land of Canaan” (Exod. 16:35) imply that Israel already occupied Canaan.
Gen. 14:14 indicates that Abram pursued Lot’s captors as far as Dan, yet the place did not receive this
name until the Danites captured it following the Conquest (Josh. 19:47; Judg. 18:29).

Positive Evidence for Authorship and Origin. The Pentateuch is an anonymous work. Moses is not
mentioned as its author nor is anyone else. Such anonymity is in keeping with Old Testament practice
in particular and with ancient literary works in general. In the ancient Middle East, an “author” was
primarily a preserver of the past and was bound by traditional material and methodology. “Literature”
was far more community than individual property.°

Nevertheless, the Pentateuch does give indications of literary activity by its principal figure, Moses.
He is described, in passing, as ordered to write or actually writing historical facts (Exod. 17:14; Num.
33:2), laws or sections of law codes (Exod. 24:4; 34:27f.), and one poem (Deut. 31:22). However, his
contribution need not be limited strictly to the portions of the Pentateuch specifically attributed to him.



Moses’ literary activity is corroborated by scattered but significant references in the rest of the
preexilic literature. The exilic and postexilic references are far more numerous. In fact, careful
examination yields a striking pattern:’

(1) Postexilic books (Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Daniel, etc.) refer quite frequently to the
Pentateuch as a written text with authority; they draw on all the codes of the Pentateuch. Here the
expression “book of Moses” occurs for the first time.

(2) Middle books (i.e., the preexilic historical books, Joshua, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings) refer very
rarely to Moses’ literary activity. All such references are to Deuteronomy.

(3) Earlier books (i.e., the preexilic prophets) have no such references. This evidence indicates that
the tradition is a growing one. The connection to Moses is extended from some laws, to all laws, then
to the whole Pentateuch? The tradition’s continued growth is further seen in the frequent New
Testament references to the whole Pentateuch as the “law” or “book of Moses” (Mark 12:26; Luke
2:22; Acts 13:39) or simply “Moses” (Luke 24:27), and to the whole Old Testament as “Moses and the
prophets” (16:29).

Implications of These Facts. What conclusions can be drawn from these data? Here, one must be
radically biblical, letting the Bible speak and not imposing on it arbitrary concepts of the kind of
literature it must be. At the same time theories of its origin and development must be recognized as
theories. Thus they must be held tentatively, with an openness to change and modification as more
understanding is gained.

Two facts need to be stressed. First, the biblical sources and various streams of tradition concur
that Moses wrote narrative, legislative, and poetic literature. Abundant evidence now exists that such
diverse abilities in one author were by no means unique to the ancient Near East even centuries earlier
than Moses. Hence Moses’ role in the production of the Pentateuch must be affirmed as highly
formative although it is unlikely that Moses wrote the Pentateuch as it exists in its final form. The
core of both the narrative framework and legislative material goes back to his literary instigation and
authentically reflects both the circumstances and events there related.

Second, the complexities of the text and the distribution and growth of the evidence for its origin
must be taken into account. These literary phenomena reveal that the Pentateuch is a complex,
composite work with a long and involved history of transmission and growth. Faith affirms that this
development was superintended by the same Spirit of God that prompted Moses to act and write in the
first place. Although this process is difficult to detail with certainty, its main outlines are reasonably
sure. The narratives of the patriarchs were preserved, primarily by oral means, during the period of
slavery in Egypt. They probably were first put into writing in the Mosaic period.” To these were added
the poetic and prose accounts of the Exodus and wanderings, possibly in the early Davidic period. In
light of the new shape of society as a monarchy, the preservation of the events and meaning of Israel’s
formative period would have had prime importance. Gathered in various compilations, the documents
of the Mosaic age may have been finally formed into a single collection by Ezra in the period of
restoration after the Exile (fifth century). This suggestion is based on the following considerations.
The biblical text itself presents Ezra as scribe par excellence, learned in the law of Moses (Ezra 7:6,
11ff.). His task was to teach the Torah and regulate its observance in Judah and Jerusalem (vv. 14,
25f.). Jewish tradition unites in attributing to him the final inscripturation of the Torah.'"” Finally,
whatever the details of this process, one must affirm with W. F. Albright:

The contents of our Pentateuch are, in general, very much older than the date at which they
were finally edited; new discoveries continue to confirm the historical accuracy of the



literary antiquity of detail after detail in it. Even when it is necessary to assume later
additions to the original nucleus of Mosaic tradition, these additions reflect the normal
growth of ancient institutions and practices, or the effort made by later scribes to save as
much as possible of extant traditions about Moses. It is, accordingly, sheer hypercriticism to
deny the substantially Mosaic character of the Pentateuchal tradition."

To explain the implications of these literary complexities, some Old Testament scholars have
developed the “documentary theory.” This is a hypothesis which seeks to separate out the various
“sources” behind the present text of the Pentateuch."

This theory identifies four main documents as the sources behind the present text of the Pentateuch.
It does this by identifying strata within the text that may be separated by subject matter, the use of the
divine names Yahweh and Elohim, and the duplication of material. From these findings it seeks to
identify large bodies of material that are marked by similarity of vocabulary and style and by
uniformity of theological outlook. In the typical analysis, four “sources” have been detected and
described:

(because of the German spelling Jahweh) is the Yahwist narrative that runs from Gen. 2 through

Num. 22-24 (Wolff). Others assign the death of Moses reported in Deut. 34 to J. J was put

together in Judah between 950 and 850 B.c. This source emphasizes God’s nearness, often in
anthropomorphic language, where God is described in human terms. It underscores the continuity of
God’s purpose from creation through the patriarchs to Israel’s role as his people. This continuity
leads to the establishment of the monarchy under David.

is a narrative of Israel’s (the northern kingdom’s) tradition that parallels J. It stresses God’s

transcendence. It prefers Elohim as the name for God until the revelation of his name Yahweh to

Moses (Exod. 3; 6); afterwards it employs either name for God. At first scholars thought E
began with Gen. 15, but they have settled on Gen. 20. Most scholars locate its setting in northern
Israel, for it gives special attention to Bethel, Shechem, and the Joseph tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh.
It is dated around 750-700 B.c. The surviving portions of this document are very fragmented. Noth
accounts for this phenomenon by postulating that a redactor supplied J with material found in E. From
this perspective it is almost hopeless to recover the E source.

JE is the sigla used either for texts in which it is virtually impossible to unravel the two sources
(note Yahweh Elohim, LORD God, in Gen. 2:4b—3:24) or in discussion of a text from these two
sources over against material from the priestly source. These sources were brought together a
century after E’s origin.

refers to the core material that makes up the book of Deuteronomy. The style of this book is

very distinctive: prosaic, wordy, parenetic (full of advice or counsel, “preachy”), and dotted

with stereotyped phrases. Wherever this style appears in the Old Testament it is called
deuteronomistic. To the deuteronomist(s) is attributed the shaping of the historical narrative from
Joshua through 2 Kings (see Ch. 9). Overall this source may be considered preaching on the law (von
Rad). It emphasizes purity of worship at a central shrine, and it exhorts the people to serve God from
a heart filled with love. Several scholars have postulated that the core was collected and composed in
the early seventh century B.C. This core was found during the renovation of the temple under Josiah (2
Kgs. 22); it then gave practical direction to that reform. The core was later expanded and eventually
joined to JE.



is a historical narrative which has been expanded with legal texts and other material. Concerned

with the origin and regulation of institutions in Israel, P focuses on genealogies, cultic laws,

covenants, high days like the sabbath, blueprints of cultic buildings, and procedures for
sacrifices and ceremonies. It emphasizes God’s holiness, sovereignty, and transcendence along with
the establishment of the true worship of Yahweh led by the priests. It places Israel’s worship within the
context of creation (Gen. 1). Older material such as the sacrificial rituals (Lev. 1-7) and the laws of
holiness (Lev. 17-26) were grafted into this document. The ground source of P is often dated to the
middle of the Exile (ca. 550 B.C.); and its final compilation sometime before the end of the fourth
century B.C.

Advocates of the documentary hypothesis have proposed a wide variety of views on its various
details. Certain scholars, for example, have divided J into two sources; e.g., Eissfeldt identified one of
them as L (lay, in contrast to priestly, source), but Fohrer called it N for its nomadic character. The
origin of P is also a subject of debate. Some scholars like Cross have argued that P never had an
independent existence; rather, it was a stage in the redaction of the earlier traditions.” Y. Kaufmann,
on the other hand, has strongly argued for the priority of P over D in that P does not presuppose the
material in D.* His position is significant in that a number of Jewish scholars continue to pursue his
approach.

Accepting the documentary framework, H. Gunkel gave new impetus to critical studies ca. 1900 by
introducing Formgeschichte (study of literary forms) or Gattungsgeschichte (study of literary
genres).!> Not concerned to analyze the text by grouping basic units into larger literary collections or
sources, this method isolates the literary units to determine their genre. It then seeks to identify the
social setting (Sitz im Leben) from which each unit arose. This approach has sometimes resulted in
radical views. Nevertheless, when followed judiciously, it aids greatly in understanding the variety of
texts in the Pentateuch.

Applying traditions criticism (“criticism” here means an attempt to recognize and appreciate, as in
music- or art-criticism) to the Pentateuch, von Rad looked for its theological message, not so much in
the various sources, but in the identifiable complexes of the tradition. He named five primary
traditions: the primal tradition, patriarchal history, exodus tradition, Sinai tradition, and settlement
tradition. To deal with the last element von Rad expanded the narrative to include Joshua and thus
formed a “Hexateuch.”

While von Rad accepted the basic framework of the documentary hypothesis, Rendtorff has
demonstrated that von Rad’s work and that of other form critics has in fact unraveled the account of
the origin of the Pentateuch as presented in the documentary hypothesis.'® In Rendtorff’s judgment the
Pentateuch consists of several individual units of tradition. These units were collected and then shaped
according to key themes and perspectives. For example, the theme of promise has been used to unite
the narratives about the different patriarchs, each of which has a distinctive form. The material in
Exodus-Numbers has been joined under “overarching patterns of tradition” involving the tent, the
ark, the cloud and the pillar of fire, and the leadership of Moses. The final collection was arranged by
members of the Deuteronomic school, since the formulaic expressions cherished by this school have
been stamped on the material. In addition, several texts bear the marks of priestly language and style,
a fact which suggests that these underwent a priestly revision. Rendtorff calls for further study on the
relationship of this revision to that of the Deuteronomists. Nevertheless, in his judgment the latter
group gave the self-standing shape to the five books of the Pentateuch.

It is doubtful that the documentary hypothesis will survive the critical labors of contemporary
scholarship. What new hypothesis will receive wide acclaim is far from clear. Certainly, the



Pentateuch is an anthology of a wide variety of literature, accounts, laws, rituals, exhortations,
sermons, and instructions. How were these texts preserved before they were canonized? How did an
ancient text address a later audience? These questions are crucial to understanding the complexity of
the Pentateuch. They lead one to conclude that it was not written by one person in a given decade.
Rather it is the product of the believing community through many centuries. Of much more
importance for interpretation is the final result of this long process, produced by the inspired authors,
editors, and tradition-bearers of God’s chosen people.

Paramount Importance of Structural Unity

Although the Pentateuch is a complex literary production, the fact that it has a structural unity is of
greater significance. Whatever the process of its transmission and growth or the date at which it
finally reached its present form, the final creation bears the paramount importance. An overarching
unity is powerfully present in its component parts. This unity transcends the existence of whatever
sources its complexities may imply. The real danger of literary criticism is that biblical scholarship
can become preoccupied with it to the exclusion of more comprehensive considerations. Such a focus
reduces the Pentateuch to unrelated fragments and results in the draining of power from its message.

Recent trends in Old Testament scholarship admit to this imbalance. There is considerable
recognition that Old Testament study has devoted itself too heavily to the reconstruction of the origin
of the literary text and the process of its transmission, rather than to the interpretation of the text.
Increasingly, Old Testament research is treating the text as an end in itself, not just as a means to
ascertain its genetic history. One such approach is “canonical criticism,” which studies the form and
function of the text in the shape which the community of faith gave to it.'” Some who support this
method focus on intertextual interpretation or inner-biblical exegesis, the ways that authors use each
other’s material in Scripture. This field of study argues for a “post-critical alternative”'® which, while
taking seriously the results of historical scholarship, seeks to determine the role that the canonical
form of the text played in Israel’s faith. In this view the

... formation of a Pentateuch established the parameters of Israel’s understanding of its faith
as Torah. For the biblical editors the first five books constituted the grounds of Israel’s life
under God and provided a critical norm of how the Mosaic tradition was to be understood by
the covenant people."?

The basic procedure in this volume will be to allow the Pentateuch to stand as it is, the essential
witness to how God brought the nation of Israel into existence and made its people into his people
through the leadership of Moses.



CHAPTER 2
Genesis: Primeval Prologue

“Well begun is half done.” So goes an ancient Greek proverb. Its point applies aptly to the first book
of the Bible. Creation by the divine word, rebellion by the human family, judgment and grace from
the covenant Lord, election of Abraham’s family and especially Jacob’s descendants to embody and
convey the message of salvation—all these basic biblical themes are sounded boldly and clearly in the
pages of Genesis.

Name

Genesis is well named. It is a transliteration from the Greek of the LXX; it means “source, origin.”
The Hebrew name comes from the book’s first word, b°ré’sit—*“in the beginning.” Both names are
appropriate, for Genesis sets the stage for a full understanding of biblical faith.

Structure

The book has two distinct sections: chs. 1-11, the primeval history, and chs. 12-50, the patriarchal
history (technically 1:1-11:26 and 11:27-50:26). Gen. 1-11 is a preface to salvation history,
addressing the origin of the world, of humankind, and of sin. Gen. 12-50 recounts the origins of
redemptive history in God’s election of the patriarchs with the promises of land, posterity, and
relationship.

And the LOrRD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he
had formed. Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the
sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil. Gen. 2:8-9

Then the LOrRD God said, “See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil;
and now he might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live
forever”—therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground
from which he was taken. Gen. 3:22-23

On the basis of literary structure the book divides into ten sections. The clue to these sections is the
“toledoth formula”: “And these are (this is) the descendants (or story; Heb. t6l°dot) of . . . [.]”
Toledoth is not just a boundary marker in the book. Since its Hebrew root yld has to do with birth, it is
also a signal of the survival and continuity of God’s plan for creation despite the ravages of human
sin. The contents are set forth in the Table.



Contents

The first five sections, each punctuated by toledoth, shape the structure of the primeval prologue. Ch.
1 is closed by 2:4a. The next unit (2:4b—4:26)—concerning the origin and execution of sin—is
concluded by 5:1, which introduces the roll of Adam’s descendants. In 6:9 the formula prepares for
the narrative of the Flood, separating the story of the sons of God and the daughters of men (6:1-4)
and the sketch of human sin (vv. 5-8). These two short pieces describe the terrible corruption that
moved God to bring on the Flood. Gen. 10:1 begins with the Table of Nations, emphasizing the
repeopling of the earth after the Flood (6:9-9:29). Ch. 11:10 concludes the Tower of Babel story
(11:1-9) and prepares for the sagas of the patriarchs after the Flood. These, then, are the divisions of
the primeval prologue in the text itself. (See chart on p. 17.)

Contents of Genesis

I. PRIMEVAL PROLOGLE 1I. PATRIARCHAL HISTORY
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Eden and before the ang lis after the and His and His and His
Subject Creation the Fall Flosoecl Aftermath Flood Family Sons Brothers

Dhivision: 1:1=2:4a 2:d4b=d: 26 311=32 B:1=11:9 11:10-26 11:27=25:18 25:19=37:1 37 3=50; 26
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Literary Genre

To discern the intent of this section, we shall look at (1) the literary nature of Gen. 1-11, (2) the
ancient Near Eastern materials from which Israel drew to tell the primeval story, and (3) implications
for Gen. 1-11.

Literary Nature. First, these chapters are strongly characterized by literary artifices of two
markedly different types. One set of texts (including chs. 1; 5; 10; 11:10-26) is distinguished by a
schematic character and careful logical arrangement.

For example, ch. 1 consists of a highly structured series of succinct, almost formulaic, sentences.
Each creative command consists of the following components:

« an introductory word of announcement,
“God said ...” (1:3, 6,9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26).
* a creative word of command,
“let there be” (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14-15, 20, 24, 25).

+ a summary word of accomplishment,



“and it was so” (1:3, 7, 9, 11, 15, 24, 30).
* a descriptive word of accomplishment,

“God made....,” “the earth brought forth ...” (1:4, 7, 12, 16-18, 21, 25, 27).
* a descriptive word of naming or blessing,
“God called ...,” “God blessed . . .” (1:5, 8, 10, 22, 28-30).

* an evaluative word of approval,
“God saw that it was good” (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31).
* a concluding word of temporal framework,
“It was evening and it was morning, day ...” (1:5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31).

This uniform style is not wooden because the order, length, and presentation of these components are
varied. The arrangement of the commands follows a strict temporal order, consciously separated into
two periods: (1) the creation and separation of the elements of the cosmos, moving from the general
to the particular (first four commands, vv. 1-13); (2) the adornment of the cosmos, from the imperfect
to the perfect (second four commands, vv. 14-31). The account rises to a crescendo in the eighth
command, the creation of human beings. The whole chapter reads less like a story than a carefully
constructed report of a series of commands.

Similarly, ch. 5 and 11:10-32 are genealogies shaped to repeat the same structure for each
generation. Again, ch. 10, an ethno-geographical list, is marked by a similar schematic character.

The second set of passages (chs. 2-3; 4; 6-9; 11:1-9) is very different. Here the story form is used.
For example, in chs. 2—-3 we hear an exquisite, literary narrative, almost a drama. Each scene is drawn
with a few bold strokes and a host of images. The author revels in naive, but expressive,
anthropomorphisms, describing God in human terms. Yahweh, one of the dramatis personae, appears
as potter (2:7, 19), gardener (v. 8), surgeon (v. 21), and peaceful landowner (3:8).!

The names used are literary devices. They correspond to the person’s function or role: Adam
means “humankind”? and Eve is “(she who gives) life”;*> Cain means “forger (of metals)”; Enoch is
connected with “dedication, consecration” (4:17; 5:18), and Jubal with horn and trumpet (4:21). Cain,
condemned to be a nad, “wanderer,” goes to live in the land of Nod, “the land of wandering”! This
style suggests that the author is a skilled storyteller. The interpreter, then, must endeavor to discern
what the literary devices mean.

Ancient Near Eastern Background. The inspired author(s) of the primeval prologue drew on the
manner of speaking about origins that was part of their culture and literary traditions. Ch. 1 needs to
be read in light of creation accounts from Mesopotamia. Although detailed comparisons are
relatively few, three basic parallels exist: the picture of the primeval state as a watery chaos, the basic
order of creation, and the divine rest at the end of creation.

Although the storyline involving the first sin has no ancient Near Eastern parallel, there are
similarities to Mesopotamian literature in individual elements, symbols, and conceptions.

These parallels even extend to technical terminology. The 'éd in 2:6, usually translated “mist,” may
be understood as an Akkadian loanword meaning “flow of water from underground.” The
geographical term “in Eden” (2:8) may be borrowed from Sumerian, later Akkadian, edinu “plain,”
which quite fits the context.> The literal meanings of these terms are not indigenous to Palestine.

The most striking resemblances between Mesopotamian literature and the primeval prologue occur
in accounts of the Flood. Beyond basic similarities there are detailed correspondences. The hero is



instructed by divine agency to build an unusual boat and caulk it with pitch. He is to take animals
along to preserve them from a universal catastrophe. The entire population is destroyed. After the
flood waters abate, the hero releases birds to determine if there is any dry land. Eventually the ship
comes to rest on a mountain. On leaving the ark, the hero offers sacrifice, and the gods happily smell
the sweet odor.®

T e T i
! et e o S

R il g
t.frrﬂﬁf i f"!r -
_,.‘35".«-:--t"--rr'f"_:'F"""""—‘_""'r =

Fragments of Enuma Elish, the Assyrian creation epic. (British Museum)

The clearest connection to Mesopotamia is the account of the Tower of Babel (11:1-9), for it is set
in Babylon (v. 2). True to this locale, the building material is mud brick. This setting explains the
scornful comment made about this building material (v. 3). The tower is most likely a reference to a
ziggurat, a temple constructed as a stepped mountain and made out of clay (v. 4). The name of the city,
Babel, reflects the Babylonian name Babili “the Gate of God” (v. 9).

These resemblances prove nothing beyond a genetic relationship between the biblical and
Mesopotamian accounts. The Genesis stories in their present form do not go back to the Babylonian
traditions. The evidence, even that of the close ties between the Flood stories, merely suggests a
diffuse influence of a common cultural heritage. The inspired authors of the primeval account drew
on the manner of speaking about origins that was part of a common literary tradition.

Implications for Gen. 1-11. Identifying the genre of Gen. 1-11 is difficult because of its uniqueness.
None of these accounts belongs to the genre “myth.” Nor is any of them “history” in the modern
sense of eyewitness, objective reporting. Rather, they convey theological truths about events,
portrayed in a largely symbolic, pictorial literary style. This is not to say that Gen. 1-11 conveys
historical falsehood. That conclusion would follow only if the material claimed to contain objective
descriptions. From the above discussion it is certain that such was not the intent. On the other hand, the
view that the truths taught in these chapters have no objective basis is mistaken. Fundamental truths are
declared: creation of all by God, special divine intervention in the origin of the first man and woman,
the unity of the human race, the pristine goodness of the created world, including humanity, the
entrance of sin through the disobedience of the first pair, the rampant spread of sin after this initial act



of disobedience. These truths are all based on facts. Their certainty implies the reality of the facts.”

Emphasizing solely the similarities to other ancient literature produces a misleading impression
that they are the most distinctive features of the material in Genesis. The situation is just the opposite.
The reader is first impressed with the unique features of the biblical accounts. Only a trained eye
discovers the similarities.

In contrast to the exalted monotheism of Gen. 1-11, the Mesopotamian accounts present gods which
are embodiments of natural forces. They know no moral principle. They lie, steal, fornicate, and kill.
Moreover, humans enjoy no special dignity in these accounts. They are the lowly servants of the
gods, being made to provide them with food and offerings.

The biblical narratives present the true, holy, and omnipotent God. The Creator exists before the
creation and is independent of the world. God speaks and the elements come into being. The divine
work is good, just, and whole. After the human family rebels, God tempers his judgment with mercy.
Even when an account shares common elements with the thought forms of nearby cultures, the
distinctive nature of the Creator shines through the narrative.

How then is the unique literary genre of Gen. 1-11 to be understood? One may suppose that the
author, inspired by God’s revelation, employed current literary traditions to teach the true theological
import of humanity’s primeval history. The book’s purpose was not to provide a biological and
geological description of origins. Rather, it was intended to explain the unique nature and dignity of
human beings by virtue of their divine origin. They have been made by the Creator in the divine
image, yet marred materially by the sin that so soon disfigured God’s good work.

Theology

Having determined that the primary purpose of this material is theological, we give attention to its
teaching. Four major theological themes stand out: (1) God is Creator; (2) the entrance of sin into the



created order radically alters the original creation; (3) God’s judgment meets human sin at each
point; (4) God sustains both the creation and humans by his preserving grace.

God as Creator. The opening chapter beautifully reveals that all of creation came forth at the free
and sovereign command of God. The world view out of which and to which the account spoke was
radically different from today’s. The ancients personalized the forces of nature as divine beings.
Natural phenomena were conceived in terms of human experience. Today we regard the phenomenal
world as an “it,” but the ancients responded to it as a “thou.” For them the variety of forces were
personified as gods.? Therefore, the divine was multipersonal, usually ordered and in balance but at
times capricious, unstable, and fearful.

The text of ch. 1 combats such a view of deity. It pictures nature as coming forth at the simple
command of God, who is prior to and independent of it. The sun, moon, stars, and planets, which
were regarded as gods by other peoples, are not even named. They are referred to simply as lights
(vv. 16-18). The sea and the earth are not primeval deities which procreate other gods. Rather they are
natural objects (v. 10). The description demythologizes the cosmos, the deification of which had led
to polytheism.’

Greek thought also broke away from this polytheistic conception. Greek philosophers conceived of
the primacy of the rational and speculative over the intuitional and inarticulate. They thereby raised
the processes of reason to autonomy. Replacing the gods is nature, manifested in the various realities
of the world. As a result, God becomes removed from nature and disappears from the horizon of
reality altogether. To this world view Genesis speaks by affirming that God is the Creator. All
creation is dependent on God; all creation will give answer before God. Biblical Hebrew contains no
word for “nature.” It speaks only of “creation.”

Heb. bara’ “to create” is a key word, being used six or seven times in the creation account. This
word has God as its only subject in the Old Testament, and no mention is made of the material out of
which an object is created. It describes a way of acting that has no human analogy. Only God creates,
as only God saves.

A major refrain in ch. 1 is the affirmation that what God creates is good (vv. 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25,
31). The final declaration (v. 31), “And God saw everything that he had made, and indeed it was very
good,” stands out from the terse, calm language of the chapter. No evil was laid on the world by
God’s hand. The value of the world comes solely from the fact that God made it. This teaching of the
pristine goodness of creation, humans included, bears great theological weight: (1) it prepares the
way for discussion of the cause that disrupted this good order—sin; (2) it sets the stage for the
unquenchable hope of the world’s complete renewal (Rev. 21:1).

The conscious apex of creation is humanity (Gen. 1:26-28). The monotone of formulas of
command is broken as the creation of humankind is announced in terms of a divine resolution, “Let
us make humanity.” Only here does the text exchange the use of repetitive, carefully framed prose for
the beauty and power of the parallelism of Hebrew poetry:

So God created humankind in his own image,
In the image of God he created them,
Male and female he created them. (v. 27)

The threefold use of bara’ “to create” and the inverted structure signal that here the account reaches
the climax toward which it has moved in ever ascending stages.

The unique relationship of humans to God is captured by the deliberately ambiguous phrase “the



image of God.” The reason for the choice of these words lies in the uniform Old Testament
abhorrence of the representation of God in any form. This phrase raises humans above the rest of
creation by placing them alongside God. The term selem “image” is explained more precisely by
d’miit “similarity” (1:26). The two words together mean “according to a similar but not identical
representation.” This description is to be distinguished from the ancient Near Eastern tradition in
which a deity formed humanity in divine shape.

Yet we need to avoid connecting the “image” too exclusively to the “spiritual” side or moral
capacity of mankind. The point of these terms is far more functional than conceptual. It touches what
the likeness entails rather than its precise nature. The likeness is dynamic in that human beings
('adam) become God’s representatives on earth. They have the natural right to explore, subdue, and
partake of the creation as the words “and let them have dominion over . ..” convey. Being in God’s
image, man and woman are to rule the world in God’s name. The picture is that of an emperor
appointing administrators over his domain and erecting his own statue so that the inhabitants may
know whose will it is that rules them. Inherent in this command to rule in God’s stead is the God-
given capacity to know, worship, and enjoy the Creator.

In chs. 2-3 we find a story of great theological truth in beautiful word pictures, full of symbol and
imagery. Sometimes the differences in the accounts of ch. 1 and ch. 2 are pressed, as though these
reflected two separate “creation accounts,” somewhat in contradiction. This opinion ignores the
differences in their genre as well as the fact that ch. 2 does not purport to be a “creation account.” It is
not an independent literary unit but sets the stage for the drama in ch. 3.

The essential fact is that both accounts employ symbol and style to communicate that humankind is
the apex of God’s creation. This is accomplished in ch. 1 by making man and woman the climax of
God’s creative activity. The same goal is achieved in ch. 2 by speaking of their creation first. In this
graphic story, Yahweh is the potter who “fashions” ’adam out of “dust” from the ground. This choice
of words involves a play on the common expression for “to die,” namely, “to return to the dust”
(3:19; cf. Job 10:9; 34:15; Ps. 104:29). The imagery stresses the bond between humans and the earth
and also underlines our frailty, especially our mortality.

Into this lifeless form that he has shaped, Yahweh breathes the “breath of life.” Man then becomes a
“living being.” The word “breath” is literal. The text thus says that man is “body and life,” not “body
and soul.”® A person has a two-part nature. One is of the earth, earthy. The other is a life principle
that comes from God. This composite nature does not by itself set man and woman apart from the
animals. They are also identified as “living beings” (1:20; 2:19) and as having the breath of life (6:17;
7:22). These vivid word pictures, however, stress that humans are the object of God’s special
attention. God’s relationship to humankind is personal and immediate. Humanity, fresh from the
Creator’s hand, is a pictograph of “the image of God.” The emphasis here, though, falls on the frailty,
mortality, and utter dependence of humanity on God. Only in this light can one see how unmerited
was ‘adam’s privileged position in Eden and how monstrous the desire to be like God.

In Gen. 2:18-25 the focus is on the creation of woman. The story prepares for her creation by
emphasizing the essential corporate nature of humanity—his sociability: “It is not good that man
should be alone” (v. 18). True human life is life together. Therefore, a life of isolation from human
fellowship—male and female—would be a perversion of human nature as divinely created. God’s
answer to man’s aloneness is to make for him a “help as one over against him.” This new creature is
to be his “counterpart,” one who corresponds to him and is suitable to him.

Before making woman, God brings the animals to Adam. Adam names them, showing his insight
into their essence. He does not, however, find among them any “helper as his partner” (NRSV). To the



ancient Israelites, surrounded by religions which had exalted the animal world to divine status, this
verdict proclaims that no animal is the equal of man, let alone his superior.

God, therefore, fashions woman out of a part of the man’s body. He brings her to Adam, and he
shouts joyfully, “At last!” (v. 23). He thus recognizes her to be of his own essence. He indicates the
fullness of their correspondence in his choice of a name for her: to capture this correspondence the
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This intimate bond between a man and a woman explains why a man severs the close tie to his
parents to become “one flesh” with his wife (v. 24). “Flesh” or better “body” refers to the tangible
side of humanity. Thus the physical side of marriage comes into its own (2:25; cf. Eph. 5:31).

This narrative (chs. 2—-3) opens by defining the place of humans in God’s creation. The picture is
one of wholesomeness, completeness and good order.

Problem of Sin. After the refrain of Gen. 1: “God saw that it was good,” the way has been prepared
to tell what corrupted that world. Chs. 2-3 address the question of why things exist in a ruined
condition.!!’ Why are humans subject to physical and moral evil? This corruption is a fact of
experience, painfully driven home as one matures. Everyone wrestles with the evil present in the
world: the inhumanity of human behavior as well as the personal duplicity in one’s own breast. The
certainty and fear of death also haunt our short span on earth.

How can such evil be reconciled with God’s goodness and with the truth that everything originates
from God? There is evidently a vast chasm between the way God created the world and the way we
experience it. The drama in chs. 2-3 discloses how humans become sinners and corrupt the created
order by willful disobedience. As a consequence of their action, the world of human experience
becomes fractured and broken, alienated and chaotic. The drama insists that humankind, not God, is to
blame for the corruption of God’s world.

At the beginning (2:8-17), the man lives in a well-watered garden of trees and marvelous
fruitfulness in Eden. All is in complete harmony, from the highest forms of life to the lowest.
Although there are tasks to perform (v. 15), the man does not have to struggle in pain to wrest a living
from a recalcitrant earth. Thorns and thistles do not grow. Only plants are used for food. For the
modern reader there is a certain unreality about Eden, for such a world lies far beyond human
experience. Indeed, life in Eden is ideal. These pictures highlight the peaceful fellowship our first
parents shared with God. There is no evil, either physical or moral, in that garden. Nor is there any
distress in human experience. Sin does not yet exist.

In the midst of the garden are two trees, the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil. The meaning of the second tree is uncertain. The text is deliberately vague. From its usage
(2:16f.; 3:3-7, 22), the tree symbolizes the freedom of choice over good and evil. By eating of the
tree, the first human pair aspires to be “as God” (3:5, 22). They seek to determine for themselves what
is good and bad and thus usurp the divine authority.

The first sign of moral anarchy is declared through the serpent’s obviously malevolent
machinations. His subtle wiles induce the woman to doubt first God’s word (3:1) and then God’s
goodness (vv. 4f.). Seeing the tree in an entirely different light (v. 6), she takes of its fruit and eats.
The man follows suit. So simple the act: “she took . .. and she ate.” So drastic the results. Humanity
lost its state of innocence forever. So hard the undoing. God himself will taste poverty and death
before “take and eat” become verbs of salvation.'?

In the sequel the altered relationship of humans with God is vividly pictured. The pair became
ashamed of their own nakedness (v. 7; cf. 2:25). Moreover, they flee in fear from the presence of God



(v. 8). The unity between the couple disintegrates. The new togetherness in sin does not unite but
divides. The man seeks to clear himself by placing the guilt first on the woman and then on God (v.
12). The woman, in turn, blames the serpent. Through proud ambition, Adam and Eve have become
sinners and lost open fellowship with God. They must now wrestle with evil at all levels of their
existence.

In the narratives that follow (chs. 4, 6, 11), the author piles story upon story to show the radical
seriousness of sin by the sheer volume of the evidence. Once introduced into the world, sin rapidly
reaches avalanche proportions. Humanity’s second generation experiences fratricide, and the account
of the succeeding generations ends with Lamech’s brutal “Song of the Sword” (4:23f.).

These two passages differ widely in literary form. Gen. 4:1-16 adopts the story form of chs. 2-3 to
continue the narrative of Eden and the Fall, playing upon themes and ideas familiar from those
chapters. On the other hand, 4:17-24 is basically a genealogical tree. It is modified with annotations
and comments that communicate the intent. Its primary interest is not who Cain’s descendants were,
but the nature of their life. This information is given both at the beginning of the seven-member
genealogy (v. 17) and the end, where it broadens into three branches and, indeed, is hardly a
genealogy at all.

Cain and Abel bring offerings to the Lord. Without any explanation the Lord accepts Abel’s and not
Cain’s. Then in a jealous rage Cain kills his brother, even though forewarned by God (4:3-8). God
immediately comes on the scene as interrogator. Now the question to the guilty man is not “Where are
you?” as in the garden (3:9), but “Where is your brother?” Cain responds with an impertinent
witticism: “Am [ my brother’s keeper?” Sin not only moves in ever widening circles; its
manifestation grows more blatant and heinous. Cain goes on to become the first builder of a city (v.
17), with its organized community life. Thus the rise of civilization is noted in terms of a shameful
posterity.

With Lamech and his sons comes the rise of arts and crafts, metalwork and music, together with
animal husbandry (vv. 19-22). The author sketches humankind’s cultural history in bold brush strokes,
uncluttered by detail. His purpose is to get to the Song of the Sword (vv. 23f.). This is a new literary
element, a lyric poem. It is a savage song of vengeance, a “boasting song.” Having murdered (or
intending to murder, depending on how the Heb. tense is read) a youth for striking him, Lamech
boasts to his wives, who presumably are to honor his cruel and barbaric valor. This scene uncovers
the brazen attitude that leads to intimidating neighbors. Such an attitude accompanies the rise of
culture. First the Fall, then fratricide, now extravagant bloody vengeance becomes a cause for
boasting! These accounts of the dark side of sin anticipate God’s coming judgment that “the
wickedness of humans was great in the earth, and . . . every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts
was only evil continually” (6:5).

The same theme appears in the account of the sons of God and daughters of men (6:1-4). The
interpretation of this obscure passage is problematical. Three main views concerning the term “sons
of God” have been adopted since antiquity: (1) it refers in an ethical sense to the pious descendants of
Seth’s line, in opposition to the ungodly descendants of Cain (“the daughters of men”); (2) it denotes
angelic beings; (3) it describes noblemen, whether kings, rulers, or judges.'* As one scholar puts it,
“if the second view defies the normalities of experience, the first defies those of language.”'* The
usual meaning of “sons of God” is angels, though it refers to judges in Ps. 82, while the singular
applies to the king in 2 Sam. 7:14 and Ps. 2:7. There is no clue in the text that “daughters” and “men”
have a different sense in v. 2 than in v. 1. In this light, the sin is that God’s decrees separating the
divine and human worlds have been overstepped. As a result demonic powers are now loose that
humanity cannot control. The third interpretation has ancient roots in rabbinic traditions. It has



recently been combined with the second possibility that sons of God here may include “both divine
beings and ante-diluvian [pre-flood] rulers.”’> In any case, whether the account reports that the
descendants of Seth have become corrupt or that something demonic has entered the world and
perhaps snatched the scepters of leadership, a new level has been reached in the rampant spread of
evil.

This account is reinforced by the introduction to the Flood story (6:5-8). That introduction is very
different in origin and form from the previous passages where the book has drawn on existing
traditions, freely adapting, modifying, and transforming them. In 6:5-8, under divine inspiration, the
narrator presents a theological judgment from God himself about the sordid and sinful state of the
world. This passage points out that human sin has become so heinous that God has no recourse but to
wipe out his creatures. He must begin again his program of revelation and redemption with Noah,
alone in his generation a man of integrity.

The final story in the primeval prologue is the account of the Tower of Babel (11:1-9). Human
beings are no longer migratory. They are now living in a civilized state. Motivated by a lust for fame
and power, they build a city and a tower. They express their ambition in the words, “Let us make a
name for ourselves, otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth” (v. 4).
God recognizes that he needs to block the tremendous evil propensities in human society (vv. 6-7).
Sin not only radically corrupts the individual, but it invades corporate structures and entities, which
strive for mastery without regard for justice. Therefore, God confuses the people’s common
language and scatters them throughout the earth.

The primary theme woven through Gen. 1-11 is the corrupting power of sin. From the beginning
of humankind’s rebellion, sin has marred and stained God’s good work.

God’s Judgment on Human Sin. In each episode God meets human sin with judgment. In Eden, he
first judges the serpent (3:14f.), then the woman (v. 16), and finally the man (vv. 17-24). The judgment
for each is the new state in which he or she must live in a world now characterized by sin and
alienation. The serpent becomes the despicable, crawling creature that people fear and shun. The age-
long battle between a person and a reptile (v. 15) mirrors the relentless struggle between humanity
and the subtle but wanton force of evil. The first line of v. 15 places the serpent over against the
woman; the second line places the serpent’s descendants over against the woman’s descendants. Then
the final two lines place her descendants, viewed collectively in the pronoun “he,” in opposition to the
serpent itself, not its descendants. Thus, the real antagonist of humanity is this primeval serpent. The
power it symbolizes remains in the world as a spiritual force in opposition to all the woman’s
descendants.

In turn, the woman’s descendants will struggle ceaselessly against this enslaving, spiritual force.
One day the victory will be theirs. This victory will come about through an individual who represents
humanity. While this detail is not expressly stated, it is there potentially in the collective designation
of the descendants by the pronoun “he.” Christians rightly interpret this unformulated hope as having
been realized in Christ’s victory over sin and death (cf. Luke 10:17-20).

An important point should be noted about the judgments on the man and the woman. The woman
and man are penalized, but not cursed. Only the serpent is cursed. Their judgment involves the
sources of their survival, bearing children and producing food. Woman is to bear children in pain and
yet be drawn in desire to her husband, her master. Man must wrest bread by toil and sweat from a
begrudging earth. In the end he returns to the soil from which he was taken. These judgments are on
the same level, for the Hebrew term “pain” is the same for both the woman and man. Furthermore
they reflect the social milieu and institutions of ancient Israel through which, under divine inspiration,



they were formulated. This is the case especially with regard to the status of the woman, who often
was little more than her husband’s chattel in the ancient world. In this light one should no more argue
on the basis of v. 16 that the wife slavishly should be subject to her husband than, on the basis of vv.
17-19, that man should scrap his air-conditioned tractors, grub the earth with a hoe, and sweat
profusely!

As a further judgment, God expels both the man and the woman from the garden. He then bars the
way to their ever returning (v. 24).

The judgment God pronounces on Cain is severe indeed (ch. 4). Since at his hand the soil has drunk
his brother’s blood, it will no longer yield to Cain its produce. He is doomed to be a fugitive in the
earth. He leaves the Lord’s presence to live in the land of ceaseless wandering (Nod) in the distant
East.

The account of the Flood reveals the excruciating lengths to which God’s judgment may go. The
path to understanding the Flood is strewn with the stumbling blocks of familiarity, depriving the story
of its full force. Most people, as children, hear the story told as a delightful tale of ancient adventure
—a tale of the venerable and good-hearted Noah; boat building on the colossal scale; lighthearted and
quick-footed animals of all shapes and sizes gaily tripping over a gangplank into a cavernous
interior, two by two; the bursting of the fountains of the deep and the opening of the windows of
heaven; the ark and its comic contents bobbing about in safety on wild waters while Noah’s nasty
neighbors (with whom one never identifies) sink from view.

The original setting, however, is far removed from that of a bedtime story. For the peoples of the
ancient Levant, the story was concerned with nature, i.e., the forces of reality that so deeply affected
their very life. As noted earlier these forces were personalized as divine beings. Nature was not an
“it” but a whole series of divine “thous.” The biblical view of God, however, cuts diametrically
across this view of nature. The God of Israel stands outside nature and its forces. As their Creator,
God uses them as instruments of his purpose. Nature is, nonetheless, of a personal order, throbbing
with the mysterious, powerful presence of the Lord. Viewed against this background, the awesome
terror of the cataclysmic destruction of the Flood is raised to almost unutterable proportions as the
expression of God’s judgment on human sin. Here was the appropriate judgment of God that came on
humanity when “every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually” (6:5).

So, too, God’s judgment confronts the sin of corporate humanity at the Tower of Babel. To meet
the threat of the evil propensities inherent in collective existence, God scatters humankind by
confusing their language. They become divided into countless tribes and states. At the end of the
primeval prologue, humankind finds itself in an alienated state; persons are separated from God and
from one another in a hostile world. Individual is pitted against individual, social element against
social element, nation against nation.

God’s Sustaining Grace. A fourth theological theme that gently blows through the primeval
prologue is that of God’s sustaining grace. That grace is present in and along with each judgment
except the last. In the Eden story, the penalty prescribed for eating the forbidden fruit is death that very
day (2:17). Yet God shows his forbearance in the fact that death, though certain, is postponed to an
unspecified time (3:19). Further, God himself clothes the guilty pair, enabling them to cope with their
shame (v. 20). Moreover, the guilty Cain is merely left to despair before his punishment. In unmerited
mercy, God responds to his bitter complaint by decreeing a sevenfold vengeance on anyone who
takes Cain’s life. He places a mark on him to make this protective relationship obvious to all (4:15).

The Flood story, although the supreme example of God’s judgment on human sin, also subtly
reflects his preserving grace. At its end there is a word from the Lord that is not found in other



ancient traditions (Gen. 8:21f.). This word offers a glimpse into God’s own heart. The Flood is seen
as a measure of the grace of the living God as well as of his judgment. This stark paradox pervades
the whole Bible. The very same condition which affords the grounds for God’s terrible judgment
(“every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually,” 6:5) is also the grounds
for his grace (“for the inclination of the human heart is evil from his youth,” 8:21). The measure of
God’s supporting grace exceeds all expectations. Incomprehensibly the natural order continues to
sustain humans despite their cruel sinning. The language turns poetic to trumpet this promise:

“As long as earth endures,
seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,
summer and winter, day and night,
shall not cease.” (v. 22)

Although human corruption is unchanged God transfers humanity to a newly ordered world whose
natural course of events is solemnly guaranteed to endure.

The ethnic and political significance of that endurance is paraded in the Table of Nations (ch. 10).
Placed strategically before not after the Tower of Babel episode, it serves as the fulfillment of God’s
command to people the earth (9:1; cf. 1:28). It also depicts God’s blessing on the nations and his work
of recreation after the uncreation of the Flood."

This theme of God’s sustaining grace is muted, however, at one point in the account—the very end,
where the bleaker side of God’s relationship to the human family is depicted:

The story about the Tower of Babel concludes with God’s judgment on mankind; there is no
word of grace. The whole primeval history, therefore, seems to break off in shrill
dissonance, and the question ... now arises even more urgently: Is God’s relationship to the
nations now finally broken; is God’s gracious forbearance now exhausted; has God rejected
the nations in wrath forever? That is the burdensome question which no thoughtful reader
of ch. 11 can avoid; indeed, one can say that our narrator intended by means of the whole
plan of his primeval history to raise precisely this question and to pose it in all its severity.
Only then is the reader properly prepared to take up the strangely new thing that now
follows the comfortless story about the building of the tower: the election and blessing of
Abraham. We stand here, therefore, at the point where primeval history and sacred history
dovetail, and thus at one of the most important places in the entire Old Testament.!”

The genealogy of Noah’s son Shem (11:10-27) serves as a bridge between the judgment of Babel
and the divine promises to Abraham. The list of generations does not sing the words of God’s grace
with the full vigor of covenant announcements such as 8:20-9:17. But it does hum the tune. As do the
earlier genealogies in 4:17-26 and 5:1-32, it catches the rhythm and melody of the march of God’s
program. Death, the penalty of sin, is offset by the birth of generations following. Childbirth carries
the pain of judgment (3:16), but divine mercy makes survival and continuity possible.

The primeval prologue prepares the way for the history of redemption. The relationship is
that of problem and solution. Its chapters carry utmost importance for understanding all of
Scripture. The desperate problem of human sin so poignantly portrayed in Gen. 1-11 is
solved by God’s gracious initiative, already intimated in the prologue, but sounded strongly




in the promise of land and posterity to Abraham.

The redemptive history that begins here, however, will not come to fruition until its consummation in
the Son of Abraham (Matt. 1:1), whose death and resurrection will provide the ultimate victory over
the sin and death that so soon disfigured God’s good work.



CHAPTER 3
Genesis: Patriarchal History

The last line of the primal history names Abram and his brothers (11:26). The earlier stories
spotlighted Adam and Noah as key figures whose lives were pivotal to the divine plan and its human
consequences. Now the central player in the drama is Abram. His personal and family story saturates
the remaining chapters of Genesis and forms a stream that carries through the whole Bible.

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you,
and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you,
and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.” Gen. 12:1-3

Contents of Genesis 11:27-50:26

Like the primal history, the patriarchal history (Gen. 11:27-50:26) is divided into five sections by the
toledoth formula (p. 16). In three instances this literary structure corresponds with major divisions
based on content: stories about Abraham (11:27-25:18), about Jacob (25:19-37:1) and the long
narrative about Joseph (37:2-50:26).! The remaining toledoth formulas introduce short genealogical
sections following the first two major divisions: Ishmael at the end of the Abraham cycle (25:12, 18)
and Esau at the end of the Jacob cycle (36:1, 43). This device relegates Isaac’s role to a secondary
importance.

Historical Background

The call of Abraham initiates a radical new development. God acts in history to set in motion a series
of events that will ultimately heal the breach that sin has placed between God and the world.

Through two centuries of higher criticism, with its attempts to decipher clues to the background,
authorship, sources, and literary forms of Genesis, some scholars have come to view the patriarchal
narratives as having little historical worth. The narratives are said to reflect the beliefs of the time in
which they were written—either the early Monarchy (ninth-eighth centuries B.C.) or the postexilic
period (sixth-fifth centuries, see ch. 1). The patriarchs themselves are regarded as figures of
Canaanite deities, heroes drawn from pre-Israelite folklore, or personifications of tribes whose
history is reflected in their movements and relationships. When these views were first developed, the
history and culture of the third and second millennia were virtually unknown. Since then a wealth of
material has been discovered. Numerous sites in Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia have been
excavated. Hundreds of thousands of texts have been found.” This material permits a much fuller
reconstruction of early Near Eastern history, at least for the major centers of civilization, Egypt and
Mesopotamia. Although many gaps and many questions remain, these discoveries have so
transformed knowledge of the period that it is no longer a dark age. A brief outline of the major
events of the period follows.?



Prehistoric Period. History in the proper sense began shortly after 3000 in the ancient Near East. A
sophisticated culture had already arisen in the great river valleys of both Mesopotamia and Egypt. In
Mesopotamia agriculture was advanced, with elaborate drainage and irrigation. Cities were founded
and organized into city-states. They cooperated to develop large irrigation projects. These city-states
had a complex administrative system. Writing had already been developed. The same was true in
Egypt. The numerous local districts in Egypt had formed two large kingdoms, one in the northern
delta region and the other in the south. A strong pharaoh then united Egypt but it was always known as
the two lands. Hieroglyphic script had already advanced beyond primitive stages. By the Fourth
Dynasty (ca. 2600), both administrative structure and technological knowledge enabled the building
of the great pyramids at Giza. Furthermore, Egypt and Mesopotamia were already engaged in
significant cultural interchange. This took place some 1500 years before Israel was to appear.

Ancient Near East, Third Millennium. (1) Mesopotamia. The Sumerians were the creators of
Mesopotamian civilization. The origin of their civilization cannot be traced. Politically it consisted of
independent city-states (Early Dynastic Age, ca. 2800-2360).* Sumerian life was organized around the
temple; religious and political authority were closely integrated. The temple scribes had already
invented cuneiform writing, and most of the epics and myths of later Assyrian and Babylonian
literature were written first in this period. Trade, commerce, and economic life flourished.

Among the dominant Sumerians, Semites inhabited lower Mesopotamia in this period. They were
called Akkadians after the city-state of Akkad, where they first gained ascendancy. Deeply influenced
by Sumerian culture and religion, they adapted the cuneiform syllabic script to their own language.
Eventually a Semitic ruler, Sargon I, seized power and founded an empire that lasted for 180 years
(2360-2180). His dynasty controlled all Mesopotamia. His domain at times extended to Elam in the
east and the Mediterranean in the west.”

This Akkadian empire was ended by barbarian tribes called the Guti. They swept in from the
Zagros mountains to the east ca. 2180. Very little is known about the following century, but ca. 2050
the Sumerian city-states of the south broke the Gutian power. Under the third dynasty of the city of Ur
(Ur III, 2060-1950), Sumerian civilization experienced a last glorious revival. Ur-nammu, the founder
of that dynasty, is noted for his law code. Sumerians and Akkadians lived side by side in racial and
cultural harmony. Akkadian language and culture slowly replaced Sumerian. Sumerian language
continued only as a sacred and traditional medium in the scribal schools.

West-Semitic (Amorite or “Asian”) caravan, from tomb painting (ca. 1890 B.C.) at Beni Hasan,
Egypt. (Oriental Institute, University of Chicago)

By the time God called Abraham from Ur of the Chaldees, Sumerian civilization had emerged,



flowered, and faded from the scene. Ur III collapsed shortly after 2000. It had been weakened by the
influx of new peoples, notably the Amorites, who were to shape the history of Mesopotamia, south
and north, for the next several hundred years.

(2) Egypt. After unification, strong central rule in Egypt continued for some seven hundred years.
This era is called the Old Kingdom (ca. 2900-2200). The most impressive remains of this remarkable
civilization are the pyramids, massive monuments to its cult of the dead Pharaohs. Egypt reached its
golden age under the Third and Fourth Dynasties (ca. 2700-2500). During this period the
characteristic features of Egypt’s unique culture were firmly established. By accident of discovery, the
work of the pharaohs of the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties are better known. But these are pale reflections
of the glories of the Third and Fourth Dynasties, in which, for example, the walls of the pyramids
were covered with carefully carved and painted magic spells and hymns—the Pyramid texts, the
oldest known religious compositions.

In the twenty-third century the central government disintegrated before rival provincial governors.
Egypt fell into a period of social chaos and economic ruin known as the First Intermediate Period (ca.
2200-2000). The literature of the period strongly reflects the difficulty of life during the national
malaise.® Finally, in the mid-twenty-first century, a dynasty from Thebes, the Eleventh, reunited the
land and ushered in the Middle Kingdom. This was Egypt’s second period of greatness. Long before
Abraham, Egypt had experienced a millennium of progressive civilization.”

(3) Syria-Palestine. Knowledge of Syria and Palestine in the third millennium is shrouded by the
mists of prehistory. The discovery in 1975-76 of nearly twenty thousand fragments of clay tablets at
Tell Mardikh (Ebla), near modern Aleppo, has led scholars to believe that a vast empire was centered
here in the mid-third millennium.! This empire had vassal cities as far away as Cyprus, Sinai,
Anatolia, and the Mesopotamian highlands. Study of these cuneiform texts has not progressed
extensively enough to permit adequate interpretation of this Early Bronze Age civilization.

In the early third millennium Palestine itself was characterized by the development of small but
well-built and heavily fortified cities, including Jericho, Megiddo, Beth-shean, and Lachish. The
inhabitants are usually known as Canaanites, from the name of this region in later texts. Late in the
third millennium, every known Canaanite city underwent a vast destruction, bringing to an end the
Early Bronze Age civilization. The agents of this destruction are not known. Frequently it is
speculated that they belonged to the Amorite groups, whose dynamic presence in Mesopotamia and
northeast Syria is well documented.’ The Old Testament counts them among the people of Canaan at
the time of Israel’s settlement in the land (Josh. 2:10; Amos 2:9).

Patriarchal Age, ca. 2000—ca. 1500. (1) Mesopotamia. Around 1950 Ur III was falling from power
under pressure from the influx of West Semitic peoples, the Amorites. The city-states of Lower
Mesopotamia became rivals. At the end of this period every city-state in Upper and Lower
Mesopotamia was ruled by an Amorite dynasty. Although the basic population in southern
Mesopotamia remained Akkadian, in the northwest the Amorites completely displaced them. This
period, however chaotic in political and economic terms, was not a dark age. Two law codes have
been found, one in Akkadian from Eshnunna, the other from Isin, codified by Lipit-Ishtar. Both
evidence considerable similarities to the Covenant Code (Exod. 21-23).

Assyria and Babylonia first played roles of historical significance in this period. About 1900
Assyria, ruled by an Akkadian dynasty, established a commercial colony far to the northwest at the
ancient Anatolian town of Kanish (modern Kiiltepe near Turkish Kayseri). This colony is known
from the Cappadocian texts—several thousand tablets discovered at Kanish. This Akkadian dynasty
continued in power until ca. 1750. It was replaced by an Amorite dynasty founded by Shamshi-adad.



He briefly dominated Upper Mesopotamia, his principal rival being the city of Mari (on the west bank
of the Euphrates). That city threw off the Assyrian yoke ca. 1730 and became a major power for a
short period.

Extensive excavations at Mari have brought to light a brilliant civilization. It is documented by
more than twenty thousand tablets which have great importance for patriarchal backgrounds.

Babylon under Hammurabi (ca. 1728-1686) was the city that emerged victorious. He faced not only
Mari and Assyria but also Larsa which, under an Elamite dynasty (centered in Susa in southwest
Persia), ruled all Mesopotamia south of Babylon. In a series of brilliant campaigns Hammurabi
defeated his rivals. He came to rule a modest empire from Nineveh (on the northern end of the Tigris)
to the Persian gulf. Babylon developed into the greatest cultural center of the day. A wealth of texts
reveals a level of learning seldom achieved in ancient times. Most important is Hammurabi’s law
code. It is based on a legal tradition stretching back centuries (as the codes of Ur-nammu, Lipit-Ishtar,
and Eshnunna show). In the code there are numerous and striking parallels with the laws of the
Pentateuch. Hammurabi’s empire, however, ended with him. Under his immediate successors most
tributary states broke away. Babylon particularly struggled for its existence against the Kassites, a
new people sweeping in from the Zagros mountains to the east.

Part of the reason for Babylon’s decline was a virtual flood of new peoples into the area, especially
from the north. The ethnic movements were so disruptive that for almost two centuries events were
not documented. New states and empires emerged, most important being the Hurrians. They were
non-Semites who had settled in northwestern Mesopotamia since the late third millennium. They now
moved in force into the area. When documentary evidence resumes ca. 1500, the Hurrians control the
empire of Mitanni, stretching from Alalakh to the foothills of the Zagros, across the Tigris to the east.
The proud state of Assyria lies under their control. For a time in the early fifteenth century the
Hurrians vied with Egypt for world empire. Moving with the Hurrians, but in far smaller numbers,
were Indo-Europeans, who seem to have been mostly a ruling aristocracy. Most names of kings of the
Mitanni empire are Indo-European.

In Asia Minor the Hittites came to prominence. They spoke an Indo-European language, though
they used a cuneiform system to write it. During the late third millennium they had moved into central
Asia Minor and began to gain ascendancy among the city-states. By ca. 1550 they had created a
kingdom in central and eastern Asia Minor, with the capital at Hattusas (modern Boghazkdy). They
soon came into conflict with the Hurrian kingdom of Mitanni. It was indeed a sign of things to come
that the end of the First Dynasty of Babylon in 1530 came, not from a Mesopotamian power, but from
a lightning-like raid of Mursilis I, an early ruler of the Hittite Old Kingdom. However, the Hittites
were not able to take the path of empire for another century. Thus, shortly after 1500, Mesopotamia
was just emerging from a period of disruption. A new political alignment was taking shape that would
soon bring a struggle for world empire.

(2) Egypt. The Middle Kingdom, lasting for nearly three hundred years, was Egypt’s second period
of cultural growth (ca. 2100-1800). It reached its zenith with the Twelfth Dynasty. The capital was
once more at Memphis (Heb. Noph, Isa. 19:13; Moph, Hos. 9:6), the political center between north and
south and the revered home of the Old Kingdom pharaohs. This was a period of great prosperity.
Literature and the arts reached heights seldom achieved again, with wisdom literature and narrative
tales abounding. From this era come the Execration texts, fragments of broken bowls on which were
written the names of Egypt’s enemies. To effect a curse the names of enemies were written on bowls;
the bowls were turned upside down and smashed. The shattering of the names written on the bowl
sympathetically cursed the people of that name. These names indicate that Egypt exercised loose
control over most of Canaan.



In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the Middle Kingdom declined under rival dynasties. With
the country weakened, foreign peoples from Canaan (later called Palestine) and southern Syria
infiltrated and eventually seized power. Named Hyksos, an Egyptian term meaning “foreign chiefs,”
their exact identity is still much debated. The majority were certainly West Semites (Canaanites or
Amorites). They placed their capital at Avaris in the northeastern Delta region. For about a century
(ca. 1650-1540), during the Second Intermediate period, they ruled Egypt and parts of Canaan. It is
not unlikely that during this time Joseph and his brothers came down into Egypt.

The struggle for Egyptian independence from this foreign control began in the south, in Upper
Egypt. Ahmosis, founder of the Eighteenth Dynasty, took Avaris and pursued the Hyksos into
Palestine. He captured Sharuhen in southwest Palestine (Josh. 19:6), their main center there, after a
three-year siege. Free again, Egypt determined that the best defense was a good offense and embarked
on the path of empire in Asia for the first time. This strategy led to direct conflict with the new
powers already centered there, precipitating a struggle for world empire.

(3) Syria-Palestine. By comparison with the evidence for this period in the major cultural centers
of Egypt and Mesopotamia, that for the area of Syria-Palestine is minuscule. Part of the reason for
this is the accidents of discovery, but much of it is due to the inherent nature of the history and
physical culture of Palestine itself. As W. G. Dever puts it:

Now that we have a more representative view of Palestine in the context of the entire ancient
Near East, it is clear that the country was always a cultural backwater, impoverished
artistically as well as economically. Furthermore, its stormy political history has led to
frequent pillage, destruction, and rebuilding by a long succession of peoples of various
cultures. This has rendered the stratification of its mounds complex and has left its material
remains in a poor state of preservation. Finally, the damp climate of central Palestine and
the choice of papyrus and parchment as writing materials have combined to rob us of all but
a handful of epigraphic remains (the Bible being a notable exception). Even if we are
fortunate enough to turn up literary remains, they are usually so fragmentary as to be
enigmatic, and thus their correlation with the artifactual remains often poses severe
difficulties. In short, in contrast to neighboring cultures, much of the archaeology of
Palestine before the Israelite era is really “prehistory.”'

Consequently, a history of Palestine in this period cannot really be written at all. A few very general
statements must suffice.

After an obscure interim period at the end of the third millennium, usually known as Middle
Bronze (MB I),'' a new cultural synthesis took place that produced an increasingly developed and
urban civilization. For lack of written materials, this civilization is better referred to by its
archaeological designation, Middle Bronze II. This period is divided on the basis of pottery styles
into two subperiods, MB II A (dated 2000/1950-1800), the formative phase of the culture, and MB II
B-C'? (1800, 1550/1500"). This last period, representing a continuous development from MB II A,
saw the full flowering of the “Canaanite” civilization which produced the prosperous city-states of
Syria-Palestine found in the later part of the period, after 1600: Carchemish, Aleppo, Hazor,
Megiddo, Jerusalem, to name some. On the basis of the archaeological data scholars have concluded
that Palestine in this period forms a cultural continuum with greater Syria. There is now little doubt
that this urban civilization contributed the major portion of the so-called Hyksos peoples who
controlled Egypt during the Second Intermediate Period. It also forged the major opposition to the



creation of the Egyptian empire in Asia under the Eighteenth-Dynasty Pharaohs at the end of the
Hyksos interlude.

Since no texts from Palestine are available from this period, the identity of the people who created
this culture remains an open question. However, basing their conclusions on the apparent similarity
between the pottery of this culture and that of contemporaneous Syria, most scholars attribute the MB
IT culture in Palestine to the arrival of the Amorites. Also many make a connection between the
personal names from Palestine occurring in the Egyptian Execration texts (see above, p. 37) and the
Amorite names found in contemporary texts from Syria and Mesopotamia. They go on to posit a
large-scale ethnic migration from north-central Syria into Palestine.'* This general conclusion is not
warranted by the evidence available." First, the archaeological evidence is, by its very nature, mute. It
is quite possible that the pottery styles that appear so suddenly in Palestine in MB II A and seem to
have such close connections with Syria arose because of the borrowing of pottery styles through
trade and other contacts, that is, by cultural diffusion, rather than ethnic migration.

Secondly, the alleged similarity of the names from Palestine to those of the Amorites from
Mesopotamia is far from conclusive.'® Even if this basic correlation could be established, it would not
demonstrate an ethnic migration from Mesopotamia to Palestine. There is good evidence that early
West Semites were present in Palestine and Phoenicia long before they penetrated Syria."” No data at
present can be construed to support the hypothesis of a large-scale ethnic migration of Amorites from
north-central Syria. Further, if the hypothesis of a migration of West Semites to Palestine should be
required by the data, it is far more likely that they would have come either from the regions of
southwest Syria to the immediate north'® or the Syrian steppe-land to the northeast.

Finally, toward the end of the era of MB II, Hurrian and Indo-European names appear in texts from
the area. It is referred to as “Hurru land” by the Egyptians of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties.
This means that Palestine was influenced by the same movement of these ethnic groups that was
described above in connection with northwest Mesopotamia. How deeply this influence was felt is still
disputed. It seems very unlikely that the date could have preceded the fifteenth century.'

Date and Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives

The voices of all the Old Testament traditions are unanimous in placing the patriarchal era prior to
the exodus from Egypt*® The patriarchal history describes a group whose lifestyle was, in all
probability, that of pastoral nomads. Because this material is family history no data relates either the
persons or events to the political history of contemporary states and peoples. The only exception is
the account of the attack of the four kings in Gen. 14. This episode has thus far defied attempts to
relate it to extrabiblical events. Almost all the events of the patriarchal narratives take place within
Palestine itself, but knowledge of that area in this period is exceedingly limited (and by the nature of
the evidence likely to remain so). As a result, the struggle of scholars to locate the patriarchs in a
specific historical time has been long and complicated.

Because of the advance in knowledge of the Near East in the second millennium, many scholars
have come to attach greater historical value to the patriarchal narratives than they enjoyed at the
beginning of this century (see p. 33 above). The ablest exponent of this newer view was W. F.
Albright,? while the most complete formulation of it has been that of J. Bright** Albright’s
conclusion is reflective of a dominant position:*

... as a whole the picture in Genesis is historical, and there is no reason to doubt the general



accuracy of the biographical details and the sketches of personality which make the
Patriarchs come alive with a vividness unknown to a single extrabiblical character in the
whole vast literature of the ancient Near East.**

Albright situated the patriarchs in the Middle Bronze I period.”” The majority of scholars, however,
have placed them early in the general era of MB II (i.e., the early centuries of the second millennium)
in connection with the presumed Amorite migration.?® This is the view persuasively argued by R. de
Vaux.?” It has, however, in recent years, faced many challenges. Almost every line of evidence and
argumentation used to establish this consensus has been seriously questioned,” and an increasing
number of scholars regard the view as no longer valid. In spite of the skeptical approach there is still
more than sufficient evidence from the Bible and extrabiblical texts to indicate historicity as a
warrantable conclusion.

First, a literary study of the patriarchal narratives reveals their historiographical nature.” Their
primary message is theological. They have come down through a long, complex process of oral and
written transmission. As a result neither in basic message nor form are they history in the modern
sense (see below).** Nevertheless, they stand closest in literary type to historically based narratives.*!
Two separate traditions place the patriarchs some four hundred years before the Exodus.** Since the
Merneptah stele (see below, p. 56) dates Israel’s presence in Palestine ca. 1220,* the end of the
patriarchal period must be ca. 1700 at the latest.*

The name Israel, mentioned in a hymn of victory on the Merneptah stele (ca. 1220 B.C.). (Egyptian
Museum, Cairo)

Second, there is significant evidence that the patriarchal narratives reflect authentically the
conditions of the early second millennium. The main lines of evidence are as follows:

(1) The kinds of names the patriarchs bore are abundantly exemplified among the Amorite
population of the period.> The names can be identified as Early West Semitic, i.e., as belonging to the
languages of the West Semitic family extant in the second millennium.*® Yet these names are



exceedingly rare among the Canaanite peoples of the first millennium. Thus the chronological
distribution of names in various texts argues strongly that the patriarchal period is to be dated to the
second millennium.*”

(2) Abraham’s journey from Haran in northwest Mesopotamia to Canaan (Gen. 12:4-6) accords
well with conditions known to pertain during MB II A (2000/1950-1800). This era knew a stable,
peaceful, and prosperous way of life. In particular, the roads were open between Canaan and
northwest Mesopotamia. In this period most of the cities mentioned in the patriarchal narratives were
in existence, e.g., Shechem, Bethel, Hebron, Dothan, and Jerusalem (if it is the Salem of Gen. 14). A
major problem, though, is lack of evidence that the Negeb, one of the major areas of Abraham’s
travel, was occupied in MB II. However, it was extensively occupied in MB 1.

This view does not assume an ethnic migration of Amorites from northwest Mesopotamia to
Canaan in either MB I or MB 1I as a historical context for Abraham’s migration from Haran to
Canaan. The description of Abraham’s journey does not require a massive migration of peoples. His
move is not even that of a tribe (let alone a people!) but of one family.*

(3) The nomadic lifestyle of the patriarchs fits the cultural milieu of the early second millennium.
Understanding of nomadism in the ancient Near East has been radically transformed by recent
anthropological studies. No longer can one uncritically adopt as a model the pattern of life of the
much later camel-mounted Arab Bedouin, with their ceaseless raids on the sedentary peoples of the
civilized lands.** On the contrary, pastoral “nomads” of the semi-arid steppe zone between the desert
and the cultivable land*' were in constant contact with village farming areas. Thus was formed a dual
society in which villagers and pastoralists were mutually dependent and integrated parts of the same
tribal community.** Movement back and forth between the lifestyle of the settled agricultural
community and that of the pastoralists who roamed seasonally into steppes seeking pasturage was
endemic. Its timing and extent depended on the rainfall in the semi-arid steppe zone. Such nagging
conflict as existed was not so much between pastoralist and villager as between the organized city-
states with their powerful urban centers and these autonomous tribal chiefdoms.

Detailed comparison of this concept of nomadism with the biblical texts remains to be done. But the
patriarchal lifestyle seems to reflect this same “dimorphic” society.® The patriarchs camp in the
vicinity of towns (e.g., Gen. 12:6-9; 33:18-20) and even live as “resident aliens” in certain towns (e.g.,
20:1ff.). They sporadically practice agriculture (26:12f.); Lot settles “among the towns of the plain, . ..
on the outskirts of Sodom” (13:12); and the contrasting vocations of Jacob and Esau (25:27-34)
possibly reflect this same dichotomy. Yet the patriarchs are sheepbreeders, moving with their flocks
over considerable distances; e.g., Jacob, while residing at Hebron, sends Joseph to visit his brothers at
Shechem, and he finds them further north at Dothan (37:12, 17). Parallel technical vocabulary has
been observed in the usage of both the Mari society and Israel in the areas of tribal kinship terms and
pastoral encampments.* It is clear that the patriarchal mode of life has similarities to the pastoral
nomadism of the Mari texts and that their mode of life fits well in the cultural context of the early
second millennium.

(4) Various social and legal customs occurring in the patriarchal narratives can be compared with a
wide range of socio-juridical customs from both the second and first millennia. These parallels,
particularly those drawn from the Nuzi texts, must be interpreted with great care. The customs, when
they have been valid, have been shown to be insufficiently precise chronologically to be used for
dating purposes. It is hard to establish dates in this way, for socio-juridical customs in the ancient
Near East were most often of long duration. A case in point is the alleged connection between the
patriarchal narratives and a specifically Hurrian socio-juridical milieu based on the Nuzi texts. This
connection often loomed large in the argument for the historicity of the patriarchs. We now know this



argument to be heavily flawed.*> The Nuzi customs used for comparison were drawn from only a half
dozen of the approximately three hundred family law texts found at the site, so they can hardly be said
to be representative even of Nuzi society.* The Nuzi customs, moreover, show much greater
similarity to the socio-juridical practices of the Mesopotamian world at large than originally thought.
Consequently the whole question of a specifically Hurrian pattern of family law is suspect.
Nevertheless, a sufficient number of valid parallels between patriarchal customs and those of the
ancient Near East have been established to show that the patriarchal narratives accurately reflect the
social and historical setting in which the Bible places them.*

(5) The general picture of patriarchal religion reflects an early era. God is the personal God of the
patriarchal father and his clan (rather than a God of places and sanctuaries as among the Canaanites).
He grants a unilateral covenant and promises of divine protection. Patriarchal religion is clearly not a
retrojection into the past of later Israelite belief. Several features—the regular use of the divine name
El instead of Yahweh; the absence of the name Baal; the directness of the relationship between God
and the patriarch without the mediation of priest, prophet, or cultus; the lack of reference to
Jerusalem—indicate this.

What has been presented is sufficient to permit the conclusion that the patriarchs are indeed
historical figures.”® It is unlikely that specific references to any of them will be attested in other
sources, because the patriarchal narratives are family history. The patriarchs themselves were chiefs
of seminomadic clans, who, in their lifetimes, affected few outside their own family circle.*

Literary Genre of the Patriarchal Narratives

Although rediscovery of the ancient world has demonstrated that the patriarchal narratives
authentically reflect the period in which the Bible places them, does this mean that they are “history”
in the modern sense? Behind all historical writing lie the actual events in space and time. Two major
problems interpose themselves between these events and what is called “history.” The first is the
problem of knowledge. What are the facts and how have they been preserved? If the historian
possesses documentary evidence, what is the interval between the event and when it was recorded? If
this interval was spanned by oral tradition, did conditions exist to preserve the facts faithfully, such as
a cohesive social group with historical continuity? Much will depend upon how historians come to
know about the events they record.

The second problem is significance. To record all that happened is impossible. Furthermore, many
events are insignificant for particular purposes. To the political historian a marriage contract between
common people is of little interest, whereas to the social historian it is primary. History writing is
much more than the bare chronicling of events. It involves a selecting of events, relating them to one
another, and determining cause and effect. Therefore, the question of the writers’ purposes, on the
basis of which they select their data, becomes of paramount importance.

The biblical writers were not exempt from either of these considerations. Their writing under
divine inspiration (see below, ch. 45) does not imply anything different about their human, material
knowledge of the past. Inspiration did not give them new information or make the obscure clear. They
frequently mention sources (Num. 21:14; Josh. 10:12f; 1 Kgs. 14:19). A comparison of passages
reveals vast differences in their knowledge of the past.

The aims of the biblical authors are largely theological, so they select events and incidents in
keeping with their primary interest in God’s actions in bringing about his purpose. They recount what
God has done to inspire faith. They do not falsify history, but they are highly selective in light of their



purposes. This is especially true in Genesis, in which several centuries are covered.”

In this light, what can be said about the historical genre of the patriarchal narratives? First, they are
family history, handed down primarily through oral tradition. Pastoral nomads normally do not keep
written records. There is little interest in relating their story to contemporary events. The narratives
are grouped in three “cycles” (stemming from three of the patriarchal generations), marked off by
the toledoth formula. They give only the most general indications of chronological relationship. If
the chronology is pressed, difficult problems result. For instance, in Gen. 21:14 Abraham is said to
have placed Ishmael on Hagar’s shoulder and sent her off into the desert. Based on the chronology of
the sequence of chapters, Ishmael was 16 years old (16:16; 21:5). Again, Jacob was born when Isaac
was 60 (25:26), and Isaac died at 180 (35:28). A similar reading finds that Rebekah was deeply
disturbed about a wife for Jacob (27:46) when he is between 80 and 100 years old!

Some traditions are difficult to harmonize with history. Both Midian and Ishmael are Joseph’s
great-uncles, yet the Midianites and Ishmaelites appear in his boyhood as caravan merchants plying
their trade between Transjordan and Egypt (37:26-28). Amalek is the grandson of Esau (36:12),
Abraham’s grandson, yet in Abraham’s day the Amalekites were settled in southern Palestine (14:7).

These facts are problematic only if these cycles are interpreted as history in a modern sense. Their
primary purpose is to show the unfolding of Abraham’s call. With that call God makes definitive
promises to Abraham (12:1-3). The succeeding chapters show how God brought these promises to
pass in spite of Abraham’s lack of an heir (see below, p. 47). This kind of “history writing” must be
recognized as the “remembered past”—the folk memory of a people. The distinction between this
style and that of the historical writing in the time of Israel’s monarchy is not in the historical reality
of the events but in the manner of their presentation. The centuries have been bridged by oral
tradition.”! In primitive societies, oral tradition is far more precise than can be imagined by the
modern western reader.>> The patriarchal culture provided an ideal environment for the accurate
transmission of tradition: it was characterized by a closed social sphere bound by ties of blood and
religion. These narratives, then, are vital traditions which were kept alive by the collective memory of
the tribe.

Religion of the Patriarchs

It is not possible to gather from the narratives of Gen. 12-50 a complete picture of the religious life
of the patriarchs. Nonetheless, enough information can be gathered to give a general description and
set their religion in its cultural context. This picture can be augmented by the archaeological
rediscoveries from the patriarchal age.

Abraham was a polytheist at the time of God’s call:

Long ago your ancestors—Terah, and his sons Abraham and Nahor—Iived beyond the
Euphrates and served other gods. (Josh. 24:2f.)

(Cf. also Josh. 24:14; Gen. 31:19-35, 53; 35:2.) What type of cult he followed is unknown. In obeying
God’s call, Abraham left Haran for Canaan. He abandoned his old religious ways in order to follow
God with single-minded devotion. This same God appeared to each of the patriarchs, chose them, and
promised to be with them (12:1-3; 15:1-6, 17; 28:11-15). Each in turn chose this God as the family’s
patron. They identified this God in relation to the family: “the God of Abraham,” “the God of Isaac,”



and “the God of Jacob” (24:12; 28:13; 31:42, 53; cf. Exod. 3:6), and, as well, “the God of Nahor”
(31:53). He is called also “the Kinsman” (see NJB; most versions translate “Fear of Isaac”; 31:42, 53)
and “the Mighty one of Jacob” (49:24). This close personal tie is revealed by the title “the God of
my/your father” (26:24; 31:42, 53; 32:9; 49:25; and esp. Exod. 3:6). This terminology has close
parallels in the Cappadocian and Mari texts® as well as in Arabic and Aramean texts from the early
Christian centuries.” This God of the clan blesses the patriarchs (12:1-3; 26:3f.) with the promise of
the land of Canaan and innumerable descendants (12:2, 7; 13:14-17; 15:4f., 18; 26:3f.; 28:13f.). He
protects and saves (19:29). He can be called on by name and petitioned (18:22-33). He punishes evil
(38:7) but has regard for the just (18:25).

God sealed the relationship with the one elected through a covenant. He first made a covenant with
Abraham (ch. 15).*° It was ratified in a solemn, mysterious ceremony (vv. 7-21). God placed himself
under oath by passing between the halves of the animals which Abraham had slaughtered in the form
of a firebrand and smoking furnace, ominous symbols of the divine presence. God symbolically
placed himself under a curse should he violate the promise.

This account reveals God to be a personal God, desiring to associate with persons. The Canaanite
gods, by contrast, were primarily associated with places. The patriarchs understood that there was one
God. Isaac worshipped the God of his father (26:23ff.), as did Jacob (31:5, 42, 53). This God is
unique, without colleagues or consort. Therefore, Jacob’s family had to put away the strange gods
they brought from Mesopotamia (35:2).

The texts give only sparse information about the worship of the patriarchs. They prayed (25:21),
often prostrating themselves in the common Near Eastern manner (17:3; 24:52). They built altars and
made sacrifices (12:7; 22:9; 35:1). However, there was no special location for such rites and no
official priesthood. Worship was conceived primarily in terms not of ceremony but of a relationship
between God and human beings. The distinctiveness of the patriarchs’ faith resided in their conception
of God and in their close personal relationship with him.

Theology of the Narratives

Patriarchal history begins with the election of Abraham in 12:1-3. His call comes dramatically and
definitively. It catches Abraham in mid-course. This sudden new beginning throws the summons itself
into relief. It provides a model by which all of patriarchal history is to be interpreted.

Yahweh said to Abram:
“Go forth from your native land
And from your father’s home
To a land that I will show you.
I will make of you a great nation,
Bless you, and make great your name.
So be a blessing.
I will bless those who bless you,
And curse him who curses you;
And through you shall bless themselves
All the communities on earth.” (12:1-3, lit.)>*

This universal promise provides the word of grace for the disobedience and judgment of the



primeval prologue. It answers the disturbing questions about God’s relationship to his scattered
humanity. The choice of Abraham and the unconditional promises of land and nationhood have as
their ultimate goal the blessing of all the earth’s communities. The beginning of redemptive history
offers a word about its end. The salvation promised Abraham will ultimately embrace all humankind.
God has not dismissed the human family in wrath forever, but now acts to mend the breach that sin
has placed between him and his world. This promise stands as a key to understanding all of Scripture.

Election and Promises of God. The promises to Abraham come in conflict with his real life
journey. He is to be a great nation (12:2), but Sarah is barren (11:30). The land belongs to his
descendants (12:7), but the Canaanites occupy it (v. 6). At the beginning the narrator consciously
juxtaposes God’s promise and Abraham’s circumstances. This problem is the overarching, all-
consuming interest of chs. 12-21. The promise is stated in the most extravagant way—Abraham’s
descendants are to be “as the dust of the earth” (13:16) and as numerous as the stars in heaven (15:5).
To implement this promise, Abraham, childless, follows stratagem after stratagem. He adopts a slave
born in his own house (15:2f.). Sarah, to protect her position as his wife, provides her maid Hagar as
a secondary wife, through which union Ishmael is born (ch. 16). But neither attempt fulfills God’s
pledge of a son through Sarah (15:4; 17:18f.). Finally, when old age makes the promise seem
impossible in human terms, “the LORD dealt with Sarah as he had said, and the LorD did for Sarah as
he had promised” (21:1). Isaac is born.

The same promise is reaffirmed to each of the patriarchs: to Isaac (26:2-4); to Jacob at Bethel as he
leaves Canaan for fear of Esau (28:13f.); again to Jacob at Bethel upon his return (35:11f.); and to
Joseph and his sons (48:1-6).

Later, this overarching promise is seen as fulfilled in God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt:

I also established my covenant with them [the patriarchs], to give them the land of Canaan, ...
and I have remembered my covenant. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm. . .. And I
will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. Exod.
6:4-8

In the patriarchal period, redemptive history is God’s election of Abraham and his line. Fulfillment
of that promise seems strangely postponed, however, for the land was possessed by the Canaanites.”’
All that Abraham ever possessed was the cave of Machpelah (Gen. 23). Abraham (25:7-10), Isaac
(35:27-29), and Jacob (49:29-31) were buried there with their wives. Only in death did they cease to be
sojourners. At the end of the patriarchal period, the descendants of Abraham were no longer even
sojourners in the land, but had removed to Egypt.

The story of Joseph provides the first stage in the transition from a patriarchal family to an
independent nation, in keeping with the divine promise. The favorite son, badly spoiled, is hated by
his brothers, sold into slavery, and taken to Egypt. There his virtue, wisdom, and grace quickly
establish him in leadership. A foreigner, he is maligned and imprisoned (chs. 37-39). A God-given
ability to interpret dreams brings Joseph to Pharaoh’s attention. When he interprets the dreams that
trouble Pharaoh, Pharaoh is impressed by his great wisdom and appoints him to high administrative
office (chs. 40-41). This position, in turn, opens the way for Joseph to provide for his own family
during the harsh famine by bringing them to Egypt (chs. 42—47). This story, recounted in form so
different from that of the Abraham and Jacob stories, is one long lesson: God’s providence brings
human plots to naught and turns their evil intent to his own ends (50:20). Further, God protects and



provides for those who follow him.

The result of Joseph’s betrayal is an important step in the creation of the chosen people. The
“children of Israel” became for a time an isolated and protected community, dwelling in the land of
Goshen (generally identified as the northeastern Nile delta). This theme of “salvation” (the “survival
of a numerous people,” 50:20) looks forward to the Exodus (and ultimately to God’s final deliverance
through Christ). But now Israel is in the setting to increase greatly in number while retaining its
identity. The promise of land and nationhood must wait to be fulfilled specifically through God’s
dramatic redemption from slavery in Egypt and the taking of Canaan under Joshua.

These accounts teach many theological truths. Two of the more important are touched on here.

Faith and Righteousness. In the stories of Abraham, the promise of innumerable descendants
narrows to the absorbing question of one son. The fulfillment is strangely, almost perversely it
seems, postponed. The point of the stories is Abraham’s faith, as seen in the account of his call. The
summons to Abraham is radical. He is to abandon all his roots—land, kindred, and immediate family
(12:1)**—for an uncertain destination, “a land that I will show you.” After the call, the narrator
presents Abraham’s response in terse and utter simplicity: “So Abraham went, as the LORD told him”
(v.4). Abraham is presented as a paradigm of faith. His obedience and trust in the God who has called
him are exemplary. That the author wrestles with the question of faith (and its relationship to
righteousness) is seen in 15:6: “And he [Abraham] believed the LORD; and he reckoned it to him as
righteousness.” The importance of this verse is signaled in that it is not part of the narrative of what
happened between God and Abraham (vv. 1-5). Instead it is the narrator’s own summarizing word that
Abraham’s righteousness consisted in his trusting—having faith in—God’s promise.

The highest test of Abraham’s faith consisted in God’s command to sacrifice Isaac (ch. 22). Jewish
tradition thrusts Isaac into the foreground by naming the episode “The Binding of Isaac” (Gen. 22:9).
But “the testing of Abraham” is what the narrator himself calls it (v. 1). It is a haunting and mysterious
story of a situation which demands of Abraham incredible trust. He is called to an obedience which
jeopardizes the very promise that drove him from Haran. The reader is cast back and forth between
Abraham the loving father, who faces unspeakable tragedy, and Abraham, the obedient sacrificer who
raises the knife over Isaac’s bound and prostrate form.”® Abraham can meet the test in only one way—
total and complete faith in the God who promised him Isaac and fulfilled the promise when it was
beyond human means. Abraham meets the test. So does God, by providing a ram. Abraham, thus,
becomes the model of the faith that God asks of his people. And the God of all grace shows his
faithfulness—as “the LORD who will provide”—to those who fear him (vv. 12, 14).

Abraham’s righteousness resided in his faith in God’s gracious promise. If righteousness is
conceived, as in modern western society, as conformity to an abstract moral code, this equation is
indeed hard to understand. However, righteousness in the Bible is not a norm-prescribing ethics, but
faithfulness to a relationship. The righteous person is loyal to the claims of all personal
relationships.®® Therefore, a person’s righteousness in relation to God is fulfilled when that
relationship is characterized by faith (see Rom. 1:16f.; 4; Gal. 3:6-9).

The transition from election to becoming God’s covenant people is not simple, historically or
theologically. Tensions arise out of the nature of humankind vis-a-vis the character of the sovereign
God. These tensions are most dramatic in the life of Jacob. If Abraham is pictured as a man of faith
scaling the heights of trust in God, Jacob appears as a very “worldly” character—a model of guile
and self-reliance. From birth, he is a crafty, scheming individual (25:26; 27:5-17, 41-45). His twenty-
year service with his uncle Laban is a continual struggle between two crafty men, each scheming to
get the better of the other. Finally, on his return to Canaan at the Jabbok, Jacob meets his match when



he wrestles with someone whom he later recognizes as divine. Only by God’s direct action, elsewhere
hidden in these stories in the “unedifying manifestations of human nature,”® does Jacob the
Supplanter become Israel the Prevailer (32:28).

After that encounter Jacob’s story is a series of vignettes of a life mastered by God:* reconciled
with Esau (33:1-11), chagrined by his sons’ behavior (34:30), revealed as faithful by the discarding of
the idols (35:2-5), heartbroken at the loss of his favorite son, Joseph (37:33-35), and finally, obtaining
the Lord’s permission to go down into Egypt (46:1-5). At his death he requests (49:29-32) that his
body be buried in the cave of Machpelah. Jacob clearly places himself within the promise God made
to Abraham.

Covenant. Another element of great theological importance in Gen. 12-50 is the covenant God
makes with Abraham (chs. 15 and 17). Covenant is a central theme in all of Scripture. It forms a bond
that did not exist by normal ties of blood or social requirements. Covenant, then, is the establishment
of a particular relationship or the commitment to a particular course of action, not naturally existing,
which is sanctioned by an oath normally sworn in a solemn ceremony of ratification.®® God
condescends to place himself symbolically under a curse in order to affirm to Abraham the certainty
of his promises (15:7-17). It is God who takes the oath; nothing is required of Abraham (except the
rite of circumcision [ch. 17] as a sign of the covenant). In this way the covenant with Abraham differs
from that with Moses (see below, pp. 72-75). In the Abrahamic covenant only God lays himself under
obligation. In the Mosaic covenant, Israel takes the oath and places the nation under the stringent
stipulations of the covenant. These two covenants, therefore, are very different in their results. Since
God solemnly commits himself by an oath to provide land and nationhood to Abraham’s descendants,
this covenant of promise depends only on the unchangeable character of the One who makes it.%*

In Gen. 12-50 are presented the basic elements of the beginning of redemptive history. God has
freely chosen one man and his descendants through whom “all the families of the earth shall find
blessing” (12:3). How this promise is to be effected and in what terms it will come, however, waits to
be disclosed. It is clear, though, that those who live by the covenant are to live a life of trust and faith
in him who calls.

God’s masterful surprises are part of his pattern of fulfilling his promises: overcoming
barrenness of the patriarchal marriages and overriding the traditional rights of the firstborn
to the greater blessing. God will see that covenant redemption takes place, but in God’s own
time and on God’s own terms. The book ends with the scene set for the next act in the drama
of redemption, deliverance from slavery in Egypt.




CHAPTER 4
Exodus: Historical Background

The Exodus is the primary event of redemption in the Old Testament. God delivered his people from
slavery in Egypt, made a covenant with them at Sinai, and eventually brought them into the land of
promise. Nevertheless, fixing the time and place of the Exodus is a difficult task. The book itself
never names the Pharaoh with whom Moses contended, nor is any other person or event recorded to
connect it with certainty to the known history of Egypt and Palestine.

When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went into the sea, the
LORD brought back the waters of the sea upon them; but the Israelites walked through the sea
on dry ground. Exod. 15:19

Historical Background of the Period

The Exodus took place some time during the heyday of the Egyptian empire. The following historical
sketch covers the end of the “patriarchal age,” ca. 1550 B.C, to ca. 1200, when Israel had settled in
Palestine. This time span coincides roughly with the Late Bronze Age in Palestine (see Ch. 50).
During that age Egypt dominated the ancient world, and Palestine lay within the bounds of its
sovereignty.

Rise of the Egyptian Empire. In the middle of the second millennium, several new states and
empires were developing in the ancient Near East (see Ch. 3). By ca. 1550 the Hurrian state of Mitanni
lay stretched across northwest Mesopotamia, from western Syria to the foothills of the Zagros
mountains in the east. These Hurrian peoples were ruled by Indo-Europeans. This alliance
revolutionized ancient warfare with the invention of the chariot and the composite bow, made of
laminated wood, horn, and sinew. Northwest of Mitanni, in the eastern reaches of Asia Minor, were
the Hittites, slowly recovering from the period of weakness into which they had fallen after a raid on
Babylon (ca. 1560). East of Mitanni lay Assyria, totally under its control. The nation about to become
prominent was Egypt, just emerging from the dominance of the Hyksos, Asian invaders who held
sway in Egypt ca. 1700-1550. Under Ahmosis Egypt threw off the Hyksos yoke with a determination
to secure its northeastern borders by defeating the enemy in its own territory of Asia.

Thutmosis I, a Pharaoh of the great Eighteenth Dynasty, even reached the Euphrates. Egypt’s
presence in Asia at first, though, was mostly limited to punitive expeditions. The Pharaohs did not
control any Asian territory. The main focus of the early Eighteenth Dynasty was on the subjugation of
Nubia and the Sudan in the south. Later, however, Thutmosis III (1490-1436), one of Egypt’s ablest
rulers, directed his attention to Asia. In a famous battle at Megiddo, ca. 1468, he defeated the Hyksos,
whose center was at Kadesh on the Orontes in southern Syria. In later campaigns he extended the
empire as far north as Aleppo. Inevitably this expansion brought Egypt into conflict with Mitanni over
control of Syria. War between these two states continued intermittently for nearly fifty years.
However, under Thutmosis IV (ca. 1412-1403), a treaty between them was concluded. Both sides were
motivated to make peace in order to deal with the resurgent Hittites, now pressing into northern Syria.

For some fifty years the agreement between them worked well, particularly for Egypt, now at the
zenith of its power. Experiencing no military threat, Amenophis III (1403-1364) pursued a life of



pleasure and luxury. He engaged in an unprecedented building program aimed at self-glorification. In
Egypt an age of imperial magnificence ensued.

A remarkable revolution in Egyptian worship occurred under Amenophis IV (1364-1317). The
Pharaoh began to worship the Aten (the Solar Disk), whom he proclaimed the only god. The Aten
cult, though not strict monotheism, seems to have approached it. To advance the new worship the
Pharaoh changed his name to Akhenaten (“the Splendor of Aten”), left Thebes, the center of the
powerful priests of Amon, Egypt’s main god, and built a new capital, Akhetaten, modern Tell el-
Amarna. At this site the Amarna letters were found in 1887. These letters are part of the official court
archives apparently brought from Thebes to the new capital. The tablets include letters to Amenophis
III and IV from most of the important states of the day, including Babylon, Assyria, Mitanni, and the
Hittites. The correspondence is principally from Egyptian vassals in Palestine, including Byblos,
Megiddo, Shechem, and Jerusalem. These letters throw brilliant light on the history and society of the
“Amarna Age.” They reveal that Palestine was organized into administrative districts with resident
commissioners in garrison towns, such as Gaza. These towns served as centers of provisions and
supplies for the Egyptian troops. They, nevertheless, were allowed considerable local control and
autonomy. By the mid-fourteenth century, Palestine could be controlled by small garrisons of
Egyptian soldiers stationed in the administrative centers.

e
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“Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair” (Shelley, “Ozymandias,” 1817). Monumental head of
Rameses IT (1290-1213), regarded as pharaoh of the Exodus, in the Rameseum at Thebes. (Neal
and Joel Bierling)

Egypto-Hittite War. Amenophis III’s opulence and Akhenaten’s religious innovations boded ill for



the Egyptian empire in Asia. Because of these Pharaohs’ lack of attention to the empire, Palestine fell
into virtual anarchy, as the Amarna letters show. Some Palestinian rulers were vying for power and
were often in open revolt against Egyptian authority. Loyal vassals appealed eloquently to Pharaoh
for aid, but apparently in vain. Egyptian control in Syria ceased altogether. About 1375, Suppiluliuma
came to the Hittite throne and proceeded to carve out an empire in Syria. With Egypt’s weakness,
Mitanni was left to face the resurgent Hittites alone. In a lightning attack Suppiluliuma crossed the
Euphrates and totally defeated the Hurrian state and put a vassal on the throne. Assyria, now revived
under Assur-uballit I (ca. 1356-1321), took the northeastern part of the empire. His army inflicted
harsh vengeance on the Hurrian cities. By 1350 Mitanni was no more. The Hittites began directly to
threaten Egyptian territory in southern Syria.

The once powerful Eighteenth Dynasty was ineffective before these forces. Egypt’s control over
Asia virtually ceased. But before the Hittites could consolidate their control of Syria, they became
concerned about a resurgent Assyria with ambitions toward the west. Consequently, under the new
Nineteenth Dynasty, Egypt was able to recuperate. This dynasty was led by Rameses I, a descendant of
the old Hyksos kings. For quick access to Asia he located his capital at Avaris in the northeastern
delta. His son Seti I set out to recoup Egypt’s losses in Asia, quickly gaining control of Palestine. On
his fourth campaign he claimed to defeat a Hittite army under Muwattalis. Although this victory
probably represents only a skirmish, full-scale war between these empires broke out under Seti’s son
Rameses II, who reigned for sixty-seven years (1290-1224).

In his fifth year Rameses Il mounted a major attack on the Hittites. They ambushed him near Kadesh
on the Orontes, forcing him to retreat. The Hittites went on to reach Damascus. Consequently revolts
against Egyptian rule flared as far south as Ashkelon. It took Rameses five years to restore order and
regain control of northern Palestine. Thereafter he occasionally made raids into territory under
Hittite control, but he never again seriously menaced Syria. After Hattusilis III (1275-1250) ascended
the Hittite throne, the two nations entered into a peace treaty. Fostered in part by exhaustion from the
long strife, the treaty was also motivated by the external problems each faced. The Hittites were being
menaced by Assyria from the east and the Indo-European peoples from the west. Egypt faced
continuous pressure from the Peoples of the Sea, i.e., Aegeo-Cretan tribes that had begun moving in
from the west in the early years of Rameses II. These migrations being faced by both empires were
undoubtedly related.

In the main, though, Rameses II’s concluding years comprised an era of peace and colossal
building activity. He spent much of his time in the various palaces he built in the northeast delta. His
favorite was Per-Rameses, “the House of Rameses,” identified either with Tanis or Qantir a few miles
south (cf. Exod. 1:11).

Peoples of the Sea. At the major battle of Kadesh, both the Egyptians and Hittites employed as
mercenary troops some of the same Aegeo-Cretan “Peoples of the Sea.” These groups were
forerunners of a vast movement soon to inundate the coast of Asia Minor, Palestine, and Egypt.
Eventually, both the Hittites and the Nineteenth Dynasty in Egypt were to be swamped by it.

After Rameses II died, his thirteenth son Merneptah succeeded him. In his fifth year, ca. 1220,
Merneptah faced a horde of Peoples of the Sea who, together with Libyans, moved on Egypt from the
west, along the coast of North Africa. In a fierce battle he defeated them and commemorated the event
with a Hymn of Victory inscribed on a stele. This hymn contains the first extrabiblical mention of
Israel, stating, “Israel is laid waste, her seed is not.” Merneptah died in 1211, and the Nineteenth
Dynasty disintegrated in internal chaos and disunity. Apparently Egypt was even controlled by a
Syrian usurper for a time. Egyptian control of Palestine had come to an end.



While Egypt struggled for its life, the Hittites met complete disaster. During the last decades of the
thirteenth century, the Peoples of the Sea poured across Asia Minor and shortly after 1200 erased the
Hittites from the pages of history.! From Asia Minor they pushed by land and sea in wave after wave
down the Palestinian coast to threaten once again Egypt’s very existence. Egypt’s decline at the end of
the Nineteenth Dynasty was reversed by Sethnakht and his son Rameses III (ca. 1183-1152). The latter
inaugurated the Twentieth Dynasty. Early in his reign Rameses III regained control of Palestine, at
least as far as Beth-shean (also called Beth-shan) at the eastern end of the Jezreel Valley. Between his
fifth and eleventh years, he faced a massive onslaught of Sea Peoples, who came overland through
Palestine. He barely managed to keep Egypt from being overwhelmed. Exhausted by war and racked
by internal dissension, the Egyptian empire came to an end under the successors of Rameses III.

Repelled by Egypt, elements of the Sea Peoples fell back to Palestine. There they occupied large
areas of the coastal plain. According to Egyptian sources, these included the Peleset, i.e., the
Philistines.? Thus the nation that was to mount a major threat to Israel’s existence arrived in Palestine
at approximately the same time as Israel. Although the arrival of the Peoples of the Sea introduced
ethnic groups into Canaan, it did not alter materially the culture or socio-political structures. Canaan
continued to be organized in small city-states. The majority were located on the coastal plain and in
the valley of Jezreel. The heavily forested, mountainous interior was sparsely populated. The chief
ethnic group was the Canaanites, indigenous to the area since at least the third millennium.

Some notable features of this complex historical scene should be stressed. First, Israel moved into
a very advanced and cosmopolitan world. During the period of the Egyptian empire, unprecedented
and extensive international contacts occurred in the whole of the ancient Near East. These produced
the cultural diffusion and cross-fertilization that J. H. Breasted termed the “First Internationalism.” In
the Amarna letters Egyptians corresponded with Babylonians, Assyrians, Mitannians, Hittites,
Arzawans (inhabitants of a kingdom in Western Anatolia), Cypriots, and Canaanites, primarily in an
international Akkadian dialect that was the lingua franca of the time. This correspondence bears
witness to a highly organized system of embassies and a keenly trained scribal class, able to function
in several languages.

The power politics of the day called for international alliances and an elaborate system of treaties
to maintain them. For the first time the principle of law was extended beyond the boundaries of a
nation or empire into the sphere of international relations. It was also a period of extensive
identification of a nation’s gods with similar deities in foreign pantheons. The Sumero-Akkadian
gods were adopted into the pantheons of Hurrians, Hittites, Amorites, and Canaanites. The grain god
Dagon originated in northwestern Mesopotamia among the Amorites, yet appears in the Bible as the
principal god of the Philistines in southwestern Palestine.?

Next, literary diffusion was remarkable. Akkadian myths and epics were translated into Hurrian and
Hittite. They appear as school texts among the Amarna tablets, having been used by Egyptian scribes
for instruction in Akkadian. The Hurrians were especially active in spreading Akkadian literature to
Asia Minor and Syria-Palestine.* A Hurrian hymn to the goddess Nikkal has been found in Ugaritic. In
the Amarna tablets from Tyre two Egyptian poems are translated into Akkadian. In addition, the
Canaanite myth of Astarte and the Sea is found in Egyptian hieroglyphics.> At Ugarit West Semitic
scribes wrote religious texts in Hurrian for a Hurrian clientele. Thus, Israel entered a world that had
produced a cross-fertilization and synthesis of culture hitherto unknown.

A striking achievement of this cultural situation is the appearance of alphabetic writing among the
Canaanites of Syria-Palestine. Although writing developed before 3000 in both Mesopotamia and
Egypt, the cumbersome syllabic and ideographic cuneiform and hieroglyphic systems, burdened with
hundreds of signs, failed to become simplified. Although culturally dependent and less advanced, the



Canaanites nevertheless developed an alphabet with fewer than thirty symbols. The economy of
writing in an alphabet made literacy possible on a wider scale. The earliest alphabetic script thus far
known is the “proto-Sinaitic.” It was developed by West Semitic tribes drafted into service by
Egyptian mining expeditions to Sinai. Closely related scripts have been found in isolated discoveries
in Palestine, e.g., at Gezer, Lachish, Shechem, and Megiddo. The forms of the letters were influenced
by Egyptian hieroglyphics. These scripts date from ca. 1700 to 1200, with the largest and most
important collection, the Sinai inscriptions, dating to 1550-1450.°

The outstanding texts from this period are tablets from the city-state of Ugarit, modern Ras
Shamra, on the North Syrian coast opposite Cyprus, dating to ca. 1300. The Ugaritians were
Northwest Semites, closely related to their Canaanite neighbors to the south. These texts are also
alphabetic, written on clay in a cuneiform script. Although deeply influenced by the writing
techniques of the dominant culture—Egypt for the proto-Sinaitic alphabet and Mesopotamia for
Ugarit—both Ugaritians and Canaanites broke amazing new ground in adapting them to an alphabetic
principle.

The Ugaritic texts preserve a rich religious and epic literature (as well as letters and administrative
texts) whose contents indicate many parallels with Israelite culture and institutions. They are of utmost
importance for documenting the Canaanite religion and culture of Palestine at the time when Israel
entered the land. Indeed, Israel appeared at the right time and place to inherit the highest cultural
legacy the ancient world had yet attained.

Finally, the struggle for world empire in the third quarter of the second millennium ended in the
exhaustion of all the combatants. Assyria loomed large briefly in the late thirteenth century but soon
slipped into a period of weakness. That period was prolonged in the second millennium by incursions
of the Aramean peoples, who flooded Syria and northwest Mesopotamia. This course of events was
advantageous for the settlement in Canaan of God’s new people. Another world dominion would not
emerge until the Neo-Assyrian empire under Tiglath-pileser III in mid-eighth century. During this
interval Israel grew into a nation-state free from the threat of any dominant power.

Does the eye of faith see too much when it views Israel’s emergence precisely at this time of grand
cultural synthesis and flowering as God’s providential guidance of the forces of world history for the
sake of redemptive history? It surely would seem not.

Evidence for the Exodus

Placing the Exodus historically within the general period just outlined is exceedingly difficult. A
review of the problems is beyond the scope of this work; a presentation of the more important facts
and conclusions must suffice.”

First, while there is no direct historical evidence for either the oppression in Egypt or the escape,?
the conviction that Israel became a nation at the Exodus is deeply rooted in the Israelite tradition (e.g.,
Hos. 2:15; 11:1; Isa. 43:3). The indirect evidence is supportive.” The story of Joseph authentically
reflects Egyptian life, customs, and literature (especially in the northeast delta region)."® This
correspondence lends historical credence to the sojourn in Egypt. It is also known that the Egyptian
court employed large numbers of Semitic peoples as state slaves on building projects near Thebes in
the Eighteenth Dynasty and in the northeast delta during the Nineteenth Dynasty.'! In addition, several
Israelite names of the period, especially in Moses’ family, are authentically Egyptian.'” The escape of
subject peoples from a major state is not without analogy in the ancient world."* From the perspective
of social psychology, it is doubtful that a people would invent a story about being slaves to a foreign



power. Indeed, this story is unique in literature that has survived from the ancient Near East. The most
viable explanation of these facts is that God did indeed intervene to save his people.

Date of the Exodus

Even though the Exodus was certainly the central event of Israel’s history, no solution is yet available
to explain the complex chronological and geographical problems involved.'* Exactly when and where
the Exodus took place cannot be stated with certitude. However, the general period that best fits most
of the biblical and extrabiblical evidence is the first half of the thirteenth century. The main arguments
are as follows:

(1) In the “Israel stele” Merneptah claims to have subdued several entities in Canaan, including
Israel, in his fifth year, ca. 1209. The Exodus, then, must have taken place a few years earlier."”

(2) According to Exod. 1:11, Israelite slaves built the store cities of Pithom and Raamses. Although
some question remains as to the exact location of these cities in the northeast delta,'® Raamses is most
likely Pi-Rameses built by Rameses II sometime in the mid-thirteenth century B.C. The Exodus, then,
must have taken place after his ascension to the throne, ca. 1300."

(3) Archaeological findings, at best, paint a very complex picture of the transition from Canaanite
culture to Israelite.”® Evidence of an Israelite settlement being established on a destroyed Canaanite
site is clear at Bethel and possibly at Tell Beit Mirsim,' Tel Zeror, and Beth Shemesh.’ Also the
sudden destruction of Hazor in the thirteenth century B.C. may reflect the time of Joshua-Judges.”!
Evidence from other sites is far from conclusive. Furthermore, the fact that several Canaanite cities
experienced destruction over a span of two centuries rather than at the same time makes it harder to
argue for a unified conquest. Complicating the picture are some cities which were left abandoned and
others which were reoccupied by peoples of a similar culture. During the transition from Late Bronze
to Iron I there was a surge of population by pastoral peoples.”? These settlements were regional in
nature (cf. Judg. 1:27-36). It can be argued that this increase coincides with the biblical claim that
Israel began to settle this region around this time.*® As more information comes to light from
excavations and surveys, it will be necessary both to reinterpret the biblical evidence and to reevaluate
the current theories of the Israelite settlement (see Chapter 10: Joshua).

(4) Contemporary Egyptian documents provide historical parallels. Texts from the time of
Merneptah and Rameses II illustrate the use of Semites as slaves (using the Egyptian term for “Apiru)
in their building projects.** Another text deals with permission for nomadic groups of Shasu Bedouin
from Edom to cross the line of border fortresses to the pools at Pithom (Eg. Pr-Itm).

(5) This date accords well with the view that the most likely setting for the descent into Egypt of
Joseph and his brothers is the Hyksos period. According to Gen. 15:13, the time spent in Egypt,
viewed in prospect, would be 400 years,® or according to Exod. 12:40 in retrospect, 430 years. In
light of this position the descent into Egypt would have taken place during the first half of the
seventeenth century—in the Hyksos period.

The principal objection to this date on biblical grounds is that it does not fit the 480 years between
the Exodus and the foundation of Solomon’s temple ca. 970 given in 1 Kgs. 6:1. This calculation
places the Exodus in the mid-fifteenth century. However, the Old Testament, an ancient Near Eastern
book, often uses numbers quite differently from a modern chronology. Thus, the 480 years may be
understood as an “aggregate” or “symbolic number.” It was probably based on the total of twelve
generations of 40 years each.” The writer is more concerned with delimiting epochs than establishing



exact time frames.

Many conservative scholars have concluded that a date of 1300-1250 suits the majority of evidence
better than any other.”” By this reckoning the Pharaohs of the oppression would be Seti I (1305-1290)
and Rameses II (1290-1213). The Exodus then took place under the latter Pharaoh. Nonetheless,
present information cannot determine with certainty that the Exodus took place during this period.

Route of the Exodus

No more certain is the route of the Exodus or the location of Mt. Sinai.?® With increased knowledge of
the topography of the northeast delta, a few of the sites mentioned in Exod. 12:37; 13:17-14:4; and
Num. 33:5-8 can be located with some certainty (see Map, p. 62). Raamses, the starting point, is to be
located in the vicinity of Qantir. Succoth, the next stopping point, is usually identified with Eg. Tjeku,
modern Tell el-Maskhuta in the Wadi Tumilat, the valley forming the main route to the east from the
Nile area. It is about 22 mi. NW of Pi-Rameses. This area is usually equated with Goshen, where the
Israelites settled in Joseph’s day. The next three sites, Etham, Pi-Hahiroth, and Migdol, are quite
uncertain.” The name usually translated “Red Sea” means literally “Sea of Reeds”* and doubtless
refers to one of the reed-filled, sweet-water marshes between and around Lake Menzaleh and the
Bitter Lakes to the south, along the present Suez Canal. The fourth site, Baal-zephon, is often
identified with Tell Defneh on the western shore of Lake Menzaleh about 5 mi. west of modern
Qantara,* well within the area where the Sea of Reeds must be located.

Two plausible locations for the crossing of the Sea of Reeds may then be proposed. One is in the
south near the Bitter Lakes. In that case the Israelites moved directly west or southwest from Succoth
(Wadi Tumilat), crossing a marshy lake, into the Sinai Desert.** The other location is in the north,
near Tell Defneh (Baal-zephon). Then the Israelites doubled back from Succoth (14:1), crossing an
arm of Lake Menzaleh, turning south into Sinai.*® It is not possible, however, to establish the exact
route.

It is certain that the Israelites did not take the normal route from Egypt to Canaan, known later as
“the way of the Philistines” (Exod. 13:17). This road paralleled the coast, reaching Canaan at Gaza
(see Map, p. 62). Since this route was controlled by Egyptian forts and supply stations, the Israelites
would have had to face Egyptian troops (v. 17b). They therefore chose to go by the “Way of the
Wilderness” (v. 18). After crossing the Sea of Reeds, they entered the “Wilderness of Shur” (15:22;
Num. 33:8) in the northwest Sinai Peninsula (cf. 1 Sam. 15:7; 27:8), east of the region between Lake
Timsah and Lake Menzaleh. From there they proceeded by various stations to Mt. Sinai.

Direct evidence for the location of Sinai and Israelite presence there may never be forthcoming.
That presence was, historically speaking, ephemeral. The Israelite tribes left behind no sedentary
population to perpetuate the names of places they visited. In fact, Sinai itself has never had a sedentary
population, so names have been attached to few sites with any permanence. Hence scarcely any names
from the Mosaic period are likely to have survived in the Arabic nomenclature of the area. However,
the awesome granite mountains near the traditional site of Jebel Musa (Arab. “Mountain of Moses”)
and the Monastery of St. Catherine (see Map) remain the most plausible site for Mt. Sinai (Horeb, in
some passages). The identification in Christian tradition reaches back at least to the fourth century AD.
when monks from Egypt settled there. The Bible makes clear that Mt. Sinai was far south of Kadesh-
barnea. Deut. 1:2 depicts the journey from Kadesh-barnea to Mt. Sinai as eleven days, and Elijah took
“forty days and forty nights” (meaning a very long journey) to reach Sinai from Beersheba (1 Kgs.
19:8).
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CHAPTER 5
Exodus: Message

The story that began brightly with Adam and Eve living in a garden ended gloomily with Joseph
lying in a coffin in Egypt (Gen. 50:26). God’s promises to the patriarchs needed new expression and
fresh action to implement them. The book of Exodus conveys that expression and action.

I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of
slavery; you shall have no other gods before me. Exod. 20:2

Name and Contents

“Exodus” is derived from its name in the LXX, exodos “departure” (Exod. 19:1). It is an excellent
name, for this book recounts the formative event in Israel’s history, the “departure from Egypt” (1:1-

15:21). In the Hebrew Bible the book is known from its first two words, w®’élleh smét, “these are the
names” (often just $*mot, “Names™).

The book centers on two crucial divine acts in Israel’s history: God mightily delivered his people
from slavery in Egypt (1:1-18:26), and he entered into covenant with them at Mt. Sinai (19:1-40:38).
The term “Exodus” sometimes has a broad meaning, encompassing the whole complex of events
from the deliverance to entry into the promised land (cf. 3:7-10). As such, it forms the high point of
Old Testament redemptive history.

The contents of the book can be outlined as follows:

Deliverance from Egypt and journey to Sinai (1:1-18:27)
Oppression of Hebrews in Egypt (1:1-22)
Birth and early life of Moses: his call and mission to Pharaoh (2:1-6:27)
Plagues and Passover (6:28-13:16)
Exodus from Egypt and deliverance at Sea of Reeds (13:17-15:21)
Journey to Sinai (15:22-18:27)
Covenant at Sinai (19:1-24:18)
Theophany on Sinai (19:1-25)
Granting of covenant (20:1-21)
Book of the Covenant (20:22-23:33)
Ratification of covenant (24:1-18)
Instructions for tabernacle and cultus (25:1-31:18)
Tabernacle and furnishings (25:1-27:21; 29:36-30:38)
Priests and consecration (28:1-29:35)
Craftsmen of tabernacle (31:1-11)
Observance of Sabbath (31:12-18)



Breach and renewal of covenant (32:1-34:35)
Golden calf (32:1-35)
God’s presence with Moses and people (33:1-23)
Renewal of covenant (34:1-35)
Building of tabernacle (35:1-40:38)
Freewill offering (35:1-29)
Appointment of craftsmen (35:30-36:1)
Building of tabernacle and furnishings (36:2-39:43)
Completion and dedication of tabernacle (40:1-38)

Role of Moses

Moses is the key figure in the Pentateuchal narratives, from Exodus through Deuteronomy.
Throughout the Old Testament he is regarded as the founder of Israel’s religion, promulgator of the
law, organizer of the tribes in work and worship, and their charismatic leader. Consequently those
who would regard him as unhistorical or a later addition to the Pentateuch' render inexplicable the
religion and even the very existence of Israel.?

Name, Parentage, and Early Life. The book opens with the account of the great population increase
of the Hebrews in Egypt. God’s promise to Abraham of plentiful posterity (Gen. 12:2) was being
fulfilled but at high cost. Their numbers had become so large that the Pharaoh began to fear for the
security of his nation. This situation may have developed after the Hyksos period, when Palestinian
Semites did seize power. To fortify the northeast frontier, where the Hyksos entered Egypt, Pharaoh
reduced the Hebrews to state slaves. He put them to work on many building projects in the delta,
notably the cities of Pithom and Raamses. When his stratagem to limit their increase failed (1:15-21),
he decreed that all males born to the Hebrews were to be drowned in the Nile.

In these circumstances Moses was born. After a time his mother hid him in a basket and placed him
in the reeds along the Nile, hoping that he might somehow survive. A daughter of Pharaoh found the
child and adopted him. His sister, who was watching the basket from a distance, saw the daughter of
Pharaoh rescue her brother. She then went up to her and secured the employment of his own mother
as nurse. The sister, Miriam, reappears at the end of the Exodus rescue as one of its featured
celebrants (15:20-21). The God of surprises uses her both to initiate and to culminate this story of
deliverance.

Although no details are given, Moses apparently grew up in the Egyptian court, receiving an
education for royalty (cf. Acts 7:22; Heb. 11:23-28). He was certainly trained in reading, writing,
archery, and administration. These skills equipped him for posts of confidence and responsibility in
government administration.?

The daughter of Pharaoh named him Moses, “because I drew him out of the water” (2:10). This
constitutes a wordplay between the Hebrew name Moseh and the verb masa “to draw out.” Most
scholars feel the name is actually Egyptian, and related to the names of Pharaohs of the Eighteenth
Dynasty such as Thutmosis or Ahmosis. If so, the explanation in 2:10 must be regarded as popular
etymology,* in which words are connected because of similarity of sound.

In the introduction to the story of Moses (ch. 2) neither his father or mother are named; both of
them were from the tribe of Levi. The four-member genealogy in 6:16-20 then is probably best



understood as tribe (Levi), clan (Kohath), and family group (Amram by Jochebed). Then came Moses
and Aaron, several generations later.” The next time Moses is mentioned, he is an adult.

Moses in Midian. Seeing a Hebrew being beaten, Moses came to his defense and slew the Egyptian
bully. This incident demonstrates that he was aware of his origin and race. Fearing for his life, he fled
Egypt and took refuge in Midian.® There Moses settled with Jethro, priest of Midian, and married his
daughter Zipporah. She bore him two sons.

The narrative next reports that the Pharaoh who sought Moses had died (2:23-25). It also states that
God had heard the cries of his people in Egypt and remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. This statement indicates that God was about to set in motion the deliverance of the people
from Egyptian slavery.

Call of Moses. While pasturing Jethro’s sheep near Horeb, “the mountain of God,” Moses came
upon a strange sight. A bush was burning, yet not consumed (3:2). Turning aside to investigate, he was
addressed by God, who introduced himself as “the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (v. 6a). Moses knew immediately who was speaking to him and hid his
face, “for he was afraid to look at God” (v. 6b). After stating his intention to deliver his people from
their hard lot (vv. 7-9), God commissioned his messenger: “So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to
bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt” (v. 10).

Suddenly, all was transformed: the shepherd was to become the deliverer. Indeed, so radical was the
call that Moses raised a series of objections, to which God patiently responded (3:11-4:17). In this
dialogue, material of great theological import is set forth:

(1) Revelation of the divine name. Moses objected, because of the contrast between his humble
status as an exiled shepherd and the loftiness of his mission: “Who am I that I should go to
Pharaoh . . . ?” God replied with the great, unconditional promise that he himself would be with
Moses (3:11f.). Moses, however, remained unpersuaded, apprehensive that the people would question
his commission:

“If I go to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘“The God of your fathers has sent me to
you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” (v. 13)

God responded with a revelation of the divine name. That revelation is reiterated three times in
slightly different forms for emphasis:

“I Am who I Am. . .. Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I Am has sent me to you. . ..
Yahweh, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob, has sent me to you’:

This is my name forever,
and this my title for all generations.” (vv. 14f.)

To grasp the force of Moses’ question, we must understand that a name in ancient times was bound
closely with that person’s essence.” It expressed one’s character. To learn a person’s name was to have
access to a person’s very character.! Moses is really asking “What is God’s relationship to the people?
He has been the ‘God of the ancestors.” Who is he now?” The force of God’s name can be seen in
33:18f. There Moses asks to see God’s glory. When God passes by Moses and manifests his glory (vv.



22f.), he proclaims his name, stressing his grace and mercy (34:5-7).

God’s response, usually translated “I am who I am,” sounds evasive. Can it be a refusal to answer?’
No, for in 3:15 God does reveal his name—Yahweh. Thus the words of v. 14 explain the name
Yahweh. “I am who I am” reflects a Hebrew idiom in which something is defined in terms of itself. It
can indicate something undetermined, but can also express totality or intensity."” For example, “T will
be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy” (33:19)
means “I am indeed he who is gracious and shows mercy.”!! Taken with that force, “I am who I am”
means “I am indeed he who is.”'? Further, this statement is not philosophical. Rather it has an
efficacious sense: “I am he who is there (for you)—really and truly present, ready to help and to act.”
This interpretation is strongly supported by the need of the people of Israel for God’s powerful
presence to overcome their hopeless situation. By revealing his personal name, God has made
himself accessible to his people in fellowship and in saving power.

The name YHWH is sometimes referred to as the “tetragrammaton.”’® The interpretation given in v.
14 takes the name to be the third person form of the verb haya “to be,” i.e., “he is.” God, in speaking
of himself, does not say “he is” but “I am.” Thus only God himself can say “I am.” Others must say
“he is.” From the period of the second (postexilic) temple on, the Jewish community refrained from
pronouncing this name out of their high reverence for God. The difficulty of translating such a name,
combined with respect for the Jewish community, leads most modern translators to follow the KJV in
rendering it LORD (usually in small capital letters to distinguish it from the ordinary Heb. ‘adonay
“lord”).

(2) Moses, the prophet. Even after the revelation of God’s name, Moses continued to object to his
call. In 4:10ff. he complained that he was not eloquent but slow of speech and tongue. God countered
with the promise to be “with his mouth,” teaching him what to speak. God kept after Moses, forcing
him to decide. Moses couched his refusal in the desperate plea that God send someone else (v. 13).
Still, God would not bypass his stubborn messenger. But he made a concession: Aaron was
commissioned as Moses’ spokesman. Moses would play the role of God, and Aaron would be his
prophet (vv. 14-16; see also 7:1-2). Finally conceding to God’s call (4:8), Moses was commissioned
in characteristic prophetic fashion. We note the “messenger formula” by which the prophetic word
was authorized as the word of God: “Thus says the Lord.” Although prophecy did not reach its fullest
development until the period of the Monarchy, its form emerged full-blown in the call, commission,
and task of Moses, prophet of God par excellence (Deut. 18:15-20; Hos. 12:13).!

Plagues and the Passover

When Moses confronted Pharaoh, insisting that he let the Hebrews go, he received in reply an
unqualified “no”:

“Who is the LORD, that I should heed him and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD, and I
will not let Israel go.” (5:2)

As a result a battle was about to take place between Yahweh and Pharaoh, whom the Egyptians viewed
as an incarnate deity. God made his power and authority evident in a series of ten catastrophes or
“plagues” (9:14) that devastated Egypt. Through these plagues the Lord defeated the Egyptian gods,
including Pharaoh. Pharaoh ultimately allowed Israel to leave (7:8—-13:16).



Plagues. The first nine plagues are a continuous series (7:8—-10:29), set apart from the tenth, the
death of the firstborn. The nine are structured by a literary device that groups them into three sets of
three plagues. In the first plague in each set Moses is commanded to appear before Pharaoh at the
river. In the second he is to “come before Pharaoh” at his palace. In the third he is to make a gesture
which brings the plague without warning to Pharaoh.

First Set Second Set Third Set Structure

4. Land swarms with

flies 7. Hail destroys crops | Moses appears before Pharaoh in morning at river

1. Water turns to blood

2. Frogs leave water, cover | 5. Cattle in field die 8. Locusts devour all Moses “comes before” Pharach

land of plague that is left
3. Land fills with 6. Boils cover man 9. Thick darkness Moses and Aaron do not appear before Pharaoh but use
mosquitoes or gnats and beast covers land a symbolic gesture

This pattern and other elements of literary structure' show that this account had a long history of
transmission before reaching its current form. This has led some interpreters to conclude that the
narratives were not historical but rather “piously decorated accounts” whose actual value was
“symbolic.”'® But a recognition that an account has long, complex transmission need not prejudice its
historical worth. Its historical value can be decided only by determining how closely the received
account fits the background of the time and place of its origin.

Jacob. (Neal and Joel Bierling)

An important study shows that the nine plagues fit precisely the natural phenomena of Egypt.!” In
this study all the plagues (except the hail) form a sequence of severe natural events which exhibit a
cause-and-effect relationship in the very order of their happening. The plagues begin with an
abnormally high inundation of the Nile. These extremely high waters would have washed down large
quantities of bright red earth of the Ethiopian plateau. This soil plus reddish-colored microorganisms



called flagellates, turned the Nile blood red and foul, killing the fish (first plague). The decomposing
fish caused the frogs to desert the river banks (second plague) and infected them with the disease
organism Bacillus anthracis, which in turn caused the frogs’ sudden death. The third and fourth
plagues are mosquitoes and the Stomoxys calcitrans fly, both of which breed freely in the conditions
created by the stagnant waters of the retreating Nile flood. The cattle disease (fifth plague) was
anthrax, caused by the contaminated dead frogs. The boils on men and cattle (sixth plague) would be
skin anthrax, principally transmitted by the bite of the fly of the fourth plague. Hail and thunderstorms
(seventh plague) would destroy flax and barley but leave the wheat and spelt for the locusts (eighth
plague), whose immense numbers (10:6) would be favored by the same Abyssinian rains that had
caused the initial flood. Finally, the thick darkness (ninth plague; v. 21) aptly describes an unusually
strong hamsin,'® made far worse by the thick layer of fine red dust from the mud deposit of the
inundation. In this interpretation the miraculous elements consist both in the unusual severity of the
events' and in their timing. God uses the created order for his own ends.

However, the tenth plague—the death of the firstborn children—has no “natural” explanation.?’
This catastrophe is described in a very complex section (12:1-13:16) that also narrates and gives
regulations for the Passover meal, feast of Unleavened Bread (massot), and redemption of the
firstborn.

Passover. In the Passover meal (12:1-14) a year-old male animal from the flock (i.e., sheep or goat)
was sacrificed and roasted. The Israelites ate it with their “loins girded. . . . sandals on [their] feet,
and . .. staff in . .. hand” (v. 11), ready for an immediate journey. Some blood of the sacrifice was
placed on the lintel and two doorposts to mark the houses of the Israelites. When God saw the blood,
he passed over that house, sparing the firstborn.

With the lamb the Israelites ate unleavened bread and bitter herbs. On leaving Egypt, they took the
still unleavened dough (v. 34). When they arrived at Succoth, they baked cakes with it. This whole
sequence following the night of Passover is to be memorialized by the Feast of Unleavened Bread,
described in vv. 15-20. This feast signified the haste with which they left Egypt.

The original meaning of Heb. pesah “passover” (Gk. pascha, hence Eng. “paschal”) is much
disputed. The verbal form (pasah) occurs only in vv. 13, 23, and 27. In vv. 13 and 27, the verb clearly
means “to pass over, to spare.”* When in vv. 21ff. Moses carries out God’s instructions given in vv.
1-14, he tells the Israelites to “kill the Passover lamb,” without defining the term. Many believe that
Moses was speaking of something already known, perhaps a spring festival customary to a shepherd
people. Similarly, the Feast of Unleavened Bread originally may have been a spring agricultural
festival.”? Evidence for the origin of these festivals prior to Moses and the Exodus is highly
suggestive. If such was the case, the meaning of these feasts was reinterpreted radically as a result of
the dramatic deliverance from Egypt.®

As Israel’s circumstances have changed, so have the specific rites of the Passover celebration. After
the settlement in Canaan, it probably continued as a home celebration, as in Egypt. At some stage it
became a pilgrim festival, with the slaughter of the lamb taking place in the temple (see Deut. 16:5-6).
By New Testament times the communal meal was eaten in private, though part of the ritual took place
in the temple. After the destruction of the temple in AD. 70, Passover again became a home festival, a
family celebration of God’s rescue of his people from slavery. It has played a crucial role in
preserving the identity of the Jews in the diaspora.

The Last Supper, which Jesus celebrated with his disciples in the upper room was certainly
patterned after a passover meal, if not the Passover itself.?* Through this event the Passover was
transformed in Christian observance into the Lord’s Supper. That meal commemorates the death of



Jesus the Messiah, through whom all that the Passover and old covenant anticipated has been brought
to full fruition.

Deliverance at the Sea of Reeds

In his confrontation with Pharaoh, Moses acted primarily as a prophet, a messenger. His message,
“Thus says the LORD . .. ‘Let my people go ...”” (5:1), was repeated and reinforced by the plagues.
After the death of the firstborn, Pharaoh finally acceded to this demand (12:29-32). The Israelites,
fortified and united by the solemn Passover meal, departed from Egypt (vv. 37-42). Although their
exact route is not known (see pp. 60-61), they eventually arrived beside the “Sea of Reeds.” This body
of water was a natural barrier to entering Sinai. True to his character, Pharaoh had a change of heart.
He mustered his chariotry and troops to overtake the escaping Israelites. The Israelites, trapped
between the onrushing Egyptians and the sea, feared for their lives. The people complained. Moses
spoke to them an oracle of salvation (14:13-14). Then God told him to lift up his rod so that the
people might cross the sea on dry ground. God sent a strong easterly wind all night that drove back
the waters (14:21), and the Israelites crossed to the other side. The pursuing Egyptians, however, got
their chariot wheels mired in the soft ground. When the waters returned, they were engulfed.

That day, Yahweh rescued Israel from the clutches of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the
Egyptians lying dead on the seashore. When Israel saw the mighty deed that Yahweh had
performed against the Egyptians, the people revered Yahweh and put their faith in Yahweh
and in Moses, his servant. (vv. 30f., NJB)

In response Moses composed a song of victory and praise (15:1-18). The song expressed the
people’s faith in Yahweh.” It is so exclusively focused on God that Moses is not even mentioned. This
presents a sharp contrast to the literature of Israel’s neighbors which lauded their heroes.”’

The opening of the song brims with faith and joy as it looks back on the Genesis stories:

Yahweh is my strength and my song,
and he has become my salvation;
this is my God, and I will praise him,
my father’s God, and I will exalt him. (15:2)

Yahweh revealed at the bush and the sea, is identified with the “God of the fathers.” The poem closes
by looking ahead to the end of their journey, picturing the dismay of those in Canaan (see Joshua),
and the ultimate presence of the Lord among his people in the hill country of Palestine (v. 7, see
Judges).

Throughout their history, Israelites recalled this great deliverance as the constitutive event by
which they became the people of God. The Psalms, particularly Ps. 78, dwell on the Exodus in praise
of God for his mighty deeds. The prophets again and again extol Yahweh as the One who brought
Israel out of Egypt, led them through the wilderness, and gave them the law (cf. Isa. 43:16f.; Jer. 16:14;
31:32; Ezek. 20:6ff.; Hos. 2:15; 11:1; Amos 2:10; 3:1f.). The Exodus becomes the standard of divine
redemption. It would be exceeded only by that greater deliverance which God accomplished by the



death of his Son on Calvary. Luke connects the two redemptive events by calling Jesus’ death an
“exodus” (departure, NRSV; Lk. 9:31).

Covenant and Law at Sinai

After the deliverance at the sea, Israel traveled to Mt. Sinai (see pp. 60—61), a journey of over two
months (19:1). The text recounts a few episodes that demonstrate Yahweh’s ability to sustain his new
people (15:22-18:27). These episodes include the provision of water at Marah (15:22-25) and at
Rephidim, where Moses struck the rock (17:1-7); the sending of food, both quails and manna (16:1-
36);?® and the Israelites’ victory over the Amalekites (17:8-16).

On arrival at Mt. Sinai, the people camped before the mountain. Moses ascended the mountain to
meet with God. There God informed him that he was going to enter into covenant with Israel that they
might become God’s own possession among all peoples. The condition was “if you obey my voice
and keep my covenant” (19:5). In a three-day period of consecration the people were to wash their
clothes and make themselves ready (vv. 9-15). At the foot of the mountain (v. 17), the momentous
event began. God manifested himself in awe-inspiring majesty:

Now at daybreak two days later, there were peals of thunder and flashes of lightning, dense
cloud on the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. . . . Mount Sinai was entirely wrapped
in smoke, because Yahweh had descended on it in the form of fire. The smoke rose like
smoke from a furnace and the whole mountain shook violently. (vv. 16-18, NJB)
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In the midst of this terrifying appearance,” God summoned Moses and delivered the Ten

Commandments (20:1-17).

The immense significance of the Ten Commandments has been made clear by the awesome setting
in which they were given. By obeying them Israel will become and remain the people of God. Moses’
recounting of the event in Deut. 5 makes this abundantly clear:

“...The LORD our God made a covenant with us at Horeb. Not with our ancestors did the
LORD make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today. . . . He said: ‘I am
the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt...."”” (vv. 1-6)

A covenant is a means of establishing a relationship (not naturally existing), which is sanctioned by
an oath sworn in a ceremony of ratification. All the elements that make up a covenant are present at
Sinai. In Exod. 19:3-8 Israel is summoned to a special relationship with God, described by three
phrases: a special possession among all peoples, a kingdom of priests, a holy nation. Israel is to be set
apart from other nations for God’s service just as priests were set apart from other men. As priests
they had to have a quality of life commensurate with the holiness of their covenant God.*® Israel
accepts the invitation to enter into covenant with Yahweh with the solemn affirmation: “All that the
LORD has spoken we will do” (v. 8). In 20:1-17 the covenant demands are set forth, and in 24:3-8 the
covenant is ratified by a solemn ceremony. Here the oath is reaffirmed and given sanction by the
sacrifice and the sprinkling of the blood, a reminder of the life-and-death importance of the covenant.

This covenant relationship differs from the Abrahamic covenant only in the party to the covenant
that is bound by oath. This change, however, produces covenants that differ in both form and function.



In the Abrahamic covenant God places himself under oath, bound by irrevocable promises to
Abraham and his posterity. In the Sinai covenant Israel takes the oath, and the obligation is obedience
to the covenant stipulations.*!

Recently the specific cultural background of the Sinai covenant has become clear. The covenant
follows very closely the structure of the international treaty of the ancient Near East between an
overlord (or suzerain) and his subject people (vassals).*> The form was widely known and used
during the second millennium. The largest number of examples of the suzerain-vassal treaty—and the
most complete—are to be found in the fourteenth- and thirteenth-century Hittite texts from
Boghazkdy. Most of the elements of this form* may be found in the texts that deal with the Mosaic
covenant, especially 20:1-17:

(1) Preamble (identifying the author and giving his titles): “I am Yahweh, your God” (v. 21).
God needs no further titles, after the recent dramatic revelation of his name.

(2) Historical prologue (setting forth the previous relations between the parties and
emphasizing the suzerain’s kind deeds to the vassal; these acts are the grounds for the
vassal’s gratitude and future loyalty): “who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of
the house of slavery” (v. 2b). The historical survey here is brief and basic, since Israel’s
memory of God’s dramatic deliverance is recent and fresh. In the covenant renewal
ceremony at Shechem (Josh. 24), the historical prologue is long and detailed (vv. 2-13).

(3) Stipulations of the treaty, consisting of:
(a) the basic demand for allegiance: “You shall have no other gods before me” (20:3).

Sun-dried mud brick tempered with straw, inscribed with the cartouche of Rameses II (nineteenth
dynasty). (Oriental Institute, University of Chicago)

(b) specific stipulations: in treaty use, normalizing relationships within the empire (vv. 4-



17).
(4) Provisions for:

(a) deposition of the text (treaties were kept in the temple): the tablets containing vv. 1-17
were placed in the ark of the covenant (25:16; Deut. 10:1-5).

(b) periodic public reading (Deut. 31:10-13).

(5) Curses and blessings: invoked upon the vassal for breaking or keeping the covenant
(Deut. 28:1-14 [blessings], 15-68 [curses]).

Also, provision was made for a formal ratification ceremony by which the vassal pledged obedience,
often with blood sacrifices (cf. Exod. 24). The treaty was written in very personal terms, using an “I-
Thou” dialogue pattern.

These close parallels show that the suzerain-vassal treaty form was adapted to serve the theological
needs of this special relationship. Thus the Ten Commandments were never intended to institute a
system of legal observances by which one could earn God’s acceptance. Rather they are the
stipulations of a covenant relationship anchored in grace. The prologue to the covenant looks back to
God’s gracious deliverance and so forms a kerygma, a proclamation of good news. Redemption
already has been accomplished.

But the covenant carries a dire threat. It offers Israel not only blessing for obedience, but curse for
disobedience. Note the conditions posed in Exod. 19:5: “If you obey my voice and keep my covenant,
you among all the peoples shall be my own possession.” The covenant stipulations are not only the
Lord’s will for a redeemed people; they are threats of his wrath should the people fail to keep them.
Under the Mosaic covenant, Israel lived in the tension between these two affirmations. Their history is
only understandable in light of this covenant. Over time Israel broke the covenant so often that God
had to invoke the curses. He sent the prophets to warn the people of the danger they were in. Without
repentence, they would suffer the ultimate curse of exile.

The Ten Commandments, then, are not law in the modern sense, for they are not carefully defined
and contain no penalties. They are rather “legal policy,” a basic statement of that kind of behavior
which the covenant community is willing to sustain by force.** When Israel accepted the covenant, the
need arose to place them in a form more suitable to “law.” This development is found in the “Book of
the Covenant” (20:23—-23:33). Careful examination shows that most of the stipulations of 20:1-17 are
repeated in that section as specific laws.*

The Tabernacle

Two long passages in Exodus describe the tabernacle and its furnishings.* In chs. 25-31 God reveals
to Moses the plan, materials, and designs for making it. In chs. 35-40, Moses carries out God’s
commands, to the minutest detail.>’

The tabernacle was a portable shrine, consisting of a square latticework frame of acacia wood
covered by two large linen curtains. One of the curtains formed the main hall, the Holy Place, while
the second covered the Holy of Holies (i.e., the “Most Holy Place”), a smaller room at the back of the
main hall and separated by a special curtain. The Holy Place was 30 feet long by 15 feet wide by 15
feet high, while the Holy of Holies was 15 feet on each side. Inside the Holy of Holies was housed
only the ark, a wooden chest containing the tablets of the Ten Commandments. On top of the ark was
the mercy seat, the place where blood on the Day of Atonement was sprinkled. Above the mercy seat



were the two cherubim, over which Yahweh was invisibly enthroned. In the Holy Place were the altar
of incense, the lampstand, and a table with the “bread of the Presence.” The tabernacle was placed in a
court 150 feet by 75 feet, screened off from the rest of the camp by white curtains 15 feet high. In the
court before the tabernacle stood the altar of burnt offering, and between it and the tabernacle stood
the laver.

The tabernacle was of great importance to Israel, as the double description of it suggests. In 25:8
God says: “Have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among them.” The tabernacle, then,
was the localization of God’s presence with his people, a visible symbol that he was their God.*® Here
Israel was to worship and to make atonement for breaches of the covenant stipulations.*® The
tabernacle with its imagery and sacrificial system was the means by which the holy, transcendent,
infinite God could yet be present with his people—“tabernacling” or “tenting” among them. And it
was the means by which a sinful people could maintain fellowship with their holy Lord. As the
symbol of God’s presence, it looks forward to the time when God in the person of his Son would be
visibly present with his people: “the Word became flesh and ‘tabernacled’ among us,* full of grace
and truth” (John 1:14).

The Golden Calf

The episodes in Exod. 32—34 separate the instructions for building the tabernacle (Exod. 25-31) from
the record of the completion of those instructions (Exod. 35-40).*' These three chapters report
Israel’s violation of the covenant by worshipping the golden calf (ch. 32), Moses’ interchange with
God about the divine presence (ch. 33), and the renewal of the covenant (ch. 34).

This section opens with the people pressuring Aaron to make gods for them because they felt
leaderless during Moses’ long absence (32:1-6). Aaron responded by instructing them to present their
gold jewelry. From these gifts he had a calf made and overlaid with gold. Then he built an altar and
set it before the calf. The people proclaimed a feast which turned into a frenzied celebration. They
were brazenly breaking the second commandment (20:4-6).

On the mountain Yahweh informed Moses of the people’s rebellion (32:7-14), expressing his angry
intent to punish them. Moses pleaded with Yahweh not to blot out his people. In response, Yahweh
restrained his wrath.*

Moses descended the mountain with the two tablets of the covenant (32:15-29). When he arrived at
the camp and saw the wild dancing before the calf, he smashed the tablets to convey to the people that
they had broken the covenant. Moses then had the calf burned and ground to powder. He scattered the
powder on water and made the people drink it. It is implied that those who were most zealous for the
golden calf became deathly ill from drinking this solution as punishment for their sin. The measures
Moses had taken caused a riot in the camp.*® Moses gave an impassioned plea for people to separate
themselves from the crowd and identify with Yahweh. The Levites answered the call and helped Moses
restore order. Their response guaranteed them a permanent place in the priesthood.

Moses ascended the mountain again (32:30-33:6). There he continued to intercede, asking Yahweh
to forgive the people. He won a reprieve from Yahweh. Yahweh said he would still give the land to the
people, but he no longer dwelt among them in their journey. Instead he would send his messenger.
This divine pronouncement caused heavy mourning among the people.

At this place there is a comment inserted in the text (33:7-11); it reports that Moses was accustomed
to set up a tent of meeting outside the camp. Anyone who wished to receive direction from Yahweh



would go out to that tent. Moses would also leave the camp and go to the tent. The cloud would
descend, and Moses would converse with God face to face, i.e., without a mediator.** This report,
which has the marks of being very ancient, bears witness to the people’s full acceptance of Moses’
leadership. There is no further explanation about this special tent of meeting in Scripture. Certainly
there is no connection between it and the ark of the covenant. Even though two tents have this same
name, the tent outside the camp is to be distinguished from the Tent of Meeting, which was yet to be
erected in the center of the camp. Both tents have in common the tradition that there Yahweh
manifested his presence, but the one in this account was a special tent connected to Moses’ unique
leadership through direct communication with Yahweh.

Moses continued to intercede with Yahweh, pleading that his Presence accompany them on the
journey to the promised land (33:12-17). Yahweh finally conceded to Moses’ unrelenting entreaty.
This amazing narrative reveals the power inherent in intercessory prayer. It also suggests that Yahweh
may invite the leaders of his people to share in the making of decisions about their destiny.

Though Yahweh agreed to go with Israel, the essential difficulty raised by Israel’s apostasy
remained: How may Yahweh be present among a “stiff-necked” (i.e., stubbornly sinful) people (33:3,
5) without destroying them? So Moses pressed his intercession to its conclusion and asked to see
Yahweh’s “glory,” i.e., the very Person of God (33:18). God responded to this incredible request
primarily by proclaiming his name (v. 19). After instructing Moses to prepare for the renewal of the
covenant (34:1-3), God descended to Mount Sinai and proclaimed his name (i.e., his identity):

“The LORD, the LORD,
a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,
yet by no means clearing the guilty,
but visiting the iniquity of the parents
upon the children and the children’s children,
to the third and the fourth generation.” Exod. 34:6-7

With this revelation of God’s identity, Moses pressed for full restoration and forgiveness: “I pray, let
the LORD go with us. Although this is a stiff-necked people, pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take
us for your inheritance.” (34:9). The renewal of the covenant that follows in 34:10-28 indicates
unmistakably that God has indeed forgiven Israel. Here we have a theology of grace unsurpassed in
the Old Testament. Though God’s judgment is not swallowed up in his mercy, nevertheless the
emphasis is all on his grace. For, despite the people’s grievous sin against the covenant, it has not
come to an end. What is the basis for this remarkable forgiveness? According to 33:18-34:9 its
grounds lie entirely in the character of God as merciful and gracious.*

This self-description of Yahweh occurs several times in the Old Testament in a variety of forms.*
It stresses Yahweh’s grace and love to forgive sins and to fellowship with his people. At the same time
it warns that over time Yahweh will become angry if his people persist in their sinful ways.

After this revelation Yahweh renewed the covenant (34:10-28). He promised to do marvels among
his people that would enable them to possess the promised land (vv. 10-11). Then Yahweh gave a
series of laws, ethical and cultic (vv. 12-26). Some have identified this list of commandments as a



“ritual decalogue” in contrast to the “eternal decalogue” in 20:2-17. It is very difficult, however, to
number ten commandments in this list without major alteration to the text. This list is more like a
small law book. These laws guard against and prohibit the worship of foreign gods on entering
Canaan (vv. 12-17), instruct on keeping the feasts to honor Yahweh throughout the year (vv. 18-24),
and regulate some details about worship (vv. 25-26). The themes in these laws point both to the
Decalogue (20:2-17) and to the Book of the Covenant (20:22—-23:33). They stress loyalty to Yahweh
and faithfulness in observing proper worship in order to guard against a recurrence of the false
worship. The context in which these laws have been placed strongly suggests an act of covenant
renewal.*’

In strong contrast to the elaborate inaugural ceremony for sealing the first covenant (Exod. 24),
this covenant is renewed on Mt. Sinai between Moses, acting as covenant mediator, and Yahweh.*® The
tangible sign that the covenant had been renewed was the new set of tablets containing the Decalogue
to replace those Moses broke before the golden calf.

This account of the golden calf and covenant renewal stands as a pattern of Israel’s history. Israel
began with great zeal for Yahweh. When they became discouraged, often over a small matter, they
turned to other gods. After the euphoria of the new religion wore off and they languished under a
curse for breaking the covenant, an intercessor arose to plead with God for the restoration of the
covenant. On the grounds of his character as gracious and merciful, God restored his people time and
again. The book of Judges and Ps. 106 particularly witness to the many repetitions of this scenario.
More specifically this account sheds light on and condemns the two calves set up at Dan and Bethel by
Jeroboam I (1 Kgs. 12:25-33).

The account of Israel’s idolatry ends with the full recognition of Moses’ definitive role as leader
(34:29-35). It was the people’s rejection of his leadership that led to the making of the calf (32:1ff.).
Therefore, Yahweh reestablished his authority by a visible sign that magnified the divine Presence.*
On descending from Sinai, his face shone, reflecting the glory of God. This demonstrated that Moses,
by reason of his close relationship with Yahweh, was the mediator of Yahweh’s word to his people.
“There is conveyed in Moses’ own body something of the nature of the divine communication to the
community.”” From Exodus through Numbers numerous sections have a heading something like this:
“And Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Say to the Israelites.”” This account of Moses’ ordination by Yahweh
endows these many speeches with revelatory authority.



CHAPTER 6

Leviticus

Since Exod. 19:1, the Israelites had been encamped in the shadow of Mt. Sinai. They had experienced
the great redemptive act of Yahweh—the deliverance from Egyptian bondage—that would remain
central to their faith for all generations. They had seen and heard the thunder and lightning on the
holy mountain (Exod. 19:16-19), and Yahweh had given his commandments (20:1-17). He had
declared that he was their God and they were his people.

But how was this relationship to be maintained? The Israelites could not dwell forever at Mt. Sinai.
They were to settle in a land where they could experience the benefits of being his people. Moreover,
they were to become the source of blessing to all nations (Gen. 12:3), communicating their faith to
other peoples. Not the wilderness of Sinai but Canaan was to be the land of the promise. In that land,
however, they would be confronted by Canaanite cultic practices.! To resist them they needed to learn
the proper ways to worship Yahweh. The location for this worship, the tabernacle or Tent of Meeting,
had been described to Moses by God in Exod. 25-31. The details of worship are given in Leviticus,
the book that stands at the heart of the Pentateuch.

“You shall be holy to me, for I the LORD am holy, and I have separated you from the other
peoples to be mine.” Lev. 20:26

Name and Contents

The English name of this book comes from the Vulgate, which took over the title found in the LXX.
“Leviticus” is an adjective for “the levitical (book)” or “the book pertaining to the Levites.” The name
is ambiguous, since “Levites” may describe either (1) members of Levi’s tribe, like the house of
Aaron whose priestly offspring play a major role in the book; or (2) the lesser officials whose role
was to serve the priests.? In the Hebrew Bible this book receives its name from the first word
wayyigra’ “and he [the LORD] called,” a title which rightly spotlights God’s authority and initiative in
issuing the rules for acceptable worship.

Purpose

Leviticus is part of a large section of instructions and regulations that runs from Exod. 25:1 to Num.
10:10. Yet, those who put the Pentateuch together gave it a distinct heading (1:1-2) and a conclusion
(26:45). The last chapter (27) serves as an appendix, with a summary statement closing the chapter and
the whole book: “These are the commandments that the LORD gave to Moses for the people of Israel
on Mount Sinai.”

Exodus through Numbers is a narrative about the origins of Israel as the people of God.

One function of this narrative is to fulfill the promise made to the Patriarchs that God would enter
into a special relationship to them. As Gen. 12-50 centered on the pledge of posterity and as Num.
10:11-Deut. 34:12 focuses on the gift of land, so Exod. 1:1-Num. 10:10 highlights in its narrative the
nature and terms of the covenant relationship. Woven into this narrative are the instructions for the



people’s worship of God. This material is not a haphazard mixture of story and law. Rather, it is the
account of God’s bringing a nation to birth, a story embellished with rules for worship and civil
order. Both story and law are essential to the creation of a new nation. In Leviticus the narrative
comes to the forefront only in a few specific sections (chs. 8-10; 16; 24). The laws are set in speeches
that Yahweh gave Moses to deliver to the congregation. The material thus is designed for oral
instruction. The occasions for using it must have been the great feasts, when all the tribes assembled
before Yahweh at the central sanctuary.’

Is Leviticus primarily a handbook for the priests? No. Numerous details and directions that the
priests would have needed in order to carry out the sacrifices and to officiate at the high days are
missing: (1) there is no description of the instruments required for slaughtering, skinning, and cutting
up an animal; (2) nothing informs a priest where to stand while performing the sacrificial rites; (3)
no liturgy is provided for a priest to speak during the sacrifice. Such details would hardly have been
omitted from an official manual.

This book, then, was compiled for the instruction of the congregation in matters pertaining to the
cult, i.e., the correct procedures for making sacrifices, for observing the high times in the calendar,
and for living as a holy people. This knowledge enabled the people both to perform their worship
acceptably to God and to monitor the accuracy of the priests’ handling of the law. In addition, it
guarded the priests from gaining improper control over the people by holding as secret knowledge
the basic operation of the sanctuary.

Contents
Leviticus has six major divisions:

I. Regulations for making sacrifices: 1:1-7:38

I. Descriptions of the ordination of Aaron and his sons and the first sacrifices offered at the
Tent of Meeting: 8:1-10:20

III. Laws regulating ritual purity: 11:1-15:32

IV. Liturgy and calendar for the Day of Atonement: 16:1-34
V. Laws with exhortations to holy living: 17:1-26:46

VI. Laws on tithes and offerings: 27:1-34

Division I, which contains the regulations for offering the various kinds of sacrifices, has two
sections. The first section (chs. 1-5) gives basic teaching on the sacrifices, while the second section
(chs. 6-7) describes administrative details.* In the first section the sacrifices fall into two groups: (1)
sacrifices that offer a soothing aroma to Yahweh, namely, the whole burnt offering (ch. 1),> the grain
offering (ch. 2), and the offering of well-being or the peace offering (ch. 3); and (2) sacrifices that
provide expiation and forgiveness—the sin offering and the guilt offering (chs. 4-5). Though a grain
offering could stand alone, it usually accompanied an animal offering to make a meal of bread and
meat. Any of these sacrifices could be offered spontaneously by any Israelite. Also, the calendar
required the presentation of whole burnt offerings with attending grain offerings every morning,
possibly every evening, and on high days.

Here is a summary of the offerings described in Division I (1:1-7:38):




Name of Purpose Kind of Offering Nature of | Actions of Actions of Priest
Offering Offering | Offerer
6la Accepts offering
Brings offering Throws blood
Holocaust or Pl hand st allt
whole burnt To atone for basic A male without blemish from herd or | Completely aces hand on against a'tar
. . . head Places pieces on
offering human sinfulness flock of two birds burned . .
13-17 Slays, skins, cuts | fire .
6:8-13 in pieces Washes entrails,
legs
Accepts offering
_ Priest: bull Thrgws bllelers
hattat C . Fatty against altar
el ongregation: young bull . . .
Purification or o . portions Brings offering Burns fat, etc.,
. . To atone for a specific | Ruler: male goat
sin offering e . burned (Elders do so for [ eats meat
unwitting sin One of people: female goat or sheep . . .
4:1-5,13 Poor person: two birds: verv poor: Remainder | congregation) If own sin is
6:24-30 P ’ » VELy poor: eaten included, burns
flour . :
portion outside
camp
‘asam
Guilt, trespass, To atone for a sin . o . Like Like Punflcatlon Like Punflcatlon
or reparation o — Like purification offering (plus I offering (plus offering (plus
: requiring restitution or o o purification o =
offering . specified restitution) . specified specified
a breach of faith offering . .
5:14-6:7 restitution) restitution)
7:1-10
minhd Fine flour or cakes or wafers or
Grain or cereal . firstfruits with oil, frankincense, salt, | Token . . Burns handful
. To secure or retain A Brings offering .
offering 0od will but no leaven or honey (Caskara) Takes handful Priests and sons
2:1-16 g Usually accompanied by animal burned eat remainder
6:14-23 sacrifice
o Brings offering Accets,
Selamin Places hand on
. Fatty Throws blood on
Peace offerings ortions head il
or offerings of | To render praise to Male or female from herd or flock | Slays, skins, cuts
. . . burned o Burns fatty
well-being Yahweh. .. without blemish X in pieces .
Remainder portions
Sel=ll7 eaten Al Eats of remainder*
7:11-21, 28-36 remainder* (same
(same day)
day or next)
toda For a blessing
Praise offering | received
neder In fulfillment of a
Vow offering vow
nedab g Spontaneously from a
Freewill
. glad heart
offering

[*Note that these offerings are expressions of communion among people, priests, and God.]
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Limestone horned altars from Megiddo (ca. tenth century B.C.), on which the Israelites could offer
“a pleasing odor to the LORD” (Lev. 2:2). (Oriental Institute, University of Chicago)

Since an offering of well-being was usually presented in praise of God, larger portions of the
sacrificial animal were returned to the worshiper. The meat became the basis for a celebrative meal
with one’s clan. Given the joyful nature of this sacrifice, the law permitted the use of an animal with a
blemish as a freewill offering (22:23).

A look at the sacrificial ritual for presenting a bull as a whole burnt offering offers some insight
into the procedure for making a sacrifice in ancient Israel (1:3-9):

1. Presentation of a bull by a citizen (v. 3); an offering was to be of superior quality, such as
a male without blemish, semolina (cereal ground from hard wheat), and the best of
firstfruits.®

2. The citizen’s laying a hand on the animal’s head (v. 4a). With this gesture the offerer
identified the animal as his own. Thus rich persons or high officials could not present
sacrifices by having another person stand in for them. We may assume the citizen spoke
some words, identifying the purpose of the offering, confessing any sin, and affirming
faith in Yahweh.

3. Slaughter of the animal by the citizen (v. 5a).

4. The priest’s dashing the blood against the altar (v. 5b).

5. The citizen’s skinning the animal and then his cutting it (v. 6).

6. Arrangement of the animal and preparation of the fire by the priest (vv. 7-8).



7. The citizen’s washing of the innards and legs (v. 9a).
8. The priest’s burning of the fat (v. 9b).’

This ritual is ordered so that the activity alternated between the priest and the citizen. The key role of
the citizen indicates that this ritual is quite ancient. Later, as the population grew and the cult became
more formalized, the priests took over the duties after the presenter had laid hands on the animal’s
head (cf. 2 Chr. 29:34; Ezek. 44:11).

The second section (chs. 4-5) presents the regulations for the two major expiating sacrifices: the
“sin offering,” which has been better termed the “purification offering,” and the “guilt offering,” also
called the “reparation offering.” Expiation (kipper) is the key term that unites these two sacrifices.
Anyone who sinned had to present one of these sacrifices to remain in fellowship with Yahweh as a
member of the covenant community. The sins expiated in this sacrifice were unintentional and
ignorant failures to keep the commandments. High-handed sins, i.e., sins done with premeditation,
were for the most part beyond the power of the sacrificial system to expiate (cf. Num. 15:27-31; Ps.
51:16-17).

The regulations for the purification offering were ordered according to the status of the person or
group that sinned. The greater purification offering was prescribed for the high priest and the
covenant community (4:2-21). None of this offering could be eaten. The lesser purification offering
(4:22-36) was for a prince, i.e., a tribal leader, and an individual. A portion of this offering became the
priests’ and they were to eat it in a holy place (6:25-29). In eating it they participated in the removal of
the sin (10:17). One explanation for this distinction is that the higher the standing of the one who had
sinned the more potent the pollution released by that sin, empowering it to penetrate deeper into the
sanctuary.® Thus the ritual for the greater purification offering included special rites for the cleansing
of the inner sanctuary, whereas the cleansing rites for the lesser purification offering were performed
outside the sanctuaries at the main altar. The fact that the greater offering was for the high priest and
the congregation bears witness that this element of law regarded Israel as a theocracy, a people
directly accountable to the sovereign God.

The reparation offering was to be presented for either a sin for which restitution or compensation
could be made or for the violation of “holy things,” including vessels, incense, garments, portions of
sacrifice that have been dedicated to the Lord (5:14-6:7). The regulations do not make precise the
distinctions between these two expiating sacrifices. Nevertheless, we have good reason to believe that
these offerings are distinct. One suggestive interpretation is that the person who had committed a
premeditated sin could reduce the offense to an inadvertent sin through repentance.’ Then such a
person was able to make expiation for that sin by presenting a reparation offering. There is support
for this interpretation in latter rabbinic writings. Furthermore, this procedure would allow the
sacrificial system to deal with serious (“high-handed”) sins.

The regulations make concessions for the poor with respect to required offerings, except for a
reparation offering. In case of a purification offering, a person who could not afford an offering
from the flock could bring two pigeons or doves or even a specified amount of flour (5:7-12). In case
of a whole burnt offering a person could present two birds (1:14).

Division II of the book (chs. 8-10) recounts the ordination of Aaron and his sons as priests (ch. 8)
and the offering of the first sacrifices at the newly erected sanctuary (ch. 9). Moses officiated over an
elaborate ordination ceremony. Several sacrifices, including an ordination offering, were presented.
After the ceremony the priests remained at the sanctuary in the presence of God for a week as part of
their ordination. At the end of the week they presented the first sacrifices on behalf of themselves and



the congregation on the new altar. God honored this day with the appearance of his Glory, from
which fire went out and consumed the sacrifices (9:23-24). While this narrative recounts the first
ordination service in Israel, it also provides the protocol for the ordination of Aaron’s successors.

This high occasion was marred by a tragic incident (10:1-7). Nadab and Abihu, Aaron’s two
younger sons, became so caught up in their enthusiasm that they presented fire before Yahweh that he
had not authorized. At once fire came forth from Yahweh’s presence in the Glory, consuming these
two men. The brevity of the account omits mention of the exact nature of the transgression. The use of
the term “strange” or “illicit” points to the possibility that they sought to carry out a pagan rite in the
very sanctuary of Yahweh, perhaps seeking to enter the very Holy of Holies. Certainly Yahweh saw
the need to prevent such impure practice at the inception of worship at the new sanctuary. This strange
incident has a remarkable parallel in the first days of the Christian church in the death of Ananias and
Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11).

Division III (chs. 11-15) presents a series of laws regulating ritual purity:

(1) clean and unclean foods and animals (ch. 11);

(2) the giving of birth (ch. 12);

(3) leprous growths on people, contaminated garments and houses (chs. 13-14);
(4) discharges from the genitals (ch. 15).

Since God is holy, it is crucial that his people prepare themselves to enter his presence. This is the
essential reason for the complex and seemingly harsh rules of ritual purity. Nevertheless, we need to
be mindful that there are numerous customs and laws in modern countries that regulate all sorts of
issues in regard to purity, from the handling of food in stores and restaurants to the disposal of waste.

The most famous purity laws set up categories in the animal realm. These laws are central to a
kosher practice which orthodox Jews continue to keep as they avoid not only eating but even touching
non-kosher meats.

Anyone who became unclean by violating any law of purity was forbidden to approach the
sanctuary for fear of death. The danger in becoming unclean was not from the uncleanness itself, but
from the holy; by entering the holy place in an unclean state one would encounter the consuming
power of the holy. Except for an enduring case of uncleanness, becoming unclean was not a serious
matter as long as one took the appropriate steps to remove the uncleanness at the earliest time. Mild
uncleanness, such as contact with the carcass of an unclean animal (11:28), was removed by waiting
until evening. More serious uncleanness—such as childbirth (ch. 12)—required ritual washing plus
waiting for a period of time. The strongest uncleanness caused by a grievous skin disease (ch. 13)
required the one suffering to live outside the community as long as the disease was present. Once
recovered, the person could rejoin the community after an elaborate “rite of aggregation”—a term
used by anthropologists to describe a ritual that allows a person to rejoin a group from which he has
been excluded—that took place over a week (14:1-20). It is important to underscore the fact that
rituals for restoration were provided. But anyone who defiantly remained unclean was barred from
the community (cf. 17:16). These laws of ritual purity taught all Israelites to prepare themselves for
entering Yahweh’s presence at the sanctuary. They kept before the people the wide gulf separating the
human family from the holy God.

Furthermore, the laws of ritual purity separated Israel from the worship practices and customs of
their neighbors, particularly those associated with witchcraft. It is hard to worship with people with
whom you cannot eat. According to Mary Douglas these laws taught the people about the wholeness



and completeness of the holy. They provided numerous symbols or illustrations for the people about
the wholeness, purity, perfection, and unity of God.!° Only perfect members of their species, whole,
free from defect, were acceptable in the worship of the holy God.

Building on this interpretation, another scholar argues that the center of gravity for these laws is
the relative virtues of nature (animals) vs. culture (human beings).!! Animals that invade and threaten
culture are those that are taboo. Also, animals that live in desolate and forsaken habitations outside of
civilized areas are taboo. The center of power for witchcraft lies in the arena of death, darkness,
confusion, and chaos. Thus these laws help establish a barrier in ancient Israel against the forces of
the demonic. The unclean becomes associated with death. Death is the opposite of the holy things and
of God, for God is the living God (Deut. 5:26; 30:20; Josh. 3:10; Jer. 10:10), the author of life.
Keeping the laws of ritual purity promotes and honors life, health, and holiness; the unclean,
conversely, coincides with illness, pollution, and death.

These laws had a profound impact on the moral fiber of ancient Israel. Observing them promoted
solidarity among the Israelites and encouraged their spiritual development.'? In both Testaments clean
and unclean become symbols for moral purity or impurity (e.g., Isa. 1:16; 35:8; 52:1; 59:3; Pss. 24:4;
51:2; Matt. 5:8; Acts 15:8-9; 2 Cor. 7:1; 1 Tim. 1:5; 3:9; 1 John 1:7, 9; Rev. 21:27). Jesus, however, put
an end to the laws of ritual purity, calling his followers to a purity not of dress or diet but of heart
(Mark 7:14-23; Matt. 15:17-20; Rom. 14:14; Eph. 2:11-21; Tit. 1:15).

Division IV (ch. 16) presents the regulations for the Day of Atonement. It includes an elaborate
description of the ritual for securing atonement for the whole nation. The Day of Atonement (Yom
Kippur), the most solemn day in Israel’s calendar, even today, takes place on the tenth day (7 + 3) of
the seventh month (late September) in keeping with the great significance of the number seven to
ancient Israel.

On this day the high priest entered alone into the very Holy of Holies. Given the austerity of the
day, he wore simple linen clothing, not his regal garments. He presented purification offerings, first
for himself, and then for the congregation. For each of these two rites of purification he entered into
the Holy of Holies, where Yahweh was enthroned over the cherubim on top of the ark of the covenant.
There he sprinkled blood on the Atonement Slate (mercy seat). Afterwards he sprinkled blood on the
main altar in the courtyard to cleanse it.

Integral to the day was the offering of the live goat to Azazel. The identity of Azazel remains
obscure. This term has often been translated “scapegoat.” But given that “for Azazel” stands parallel
with “for Yahweh” in vv. 9-10, the name probably refers to a place or a demon that inhabited the
desert. Ancients would not have made a major distinction between a place and its most noteworthy
inhabitants.

Before sending out the goat, the high priest laid both of his hands on its head and confessed the
people’s sins, thus transferring them to the goat. Then the goat was released into the desert, viewed as
the abode of demons. Hence, the congregation’s sins were returned to the place of their origin. The
intent of this ritual was to remove the power of sin from the congregation. The ritual foreshadowed
the work of Christ, for he not only secured forgiveness of sin for all who believe in him; he also
broke the power that sin has in the lives of those who believe.

Division V (chs. 17-26) has been called the Holiness Code (H). Scholars have suggested that it was
an ancient collection of laws that had circulated independently before being placed in its present
location in Leviticus. Eventually it was worked into the priestly material. This material is
distinguished by certain terms and phrases: “I am Yahweh” (18:5, 6, 21; 19:12, 14, 16, 18, etc.), “I am
Yahweh, your God” (e.g., 18:2, 4, 30; 19:3, 4, 10, 25, etc.),”® and the admonition “you shall be holy,



for I, Yahweh your God am holy” (19:2; cf. 20:7, 26; 21:8; 11:44-45).
This division consists of:

A. Laws restricting animal sacrifice to the Tent of Meeting (tabernacle) and forbidding the
eating of blood.: 17:1-16

B. Admonitions and laws for family life, especially sexual relations.: 18:1-30
C. Admonitions to holy living with cultic, moral, and civic laws.: 19:1-37

D. Penalties for sacrifice to Molech, sorcery, and sexual offences.: 20:1-27
E. Laws regulating the lives of the priests.: 21:1-22:16

F. Laws governing animals for sacrifice.: 22:17-33

G. The calendar of feasts and holy days.: 23:1-44

H. Commands regarding oil for the lampstand and bread for the table of the Presence.: 24:1-
9

I. A case of the punishment of blasphemy, followed by laws on personal injury.: 24:10-23
J. The calendar for seven-year cycles concluded by blessings and curses.: 25:1-26:46

Despite the similarities in some phraseology cited above, the variety of topics is so heterogeneous
that the material may never have had an existence as an independent body of law."*

Ethical and civic issues hold center stage in ch. 19. Here Israel is called to be holy, as God is holy
(v. 2). This call is explained in a mixture of cultic (religious) and moral laws. This mixture shows that
there was not as wide a gap between these two classes of laws for the ancient Israelites as there is for
modern readers. Faithful worship supports holy living, and a moral life finds fulfillment in worship.
Specific laws give content to this principle: a master is not to hold back the wages of a day laborer,
causing him hardship (v. 13), nor is one to put a stumbling block in the path of a blind person (v. 14).
In short, one is not to prey on the vulnerability of the disadvantaged to enhance one’s own gain. It is
no surprise then, that the great commandment to love a neighbor as oneself comes here (v. 18).
Behavior governed by love is at the heart of holy living.

Israel’s God was Lord of time as well as of moral life. He set the calendar that determined the
seasons of worship (ch. 23). On three occasions during the year all Israelites were to present
themselves before the Lord: in the spring (1) the feast of Passover, followed immediately by the feast
of Unleavened Bread, and (2) the feast of Weeks; and in the fall (3) the joyful feast of Booths. Added
to this calendar in the fall are two high days in the seventh month: a sacred assembly to be held on the
first day (vv. 23-25) and another on the tenth day (vv. 26-32). (See chart, pp. 92-93.)

The regulations for the Sabbatical Year and the Year of Jubilee were essential to ancient Israel’s
calendar (ch. 25). Every seventh year the people were to let their land lie fallow. At the end of seven
sabbatical years came the Year of Jubilee. Observance of these years taught the people not to be in
bondage to endless work or to greed. Yahweh wanted them both to enjoy the results of their labors
and at the same time to trust him for sustenance (vv. 18-22). During these years of rest, not only the
land but the animals and the people had a chance to rest.

While this legislation is often interpreted as an ideal not actually put into practice, there is evidence
to suggest that the Israelites observed the sabbatical years sporadically, though not universally.” The
legislation for the Year of Jubilee is hard to account for. There is little evidence of its existence
outside of this text (27:16-25; Num. 36:4), and none of its observance. We wonder how, if the ancient



Israelites had spent two successive years without crops, they could have escaped financial ruin, if not
starvation. Yet the laws on inalienable land and the kinsman-redeemer, tied to the Year of Jubilee, are
too central to the theology of the Old Testament for us to relegate this legislation to the realm of
utopian thought. The Jubilee contributed to the eschatological vision (Isa. 61:1-3; Ezek. 46:16-18; Dan.
9:24-27), giving evidence that the people’s awareness of this year inspired hope.

It is possible that the Year of Jubilee did not occupy an entire calendar year. It could have been a
time added into the calendar that marked the end of the seventh sabbatical year. It might have
coincided with every seventh sabbatical year. Or it might have been a period of several days added
into the calendar like a leap year; since Israel used a lunar calendar, days had to be entered at various
times to bring it into phase with the solar year.

Closely tied to the Jubilee are the laws regulating the sale of land and houses in Israel. A tribal
inheritance was inalienable; it could not be bought or sold. If a person fell into debt, that one could
sell the harvests on the family’s patrimony until the next Jubilee. Then the land reverted to the original
owner. These laws are tightly connected to the laws of the kinsman-redeemer'® and of slavery. While
Israelites could own slaves, they were not to hold their own people as slaves (25:44-46; Jer. 34:8-20).
Should an Israelite fall into debt, he could sell himself into servitude until the next year of release
(25:39-41). In another law code, if a slave married while in servitude and his wife bore children, he
could go free but not with his wife (Exod. 21:4). He also had the option of binding himself to his
master as a permanent slave. The year of Jubilee, however, was a time when all Israelite slaves were
to be released. In the meantime a slave could purchase his own freedom, or one who was next of kin
could intervene and secure the freedom of a relative (25:47-53). In the case of selling part of one’s
patrimony, the next of kin could buy it back for his fellow kinsman (25:25). This role of the kinsman
was vital to Israel’s understanding of God. Yahweh is called Israel’s Redeemer (Isa. 41:14; 43:14;
47:4; 48:17; 54:5), especially in delivering his people from Egypt (Pss. 74:2; 106:10; Exod. 6:6; 15:13;
cf. Isa. 51:10).

Message of Leviticus

Leviticus is a picture window into ancient Israel’s worship. From it we learn about the holiness of
God. It unfolds the relationship between holiness and ethics, and even more it provides background
for grasping the significance of Christ’s sacrificial death.

God Is Holy. His very name is holy (20:3; 22:32), and in the Old Testament, as we have seen, a
name depicts one’s essence. The Glory of God is the external manifestation of the divine holiness.
God’s appearance is so awesome that it causes nature to break forth in fear and joy. The mountains
melt, the lightning flashes, the thunder rumbles, the earth quakes (Mic. 1:3-4; Job 9:5-10). Fire, which
is the symbol of God’s holiness (Deut. 4:24), issues from the Glory and consumes both the sacrifices
on the altar (9:23-24) and Nadab and Abihu for their violation of the holy things (10:1-2). Therefore,
to protect those who seek his presence God wraps himself in clouds and thick darkness (Ps. 97:2-3).
The beauty inherent in the Glory draws one to God, but with deep feelings of apprehensive awe.

As the Holy One, God is jealous (Deut. 4:24). This jealous zeal protects the integrity of his holy
character. Above all God cannot tolerate worship of any other god (Exod. 20:3-6). Since there are no
other gods, worship of them is false and destructive (19:4; 26:1). Furthermore, none among his
people may misuse his personal name (19:12; 24:10-23; Exod. 20:7). Speaking the name of God in
vain is an attempt to use God for one’s own selfish purpose. In so doing a person exalts the self above
God.



Old Testament Feasts and Other Sacred Days
(Source: N1V Study Bible. © 1990. Used by permission of Zondervan Bible Publishers)
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and giving presents

On Kislev 25 (mid-December) Hanukkah, the feast of dedication or festival of lights, commemorated the purification of the temple and
altar in the Maccabean period (165/4 B.C.). This feast is mentioned in Jn 10:22. In addition, new moons were often special feast days
(Nu 10:10; 1 Ch 23:31; Ezr 3:5; Ne 10:33; Ps 81:3; Isa 1:13-14; 66:23; Hos 5:7; Am 8:5; Col 2:16).

Whatever else is holy is holy by reason of its relationship to God. Spatial gradation in Israel’s
camp witnesses to the fact that there are degrees of holiness. For Israelites two factors determined the
space one could enter: (1) the status of a person’s role in the cult, and (2) the state of a person’s ritual

purity.'’

SPACE PERSON

the sanctuary priests

the camp people

outside the camp those temporarily unclean
wilderness unclean spirits

The closer something is to God the more holy it becomes. There are degrees of holiness within the
sanctuary itself:

SPACE PERSON
the inner court Levites
the holy place priests

the holy of holies high priest

Only the holiest person in the congregation, the high priest, was permitted to enter the Holy of Holies,
and that permission became limited to specific occasions.

The laws of ritual purity, regulating the clean/unclean and the holy/common, ordered the daily
lives of the Israelites. These laws kept the people conscious of the holy. They also protected a person
from the danger of entering a sacred area in a state of ritual impurity. To leave the common area in
order to enter the courtyard of the sanctuary, the people had to prepare themselves. They had to make
sure that they were ritually clean. This activity implied that they were to examine their hearts, that is,
their inner motives, to make sure that they also were pure (Pss. 15:2; 24:3-4). The insistence on
cleanness reminded all persons that they were to take responsibility for their daily lives, following the
procedures for restoring cleanness whenever they became unclean.

The polarity of life/death coincides with the polarity of clean/unclean.'® Death was utterly defiling.
Touching a carcass rendered one unclean (11:24-25, 39-40). Contact with a human corpse was so
defiling that the law required an elaborate purification ritual extended over a seven-day period (Num.
19:11-19). Priests were forbidden to come into contact with the corpse of anyone except a close
relative (21:1-4); the high priest could not contact any corpse save possibly that of his wife (21:10-
12). Death is the opposite of holiness. The Holy, then, is the source of life. This is visible in the
confession that God is the living God (Deut. 5:23-26; Josh. 3:10). The holiness of God, furthermore,
prompts God to redeem. It is the grounds of his desire to liberate his people from Egypt (11:45;
19:36; 22:33, etc.).

The backbone of holiness is justice. Justice seeks to establish equity among people. It is founded on
the principle of lex talionis (the law where the punishment precisely fits the crime), “tooth for tooth”



(24:20). Save in the case of life for life, it is a mistake to assume that this principle was applied
literally in ancient Israel. Rather it served as a guide for setting the penalty for a personal injury. Its
introduction into the law codes was, in fact, a great advantage for the people, for it raised personal
injury from a civil tort to a criminal act and it forbade excessive retaliation (Gen. 4:23-24). In this
way it elevated the worth of persons. In court the judge was to decide a case impartially, not favoring
the poor or the rich (19:15).

While holiness in itself is a spiritual trait, beyond morality, in Yahweh the interconnection of
justice and holiness means that any expression of holiness must exemplify justice. Yahweh’s moral
integrity is inseparable from his holiness. This explains why Yahweh’s demand that the people of his
covenant be holy was always bound up with the law. Biblically speaking, holiness came to have the
derived meaning of moral excellence, though the pursuit of holiness requires more than a high moral
lifestyle.

God expresses his holiness both in loving his people (Deut. 7:7-10) and in calling them to love the
Lord their God (Deut. 6:5). Those who love God are exhorted, “Love your companion who is a
person like you” (19:18; cf. 19:34). This principle becomes tangible in several laws that address a
variety of relationships. The call to express love in human relationships counters uttering slander
(19:16), bearing a grudge, or seeking vengeance (19:18). It urges the kind of compassion which
leaves some grain standing for the poor to glean (19:9-10).

Love causes divine justice to be tempered with mercy.

Sin and Sacrifice. Given the fact that human beings continually sin, fellowship with the holy God,
the very purpose of the covenant, required a means of access to God. That means was atonement
through the presentation of sacrifices. Sin produces profound consequences: responsibility for the
tangible damages caused by a sin; alienation of the sinner from the one sinned against and from God,
alienation within the individual sinner, and release of a pollution that defiles the altar and the
tabernacle.

To correct the alienating and polluting force of sin, God gave the sacrificial system.

Specific sacrifices addressed the human need of overcoming the effects of sin. In fact, the
requirement of making a sacrifice etches in the sinner the reality that death is the penalty for sin. In
addition, the rituals of the Day of Atonement broke the power of sin in the community, purged the
sanctuary of the pollution of sin, and made expiation for the priest and the people as a whole. Given
human proneness to sin, whole burnt offerings for the whole community had to be presented every
morning.

How does a sacrifice counter the harm caused by a sin? Leviticus does not address this issue
directly. Insights have to be gleaned from sparse clues in the text.

The key term is kipper. Does it mean “expiate” or “propitiate”?'® While the term stands for the
cooling of God’s wrath (propitiate) in a few texts (e.g., Num. 25:13; Gen. 32:20 [MT 21] uses the word
to describe Jacob’s hope of appeasing Esau’s wrath), in the sacrificial legislation the action of the
kipper is the actual removal of the sin (expiation). A person who had sinned was to present the
appropriate sacrifice soon after having sinned, that is, before God’s wrath was ignited. God’s wrath



was normally kindled by a person’s persistent refusal to make amends for sinning rather than by a
single blunder. Furthermore, the usage of this term suggests that what was done by the action of
kipper was done on behalf of the person rather than to the person. Therefore, kipper addressed the
multiple damage caused by a sin. The action of kipper removed both the pollution released by the sin
and the guilt or blame. Thus the achievement of expiation through making a sacrifice provided God a
just basis for granting forgiveness.

The key text for the significance of the use of blood in the sacrificial system is Lev. 17:11: “For the
life of an animal resides in the blood: I have assigned it to you to make expiation on the altar, for
your lives, because it is the blood that makes expiation by the life.”?® In this verse a play is made on
the term life or person (nepes).*! The life source is the blood.?? When an animal’s blood is poured out
in sacrifice, that animal gives its life for the person who had sinned. The life of the animal is poured
out in death, which is the penalty for sin, so that the presenter might continue to live. There is thus an
element of substitution in the dynamics of sacrifice. The principle is life for life, meaning that
expiation is achieved on a solid, just foundation. The guilt or blame for having sinned is thereby
satisfied. Furthermore, the sprinkling of the blood cleanses the altar from the sin’s pollution. Blood
has this cleansing power because it was the locus of the animal’s life.

When a sacrifice, therefore, is presented in a way that is acceptable to God, it works expiation (1:4).
As aresult a person is forgiven (4:20, 26). The implied subject of the passive “forgiven” is God. This
grammatical construction indicates that the initiative to grant forgiveness resides with God.
Following a ritual does not automatically ensure forgiveness. It is implied that God assesses the
person’s reasons and attitudes in making the sacrifice before granting forgiveness. Thus, no magical
concept of sacrifice is taught in the Old Testament. The presenter relies on the mercy of Yahweh for
acceptance and forgiveness.

Leviticus and the New Testament

The sacrificial legislation recorded in Leviticus provides the basis for understanding the death of
Christ as a sacrifice (1 Cor. 5:7). Through familiarity with Old Testament sacrifice the believer is
better able to understand the uniqueness and the finality of Christ’s sacrificial death (Heb. 7:27; 9:23-
28). The book of Hebrews sheds light on the role of Christ as the superior high priest (Heb. 2:17; 3:1;
7:26-28). The New Testament as a whole continues to call the people of God to be holy (1 Pet. 1:15-
16; Matt. 5:48), and to reinforce the insights of Leviticus into the nature and importance of holiness.
Lessons for worshiping the holy God and for maintaining God’s presence in the community of the
faithful are abundant throughout the New Testament, which also offers perspectives on the priestly
role of all believers (1 Pet. 2:5, 9).

Law and Grace. It is sometimes stated that salvation under the old covenant was gained by
performing works of law, whereas under the new covenant people are saved by faith in Christ alone.
This view is based largely on a somewhat distorted understanding of Paul’s teachings. Careful study
of the Torah as well as the rest of the Old Testament shows that people are never saved by their own
efforts—but only by the grace of God. Everyone deserves condemnation and death for having sinned.
God is graciously willing to accept a person on the basis of faith, having provided the means for
redemption. Paul understood the covenant with Abraham in this way and declared that it was not
annulled by the law given to Moses (Gal. 3:6-18). The author of Hebrews, discussing the Old
Testament cultic acts, stated it succinctly: “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take
away sin” (10:4).



Likewise, many Jews understood salvation to be by God’s sovereign grace:

Rabbi Jochanan said: “Hence you may learn that man has no claim upon God; for Moses, the
greatest of the prophets, came before God only with an appeal for grace.” (Deut. Rab.
wa’eth/anan 2:1)

It was not for their works that the Israelites were delivered from Egypt, or for their fathers’
works, and not by their works that the Red Sea was cloven in sunder, but to make God a
name. . .. So Moses told the Israelites, “Not through your works were you redeemed, but so
that you might praise God, and declare His renown among the nations.” (Midr. Ps. 44:1)

Many Jewish prayers express dependence on God for salvation:

“Sovereign of all worlds! Not in reliance upon our righteous deeds do we lay our
supplications before thee, but by reason of thine abundant mercies. . .. Our Father, our King,
though we be void of righteousness and virtuous deeds, remember unto us the covenant with
our fathers, and our daily testimony to thy Eternal Unity.”?*

Hebrews. The Letter to the Hebrews frequently quotes or cites Leviticus, especially the Day of
Atonement passage (ch. 16). Especially noteworthy are chapters 6-10. They provide insight into the
community to whom Hebrews was written, and give the New Testament (and therefore Christian
canonical) significance of the levitical ritual. The sacrifice of Christ is the “true form of these
realities,” and, therefore, it need never be repeated. Therefore, the ritual of the Mosaic law is no
longer necessary; in fact, “what is obsolete and growing old will soon disappear” (8:13).



CHAPTER 7
Numbers

The Israelites had departed from Egypt on the fifteenth day of the first month (Num. 33:3; cf. Exod.
12:2-5) and reached the wilderness of Sinai on the first day (new moon) of the third month (Exod.
19:1). On the third day, God revealed himself on the mountain (v. 16). The tabernacle was erected on
the first day of the first month of the second year (40:17). The book of Numbers opens with Yahweh’s
command to Moses dated the first day of the second month of the second year. On the twentieth day of
that month “the cloud lifted from over the tabernacle of the covenant. Then the Israelites set out by
stages from the wilderness of Sinai” (Num. 10:11f.). Deuteronomy opens with a reference to the first
day of the eleventh month of the fortieth year, or about thirty-eight years, eight months, and ten days
after the departure from Sinai. Numbers, then, covers a span of thirty-eight years and nine months, the
period of “wilderness wanderings.”!

An obvious purpose of the book is to record the period from the encounter with God at Sinai to the
preparations in Moab to enter the promised land. However, far more than this is involved. The
journey from Sinai to Kadesh-barnea by way of the Gulf of Agaba would normally have taken only
eleven days (Deut. 1:2).? The direct route would consume a few days less, and by way of Edom and
Moab hardly more than a couple of weeks.? The narrative makes clear that the thirty-eight year period
was punishment for lack of faith: none of the unbelieving generation was allowed to enter the land
(Num. 14:20-45; cf. Deut. 1:35f.). Numbers, therefore, is not a mere bit of ancient history but another
recital of the acts of Yahweh. It is a complex story of unfaithfulness, rebellion, apostasy, and
frustration, set against the background of God’s faithfulness, presence, provision, and forbearance.

At the command of the LORD they would camp, and at the command of the LORD they would
set out. They kept the charge of the LORD, at the command of the LORD by Moses. Num. 9:23.

Contents

Name. Originally, the book had no title. The translators of the LXX gave it the name “Numbers”
because of its census lists; that title was passed on through the Vulgate to the European and English
versions. Its name in the Hebrew Bible, taken from the words in the first verse, is “In the wilderness
of [Sinai].” This title suited the setting of chs. 1-10. An earlier title, coined by rabbis, called it “The
one-fifth [of the Torah] dealing with the Mustered,” again featuring the census lists (chs. 1-4; 26).

Outline. The book divides into three main portions, each centered in a geographical setting to mark
the main stages of the wilderness march. The first two sections conclude with a description of the
journey to the next stage. The third section does not do that, since the march from Moab to Canaan is
not recounted until the book of Joshua. Instead, the Moab portion concludes by retracing the whole
itinerary and laying down some geographical, political, and social ground rules for life in the new
land.

Sinai:

Preparations for departure (1:1-10:10)



First census (1:1-54)
Tribal camps and leaders (2:1-34)
Number and duties of the Levites (3:1-4:49)
Miscellaneous laws (5:1-31)
Nazirite vow (6:1-27)
Dedicatory offerings (7:1-8:26)
Supplementary Passover (9:1-14)
Cloud to guide the people (9:15-10:10)

Conclusion: Journey from Sinai to Kadesh (10:11-12:16)
Departure from Sinai (10:11-36)
Incidents along the way (11:1-12:16)

Kadesh

in the wilderness of Paran (13:1-20:13)
Spies’ mission and report (13:1-33)
People’s decision and God’s judgment (14:1-45)
Miscellaneous laws (15:1-41)
Korah'’s rebellion (16:1-50)
Story of Aaron’s rod (17:1-13)
Priestly duties and portions (18:1-32)
Purification of the unclean (19:1-22)
Closing events at Kadesh (20:1-13)

Conclusion: Journey from Kadesh to the Plains of Moab (20:14-22:1)

Edom’s opposition (20:14, 21)
Death of Aaron; victory over opponents (20:22-22:1)
Moab:

Preparations for Canaan (22:2-32:42)

Balaam and Balak (22:2-24:25)

Apostasy at Peor and the plague (25:1-18)

Second census (26:1-65)

Daughters of Zelophehad, women’s rights (27:1-11)

Joshua as successor to Moses (27:12-23)

Offerings at the feasts (28:1-29:40)

Vows of women (30:1-16)

Vengeance on Midian (31:1-54)

Portions of the Transjordan tribes (32:1-42)
Conclusion: a backward and forward look (33:1-36:13)

Review of the journey from Egypt (33:1-56)



Boundaries of Israel in the land (34:1-29)
Cities of the Levites (35:1-34)
Daughters of Zelophehad and women’s inheritance (36:1-13)

Critical Problem. At one time it was generally believed that Numbers, like the rest of the
Pentateuch, was written entirely by Moses. With the rise of historical and literary analysis of the Bible
came a variety of challenges to this theory, with some scholars denying any historical validity to the
book. Today, on the contrary, considerable support exists for the view that Numbers incorporates
much historical material, although handed down in various forms and substantially edited and
revised. These are some of the elements of the problem:

(1) No mention is made of the book’s author. Num. 33:2 indicates that “Moses wrote down their
starting places, stage by stage, by command of the LORD,” but this is the only reference to Moses’
literary activity. Throughout the book, he is described in the third person. It could be argued (and,
indeed, has been) that Moses, like Caesar, could write of himself in the third person.* In Deuteronomy,
by contrast, we find Moses as a central speaker. In Numbers, he is certainly the central actor, and
much of the material may have come from notes kept by Moses or one of his contemporaries,
possibly Joshua.

(2) Considerable early material is found in Numbers. At the same time, several problems exist in
harmonizing the material, particularly certain laws, ordinances, and cultic practices. In some cases,
scholars conclude that later practices are reflected.” Yet there is hardly a consensus:

... although these institutions had a basic form already in the days of Moses, and although
they preserved the spirit and the essential elements of the early forms, there were
modifications at various times during the centuries of use, and . . . the form set out in
Numbers represents the usage at the time of the final compilation of the source materials.®

The early material demonstrates intimate knowledge of the wilderness, the Israelite people, and
their constant complainings and disparagement of Moses, as well as much descriptive material about
Moses himself. Recent studies of lists of place names in Egyptian texts from the Late Bronze Age (the
probable period of the Exodus) confirm the accuracy of the itinerary listed in Num. 33:44-49. The
validity of this list had previously been questioned for lack of archaeological evidence of the cities
listed.” Ancient rites, the practice or significance of which seems later to have disappeared, are
preserved in 5:11-22 and 19:1-22. Quotations from “The Book of the Wars of Yahweh” (21:14f., 17f.,
27-30) also appear to be from an old source. In particular, several poetic passages (such as the
utterances of Balaam in chs. 23-24) are written in very ancient Hebrew, i.e., thirteenth to tenth century
B.C. Details of geography and historical allusions in these poems, notably 24:23f., may point to the
time of the invasion of the Sea Peoples, ca. 1190. Even the so-called “priestly” sections of Numbers
frequently dated after the Exile (ca. 500 B.C.), are now seen to be replete with terms, customs, and
institutions from Israel’s history, which passed from view or had their meaning changed in the Exile
or after. A recent survey has listed several dozen such examples based on Hebrew usage or Egyptian,
Hittite, and Akkadian parallels from the middle of the second millennium B.C. to the early centuries of
the first millennium.?

Like many other biblical books, Numbers, as we have it, seems to be the end product of a lengthy
process of composition. We do well to look at it in terms of three horizons of interpretation. First, it
spoke to the Jews of their past history. It explained why Moses, Aaron, and their generation,



redeemed in the Exodus and commissioned by God at Sinai, did not themselves inherit the promised
land. At the same time, it testified to God’s patient and provident presence with his pilgrim people.

Second, it spoke to them of their present history during and immediately after the Exile. In fact,
Numbers was probably recast in its final form during that turbulent period of disorientation. For
many Jews, Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon was Egypt revisited. A new Exodus was yearned for, but
another wilderness had to be crossed. The idea of returning to Palestine left many Jews perplexed.
They longed for their homeland but they feared the pains of return: an arduous journey, a farewell to
the Babylonia that for decades had been their abode, an uncertain future in what had become a Persian
province, an uneasy reception at the hands of fellow citizens and less than friendly strangers. Exodus
would become their story once again: God’s provision and forbearance would see them through.

The third horizon spoke to the Jews of their future history. There is a strong word of warning: “Do
not disobey God’s covenant commands nor forget his promise of faithfulness. Twice God has led you
through the wilderness to the land of plenty. Remain loyal through the generations, and the land that is
God’s gift you will continue to enjoy.”

Numbers in Numbers. According to 1:45f,, “the whole number of the Israelites, by their ancestral
houses, from twenty years old and upward, every one able to go to war in Israel,” totalled 603,550.
This was at the first census, taken at Sinai on the “first day of the second month, in the second year
after they had come out of the land of Egypt” (v. 1).° If the men of military age are estimated as
between 20 and 25 percent of the population—based on records of other peoples—the total of all
Israelites would have been 2.5 to 3 million persons. By any reckoning, the number can hardly be
reduced below 2 million.

This number is extremely large, and the problems it raises are many and varied. If the Hebrews
took with them “livestock in great numbers, both flocks and herds” (Exod. 12:38), how could such a
multitude have been kept in any kind of discipline during the departure from Egypt? How could the
wilderness, with little pasture and water, have supported them? And how could the original seventy
Israelites who went down to Egypt have multiplied to more than two million in four or seven, or even
ten, generations?'”

There are four basic approaches to the problem of the numbers:

(1) The numbers may be taken literally.! “But the Israelites were fruitful and increased greatly . . .
so that the land was filled with them” (Exod. 1:7). This population explosion gave Pharaoh such
concern (vv. 9-12) that he issued the order to kill all male Hebrew babies (v. 22). As for the journey,
the Israelites were organized into smaller groups, which tribal leadership could handle. Food and
water were miraculously provided as necessary; some suggest that the wilderness was more fertile
then, hence capable of supporting more people and flocks.

Census Figures in Numbers 1 and 26

Tribe Cited Figures «p»a «pP Cited Figures «p»a «ppP
Reuben 1:20f. 46,500 46 500 26:5ff. 43,730 43 730
Simeon 1:22f. 59,300 59 300 26:12ff. 22,200 22 200
Gad 1:24f. 45,650 45 650 26:15ff. 40,500 40 500
Judah 1:26f. 74,600 74 600 26:19ff. 76,500 76 500
Issachar 1:28f. 54,400 54 400 26:23ff. 64,300 64 300
Zebulun 1:30f. 57,400 57 400 26:26f. 60,500 60 500
Ephraim 1:32f. 40,500 40 500 26:35ff. 32,500 32 500




Manasseh 1:34f. 32,200 32 200 26:28ff. 52,700 52 700
Benjamin 1:36f. 35,400 35 400 26:38ff. 45,600 45 600
Dan 1:38f. 62,700 62 700 26:42f. 64,400 64 400
Asher 1:40f. 41,500 41 500 26:441f. 53,400 53 400
Naphtali 1:42f. 53.400 53 400 26:48ff. 45.400 45 400
Totals 603,550 598 5,500 601,730 596 5,730
Average 50,296 49.8 462.5 50,144 49.7 477.5
High 74,600 74 700 76,500 76 730
Low 32,200 32 200 22,200 22 200

Greatest increase: Manasseh (20,500)
Greatest decrease: Simeon (37,100)

4«“A” = *lapim “thousands, clans”

bepg» = meé ot “hundreds”
This table includes the censuses of Num. 1 and 26. The figures are given as commonly translated in the biblical texts: the following
elements are broken down into the “thousands” (clans, chieftains) and “hundreds” (possibly the actual totals).

However, this approach does not deal with all of the problem, nor does it include all the biblical
data. The peoples of Canaan were described as “seven nations mightier and more numerous than you”
(Deut. 7:1). Yahweh said: “It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the
LORD set his heart upon you and chose you—for you were the fewest of all peoples” (Deut. 7:7, 9). If
the data in Numbers are interpreted to mean that there were 2.5 million Hebrews, one is forced to
conclude that they numbered almost as many as are found in the same area (Israel and the other parts
of Cisjordan) at present—yet this multitude would have been less numerous than the population of
each of the other nations already in the land. Such a condition is highly unlikely.

Some figures from antiquity may be used for comparison. For example, the Assyrian king
Shalmaneser III was opposed by a coalition of nations at the battle of Qargar (853), including
Hadadezer of Damascus, Irhuleni of Hamath, Ahab the Israelite, and eight other kingdoms. According
to Shalmaneser’s inscription, Ahab contributed 2000 chariots and 10,000 soldiers," out of a total of
about 3000 chariots and 70,000 fighting men—and this was at the height of the ten northern tribes.
Since nothing less than the survival of his kingdom was at stake, presumably Ahab would not have
spared part of his forces. When Sargon II captured Samaria, he reported that he “led away as booty
27,290 inhabitants of it” (presumably the city of Samaria) along with fifty chariots.”® When
Sennacherib invaded Judah (701), shutting up Hezekiah “like a bird in a cage,” he besieged forty-six
cities, and drove out 200,150 people, “young and old, male and female.”'* Added to these estimates,
we have evidence from archaeology. Most cities that have been excavated cover sites of a few acres
that could have housed a few thousand people at the most. At no time would Palestine have had more
than a few dozen towns of any significant size. Every bit of available evidence, biblical, extrabiblical,
and archaeological, seems to discourage interpreting the numbers in Numbers literally.

(2) The figures in Numbers represent a “misplaced” census list from the time of the Monarchy."
This hypothesis does not really deal with the basic problem, but simply shifts it to a later period. It
does, however, remove such problems as the rapid multiplication of the Israelites, and the ability of
the wilderness to sustain so great a number of people and animals.

(3) The word translated “thousands” also can be translated “tribes,” or, with slightly different
vocalization, “chieftains.”*® This attempt to solve the problem without doing violence to the biblical



text was suggested by a pioneer archaeologist'” and more recently revised somewhat in the light of
further archaeological discoveries.'®

This theory is attractive: (1) it can be carried over to deal with similar problems of great numbers
during the Monarchy and divided kingdoms (e.g., 1 Sam. 6:19; 1 Kgs. 20:30; 2 Chr. 17:14-18); (2) it
requires minimum emendation of the Hebrew text.”* However, it is not without problems. There seems
to be no relation between the number of “tribes, clans” and the total in each group.?’ Furthermore, it is
strange that a census dealing with numbers never greater than seven hundred would supply figures
primarily in even hundreds.! Another possible problem is the relationship between the number of
“thousands” and the fighting men in each—generally less than ten in each thousand, which (using the
ratio of 1:5) would indicate a total population of only about fifty persons in each “clan.”

The most serious difficulty lies in numbering the firstborn males of Israel. According to Num.
3:43, the total was 22,273. The Levites, not required to supply fighting men, were to serve as
surrogates for the firstborn (vv. 44f.). The Levites are numbered at 22,000. This can be meaningful
only if 22,000 is a numerical figure, not a grouping of twenty-two “thousands.”*

(4) The numbers are part of the epic style of narrative, intended to express the majesty and miracle
of the deliverance from Egypt. In this view, they are “not meant to be understood either strictly
literally or as extant in a corrupt textual form.”* One scholar is content to say: “The census lists
represent an ancient tradition of tribal quotas of men available for war, so that the terms in question
signify military units of some kind. . . . The exact numerical value of the terms is unknown.”** To
some students of the Bible, this is no solution, but rather an evasion of the problem. To others, it is an
admission that we can not presume to answer all the problems with the limited knowledge available.

Theology

Presence. In some way too marvelous for comprehension, the Lord made his presence with the
Israelites visually known:

On the day the tabernacle was set up, the cloud covered the tabernacle, the tent of the
covenant; and from evening until morning it was over the tabernacle, having the appearance
of fire. It was always so: the cloud covered it by day, and the appearance of fire by night.
(9:151)

When the cloud was taken up, the people set out; and when it settled down, they encamped. As long as
the cloud rested over the tabernacle, the people remained in camp (vv. 17-23).

Once, when Miriam and Aaron became exasperated with their brother Moses “because of the
Cushite [Nubian or Ethiopian] woman whom he had married” (12:1), the Lord called a meeting of the
three at the “tent of meeting” (v. 4). “In a pillar of cloud,” he appeared and uttered these solemn
words:

When there are prophets among you,
I the LOrRD make myself known to them in visions;
I speak to them in dreams.

Not so with my servant Moses;
he is entrusted with all my house.



With him I speak face to face—clearly, not in riddles;
and he beholds the form of the LORD.

In these and other ways, the Lord made his presence known. The stories of his continual presence
throughout the wilderness period must have been told and retold for generations, for this theme
recurs centuries later in the message of the prophets (Hos. 2:14-15; Jer. 2:1-3).2°

The Providence of Yahweh. The wilderness period was a constant demonstration of the Lord’s
provision for the people’s needs. Numbers highlights this care in three ways: (1) the stories of
guidance, protection, and material supplies (10:11-14:45; chs. 16—-17; 20-25; 27:12-23; 31:1-33:49);
(2) the instructions in God’s law (1:1-10:10; ch. 15; chs. 18-19; 26:1-27:11; chs. 28-30; 33:50-36:13);
(3) the institution of effective patterns of leadership (11:1-14:45; 16:1-35; 27:12-23).

God provided “manna” for the people to eat; and when they tired of this vegetarian diet, he sent
quails (Exod. 16). This story is elaborated in Num. 11. There the Lord’s providential care is seen
against the background of the people’s murmurings and complaints. The provision of quails was
apparently temporary; the manna, however, continued throughout the journey, ceasing only when the
Israelites entered Canaan (Josh. 5:12).” When Moses recounted the wilderness experiences, he
mentioned more than the marvelous provision of food (Deut. 8:3): “The clothes on your back did not
wear out and your feet did not swell these forty years” (v. 4). When the people lacked water and
complained to Moses, God told Moses and Aaron to assemble the congregation and “command the
rock before their eyes to yield its water” (Num. 20:8). Moses was irritated by the unreasonable
complaints of the people and, in a moment of anger, struck the rock twice (v. 11). For this he was told
he would not enter Canaan (v. 12). Throughout the Old Testament there are many reminders of God’s
providential care, often illustrated by reminiscences of the wilderness period of Israel’s history (Hos.
9:10; 13:4-5).

The legal provisions outlined in Numbers shaped Israel’s worship and judged their disobedience
on the journey; they also prepared the people for possession of the land, which was the destination in
view in Numbers. The organizational structure as tribes, clans, and families (chs. 1-4); the
ceremonies of confession and restitution (ch. 5); the regulations for sacrifices and offerings,
including Passover, and Pentecost [weeks], the Day of Atonement, and Festival of Booths (chs. 7-10;
15-19; 28); the guidelines for dividing the land and reserving cities for the Levites (chs. 32-35)—
these all were instruments of God’s grace to enable them to live in community as God’s people on the
march and in the settlement.



Jebel Neb1 Harun, traditionally identified with Mt. Hor where Aaron died and was buried (Num.
20:2). (Neal and Joel Bierling)

As for leadership and its necessary authority, we can point first to Moses on whom God laid both
special charges (chs. 12; 16), and stern rebuke (20:12). In response to Moses’ plea for a leader to
succeed him, Yahweh named Joshua (27:12-23); “a man in whom is the spirit” (v. 18). The strong role
of the priests in the community, whether traveling or settled, is evident in the stories of Aaron and his
sons (2:1; 3:1-4), especially the high priest Eleazer, who looms large in the account of Joshua’s
commissioning (27:12-23). The Levites (chs. 3—4; 18; 35) are regularly featured throughout the book
as guardians and caretakers of the Tent of the Covenant. Not to be omitted are the Nazirites, whose
special dedication provided a living lesson of God’s indescribable holiness and the wholehearted
commitment which it merited (6:1-21).

Patience. A cardinal assertion of Israelite theology is that the Lord is long-suffering. Numbers
recounts several incidents on which this belief was founded. God was patient with Moses, both at the
call in Sinai, when Moses tried to get out of the task, and later in the wilderness. (Moses himself was
likewise usually patient with the people; his striking the rock at Meribah was quite out of character
[20:9-13].)

Numbers is filled with accounts of the Israelites’ grumbling. They complained about their
misfortunes (11:1). They longed for the fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and garlic of Egypt
(v. 5), as if they had forgotten the terrible hardships of slavery. When the Lord sent them quails, they
complained (v. 33; cf. Exod. 16). Miriam and Aaron grumbled about Moses’ wife (12:1), and their
anger spilled over into jealousy of Moses (v. 2). When the spies returned from Canaan with tales of
giants and walled cities, the people were ready to choose a captain and head back to Egypt (14:4). The
Lord’s patience wore thin at that point, and he declared that none of that generation would enter the
land except Caleb and Joshua, the two spies who had encouraged the people to go in and possess the
land (ch. 13; 26:65). But even in that situation, God persisted in his great redemptive plan, and he
extended his promise to include the children of those who refused to trust him. And in spite of the
rebellions (chs. 14; 16; 25), he continued to provide food and water.

Intercession. In the book of Leviticus, Yahweh’s holiness prompts the question: “How can a sinful
people have fellowship with a holy God?” The biblical answer includes someone to intercede between



them. The priesthood and sacrificial system provided one means of intercession. Numbers also
contains several examples of personal intercession.

In one such instance, God is portrayed in human terms.”® The incident involves Miriam’s and
Aaron’s jealousy toward their brother Moses, as a result of which “the anger of the LORD was kindled
against them, and he departed.” Miriam was stricken with leprosy, and Aaron cried to Moses: “Oh, my
lord, do not punish us for a sin that we have so foolishly committed.” Moses then interceded: “O God,
please heal her.” God did heal her, but only after a token punishment of seven days’ banishment from
the camp (12:9-15).

When the people rebelled at the report of the returning spies, God threatened to smite them with
pestilence and disinherit them (14:4-12). Moses argued that the Egyptians might hear of it and say: “It
is because the LORD was not able to bring this people into the land he swore to give them, that he has
slaughtered them in the wilderness” (vv. 13-16). Arguing from his faith that the Lord is “slow to
anger, and abounding in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression,” Moses prayed that God
would pardon the iniquity of the people. The Lord did, but refused to let that faithless generation enter
Canaan (vv. 20-23). From such experiences, the Israelites gained a strong belief in the power of a
righteous person to intercede on behalf of sinners. Such intercession was not reserved to the priestly
office, but was part of Moses’ ministry as prophet (cf. Gen. 20:7; Amos 7:2-5).

Yahweh and the Nations. The conviction that the Lord was ruler of all nations is not fully expressed
until the latter part of Isaiah. Like other aspects of Old Testament theology, it was built on experience.
The Lord had demonstrated in the Exodus that he was stronger than the gods of the Egyptians. When
the people refused to accept the report of Joshua and Caleb, they were prevented from learning that
Yahweh was more than a match for the gods of Canaan.

Probably the most graphic lesson, however, is found in the story of Balak and Balaam. The
Israelites had been forbidden to march through Edom, so they had bypassed it (21:4). They had to
cross Amorite territory and requested permission to do so peaceably. Sihon, king of the Amorites,
refused. The Israelites defeated him and his people and took his land (vv. 21-25). Then they entered
Moab, the last region to be traversed on their way to Canaan. To hinder their march, Balak, king of
Moab, sought aid from Balaam, a Mesopotamian prophet renowned for his power to pronounce
effective curses (22:6). But Yahweh persuaded Balaam not to curse Israel. When Balak put pressure on
the prophet, God warned Balaam to say only what God told him to say. Balaam saddled his ass and
rode off with the princes of Moab. The angel of the Lord blocked the road, and when Balaam struck
his donkey for refusing to go further, the donkey spoke to him. The angel then prevailed upon
Balaam to go with the Moabites but, instead of cursing Israel, to bless them. Balaam did so, three
times to attest the completeness of the blessing. The story is delightfully told, and must have been a
great favorite in the tents and around the campfires. But this memorable story of a talking donkey
contains a deep truth: Israel’s Lord is the one who is in charge; even a Mesopotamian prophet,
confronted by Yahweh, can speak only what the Lord puts in his mouth.

There is a sequel to the story. Balaam, called “Balaam son of Beor” in both accounts (22:5; 31:8),
apparently joined himself to the Midianites and enticed Israelites to commit abominable sin against
Yahweh by worshipping Baal of Peor (31:16; cf. 25:1-3). This likely involved ritual prostitution
(25:6) and was the beginning of the harlotries—both spiritual and physical—that infested Israel®
throughout the time of the prophets up to the Exile. The Lord commanded Moses to punish the
Midianites; and in the brief war, Balaam was slain (31:8).

Star-and-Scepter Prophecy. After Balaam had blessed Israel the second time, the Spirit of God
came upon him:



The oracle of Balaam son of Beor,
the oracle of the man whose eye is clear,
the oracle of one who hears the words of God,
and knows the knowledge of the Most High,
who sees the vision of the Almighty,
who falls down, but with his eyes uncovered;
I see him, but not now;
I behold him, but not near—
a star shall come out of Jacob,
and a scepter shall rise out of Israel;
it shall crush the borderlands of Moab,
and the territory of all the Shethites.
Edom will become a possession,
Seir a possession of its enemies,
while Israel does valiantly.
One out of Jacob shall rule,
and destroy the survivors of Ir. (24:15-19)

The prophecy is remarkable for its reference to the dominion of Jacob, but most frequently quoted
is that passage which speaks of the star and scepter (v. 17). Many have taken it as a messianic
prophecy. It was understood in some such sense at Qumran, where it is quoted in the Dead Sea
Scrolls.®® In its context, the prophecy says nothing about a Messiah, and there is not even a vague
suggestion of the beginning of the messianic age. “Star” (Gen. 37:9f.) and especially “scepter” are
symbolic of rule (Gen. 49:10; Ps. 45:6), so the prophecy speaks of a ruler that shall come forth from
Israel to vanquish their nearby enemies. This small spark helped kindle the burning fire of hope in a
Messiah who would rule all nations with righteousness and peace.!



CHAPTER 8

Deuteronomy

For thirty-eight years after they had balked at entering Canaan, the Israelites were restrained in the
wilderness of Paran and at Kadesh-barnea. Only when the old generation had died off, were they
permitted to resume their journey. God led them in a long detour up the east side of Edom. Then they
were ordered to camp in Moab, awaiting final instructions to cross the Jordan river and possess the
promised land. It was an awesome moment.

Moses, mindful that he was barred from the new land (Deut. 1:37), took this occasion to give three
lengthy speeches to the people of Israel. The substance of these farewell addresses is found in
Deuteronomy. The first was delivered “beyond the Jordan, in the land of Moab” (1:5). The second—if
the words of 4:44-49 are intended as a heading for the second portion and not as a summary of the
first—was given “beyond the Jordan in the valley opposite Beth-peor, in the land of Sihon the king of
the Amorites” (v. 46). The third was simply “in the land of Moab” (29:1). Quite possibly the same
location is intended for all three messages.

The almost unbroken chain of speeches shows the aptness of the Hebrew name for Deuteronomy:
“These are the words” (Heb. 'élleh hadd®barim), or simply “words.” Only the account of Moses’
death (ch. 34) can be called a “narrative.” The rest, except for the handful of introductory notes, is a
flow of passionate words. The Greek name that has carried over into the European languages,
Deuteronomion, “second law book” or “second telling of the law,” acknowledges the ties with
Exodus, where the law occurs first in the Torah.

Today you have obtained the LORD’s agreement: to be your God; and for you to walk in his
ways, to keep his statutes, his commandments, and his ordinances, and to obey him. Today
the LORD has obtained your agreement: to be his treasured people, as he promised you, and to
keep his commandments; for him to set you high above all nations that he has made, in
praise and in fame and in honor, and for you to be a people holy to the LORD your God, as he
promised. Deut. 26:17-19

Outline and Contents

Outline and Genre. Most efforts to analyze Deuteronomy begin with its obvious divisions—the three
speeches. The book’s hortatory or sermonic style has often been noted: the three addresses consist of
four, twenty-four, and two chapters, respectively. The seemingly disproportionate distribution can be
explained by viewing the second address as the heart and core of the book and the other two as frames
to introduce it and describe its consequences. “The “speaker is endeavoring to move from
specifically legal formulations toward pastoral exhortation and encouragement.”' But speeches alone
as a label may not be adequate to describe the movement, order, and intent of the book. Its wide range
of legal concerns lend it a constitutional tone. To some, it sounds like an extended exposition of the
Decalogue. These descriptions of genre point to Deuteronomy’s character as a document rather than
merely a collection of speeches: “the document prepared by Moses as a witness to the dynamic
covenant which the Lord gave to Israel on the Plains of Moab.”?

The flow of the outline of Deuteronomy seems to follow that of the suzerain-vassal treaty.® Hittite



and Akkadian (both Assyrian and Babylonian) forms of these treaties have survived to shed light on
the nature of God’s royal authority over Israel, his servant people (see pp. 73—75 above). An alternate
suggestion points to Egyptian labor agreements or covenants as a possible backdrop for
Deuteronomy.* The book does, however, far exceed in length any such treaty published to date.
Whether Deuteronomy was prepared in the form of such a treaty or not, that structure is a good
starting place. The basic outline is as follows:

Introduction (1:1, 5)

First Address: Acts of Yahweh (1:6-4:43)

Historical Summary of Yahweh’s Word (1:6-3:29)
Israel’s Obligations to Yahweh (4:1-40)
Note on Cities of Refuge (4:41-43)
Second Address: Law of Yahweh (4:44-26:19)
Covenant Requirements (4:44-11:32)
Introduction (4:44-49)
Ten Commandments (5:1-21)
Encounter with Yahweh (5:22-33)
Great Commandment (6:1-25)
Land of Promise and Its Problems (7:1-26)
Lessons from Yahweh’s Acts and Israel’s Response (8:1-11:25)
Choice before Israel (11:26-32)
Law (12:1-26:19)
Concerning Worship (12:1-16:17)
Concerning Officials (16:18-18:22)
Concerning Criminals (19:1-21)
Concerning Warfare (20:1-20)
Miscellaneous Laws (21:1-25:19)
Liturgical Confessions (26:1-15)
Concluding Exhortations (26:16-19)
Ceremony to Be Instituted at Shechem (27:1-28:68)
Curses for the Disobedient (27:1-26)
Blessings for the Obedient (28:1-14)
Curses for the Disobedient (28:15-68)

Third Address: Covenant with Yahweh (29:1-30:20)
Purpose of Yahweh’s Revelation (29:1-29)
Nearness of Yahweh’s Word (30:1-14)

Choice Set before Israel (30:15-20)

Conclusion (31:1-34:12)

Moses’ Closing Words; His Song (31:1-32:47)



Moses’ Death (32:48-34:12)

Whether originally presented orally as three addresses or written as a farewell document, the book
sets forth the theme of God’s covenant with Israel:

So now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you? Only to fear the LORD your
God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and
with all your soul, and to keep the commandments and statutes of the LORD your God and his
decrees, which I am commanding you this day, for your own well-being. Deut. 10:12f.; see
also vv. 14-22

Composition and Interpretation

The book of Deuteronomy is often called the keystone of the entire documentary hypothesis of the
Pentateuch (see Ch. 1). The date of its composition has been set forth as one of the “assured results”
of modern scholarship. However, in recent years the theory as originally presented has undergone
substantial and complicated revision. Therefore a survey of the critical views of the book’s
composition may be useful.

Classical Documentary Hypothesis. In the Graf-Wellhausen theory of the composition of the
Pentateuch, the four documentary sources were J, E, D, and P. The D document was the major portion
of Deuteronomy (chs. 12-26). In the eighteenth year of King Josiah of Judah (621 B.C.), workmen
repairing the house of the Lord found “the book of the law.” When it was read to the king, he tore his
clothing, remorseful that his people had been disobeying the words of this book. His penitence
kindled a religious revival (2 Kgs. 22-23). As early as Jerome (fourth century AD.), it was believed
that the book found was Deuteronomy. In 1805, W. M. L. de Wette sought to show that Deuteronomy
came from a source not found in the first four books of the Pentateuch. He proposed a date in the
seventh century, later than J and E. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, J. Wellhausen was
convinced that Josiah’s reforms were sparked by contemporary religious leaders who had composed
“the book of the Law” and planted it in the temple. Subsequently, it was “discovered,” and, since it
purported to date from the time of Moses, gave great support to the reforms.> Some scholars have
claimed that “the book of the law” consisted of Deut. 12-26; others suggest that it was chs. 5-26.

Deuteronomic Historian. A host of scholars once dated “the book of the law,” according to a theory
that it was composed just prior to discovery in 621. This approach has not stood up to scholarly
scrutiny in the twentieth century. Some have pushed the date of Deuteronomy back to the days of
Manasseh or Hezekiah or Amos, or even as early as Samuel. Others set the work after the Exile, in the
time of Haggai and Zechariah or later. Meanwhile, some scholars have noted that Deuteronomy has at
least as much in common with Samuel-Kings as with the first four books of the Pentateuch.



Hammurabi stele (ca. 1700 B.C.) containing 282 laws, which suggest interesting comparisons in
form and detail with the laws of the Pentateuch (e.g., Deut. 19:21). (Louvre)

As a result of these varied conclusions, the term “Deuteronomist” came to the fore, and scholars
began speaking of the “Tetrateuch” (Genesis-Numbers) and “Deuteronomic history” (Deuteronomy,
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings);® scholars who had followed the Wellhausenian theory had
insisted that the major purpose of the D document was to establish Jerusalem’s claim as the sole
sanctuary, even though the city was mentioned nowhere in Deuteronomy. Furthermore, this theory
seemed at odds with the command to erect an altar on Mt. Ebal (Deut. 27:4-8).” Some authors pointed
out that Deuteronomy has some points in common with Hosea and concluded that rather than a
product of the southern kingdom, it was a northern composition.? It is addressed to Israel as a whole,
rather than Judah, Zion, and the Davidic line.? The main purpose of the book, as a German wordplay
succinctly captures it, was not Kulteinheit (unity of worship, i.e., at the central sanctuary) but
Kultreinheit (purity of worship)."® Some concluded that Deuteronomy was the result, not the cause, of
the Josianic reforms.' Obviously the same data were leading scholars in quite opposite directions.

Present Status. No scholarly consensus exists at present. Form-critical studies have led more and
more scholars to recognize quite early elements in Deuteronomy. The possibility that the book is
structured like the second-millennium suzerainty treaties (see above), rather than those of the mid-
first millennium, would point to an earlier date. The hortatory style convinces some modern scholars
that the book rests on a tradition going back to Moses himself.'? Others put the tradition in the early



Monar chy.

The book as we have it, like many Old Testament works, appears to have undergone a lengthy
process of composition. The process entails updating and modification to fit the changing needs of
Israel’s life through the centuries. The collections of miscellaneous laws in the central speech may
reflect this process of updating. Yet the end product as analyzed by recent stylistic techniques reveals a
remarkable unity despite its apparent diversity in its forms of speech.'?

As to the influences that shaped the book during its development at least four have been noted: (1)
the writings of prophets, especially Hosea, with his emphasis on Yahweh’s covenant love and the
hazards of rebelling against it; (2) Levitical priests, who treasured the sacred legal and cultic
traditions present in the book; (3) court scribes steeped in the Wisdom traditions of Israel, who
fostered the emphases on righteousness and its rewards, as well as the fear of Yahweh and its fruit in
humane treatment of persons and animals;'* (4) Levitical singers, who for generations chanted the text
in public worship."”

If one removes apparently late glosses and possibly some material in the final chapters, little
remains in Deuteronomy that could not have come from the time of Moses. It is certainly more likely
that Deuteronomy greatly influenced the prophets than that the prophets produced it. None of the
major points of contemporary tension in the prophets, such as Baal worship or specific types of
idolatry, are found in Deuteronomy. Moses, not the prophets after him, established the great
principles of Israelite religion; the prophets developed those principles and applied them to the
spiritual and moral problems of their day. Hosea himself saluted Moses’ role in Israel’s beginnings:
“By a prophet the LORD brought Israel up from Egypt, and by a prophet [perhaps Samuel] he was
guarded” (Hos. 12:13). After two centuries of critical scholarship, the evidence would seem to
indicate that if Deuteronomy is not a record of the actual words of Moses, it is at least a tradition that
accurately represents him and faithfully reflects his application of the covenantal laws and statutes of
Yahweh to the needs of the Israelites about to enter Canaan.'®

Horizons of Interpretation

Under God’s provident guidance, Deuteronomy had special significance in three eras of Israel’s life.
First was the period of its original setting on the plains of Moab when the people were poised to cross
the Jordan without Moses as their leader. It was a time of covenant renewal, a reaffirmation and
amplification of what God had commanded at Sinai, a generation earlier. All the changes the conquest
and settlement called for were laid out in detail. The transition from a pilgrim community encamped
in wilderness venues to a scattered coalition of tribes, clans, and families was drastic. Deuteronomy,
like a national constitution, took this transition seriously and anticipated the dozens of major
adjustments that were required. In Moses’ farewell sermons especially, the people were warned
against the enticements in a land where pagan influences abounded. The tribes were about to gain the
land and had to know all that it promised, for good and ill.

The second horizon occurred during the period of the late monarchy. The traditions safeguarded in
the book certainly contributed to the reforms of Josiah begun in 621 B.c. Earlier, they may also have
fueled Hezekiah’s zeal to purge the pagan practices denounced in 2 Kings 15. A further contribution
of the book may have occurred during these decades at the end of the era of Assyrian dominance and
the beginning of the Babylonian period: the patterns of judgment and grace may have been
systematically applied to the histories of Israel and Judah recorded in Samuel and Kings. The term
Deuteronomistic is used to describe these works along with Joshua and Judges, suggesting that their



final core position was shaped in part by the great themes of Deuteronomy (see Ch. 9). At stake was
whether Judah could remain the elect of God and retain the land which had been the physical
expression of that election. Though the series of books that comprise the spine of biblical history
were not completed until the Exile, the understanding of God’s dealings with the people featured in
Deuteronomy gained new importance during Judah’s last decades of political independence.

The Exile did nothing to dwarf Deuteronomy’s importance. The entire Pentateuch took on greater
significance than ever under the ministries of Ezra and Nehemiah. The books became the badge of
Israel’s uniqueness, once divine judgment had taught its lessons. The third horizon is the return to
Palestine where the covenant community had to survive without kings or princes. The law and the
priests that taught it loomed larger than before. For the humbled and chastened Jews, Deuteronomy
again became the handbook to guide them in their land. More than any other document it told their
story—past, present, future. It reminded them of the divine grace by which they had first gained the
land, the grievous sin by which they failed to retain the land, and the covenant love which alone
explained how they had regained the land."”

Theology

Deuteronomy is a treasure chest of theological concepts that have influenced the religious thought
and life of ancient Israelites, Jews, and Christians. Its basic ideas are credited to Moses. Expanded and
adapted by the Spirit’s nurture, they influenced the prophets who were responsible for the
“Deuteronomic history”—the “Former Prophets”—as well as the “Latter” writing prophets. No
wonder Bible students have yearned to understand the theological ideas of Deuteronomy. Its antiquity,
its centrality in Old Testament thought, and its influence on the New Testament church all testify to an
importance that cannot be exaggerated.

Creed. Deut. 6:4f. is the “Creed” of Israel, or, to use the opening word which has become its Jewish
name, the “Shema”:

Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone (or “is one”). You shall love the LORD
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.

These words were to be upon the hearts of the Israelites, they were to teach them urgently to their
children. The words were to be bound “as a sign” on the hand and “as frontlets” between the eyes.
They were to be written on the doorposts of the house and on the gates. These instructions,
immediately following the Shema, are essentials in the Jews’ daily religious rituals. Jesus took the
words of v. 5 as the first and greatest commandment (Matt. 22:37).

The creed sets forth the unity and uniqueness of Yahweh the God of Israel specifically in the
relationship established between him and his people. The word used for “one” is the numeral—
literally, “The LORD our God, the LORD, one.”*® If this passage specifically taught monotheism, another
Hebrew word could have been used, hence, “The LORD our God is the only God.”"® At the same time,
Deut. 6:4f. does exclude any concept of polytheism, for God is not many but one. Above all, there is
an exclusiveness about Yahweh which demands total love (loyalty, commitment, dedication) from his
people. The creed does not set forth monotheism as a philosophical idea. But it certainly sets forth the
Lord as the only God the Israelite could love. To love him with all the heart and soul and might leaves
no place for devotion to another god. Furthermore, it lifts allegiance to God above all human
loyalties.



The name “monolatry” (worship of one god) is sometimes given to the early Israelite view, since it
does not explicitly deny the existence of other gods. However, both monotheism and monolatry are
philosophical concepts, and the Israelites do not appear to have been speculative philosophers. They
did not conjecture about God. They knew him from their experiences with him. God had delivered
them from Egypt and, consequently, demanded their complete devotion. Their faith was the result of
experience and not the conclusion of abstract logic.

God Who Acts. The picture of Yahweh as one who enters into activities with selected human beings
is not presented for the first time in Deuteronomy. It was an essential part of the creation story, the
Flood narrative, and certainly the Abrahamic covenant. It was illustrated supremely in Yahweh’s
double victory over Pharaoh, crushing both his refusal to release the Israelites and his efforts to
recapture the escaped slaves.

In Deuteronomy, however, the historical acts of Yahweh became a basic part of the book’s
viewpoint: these acts related to the claims Yahweh made on the Israelites both before and after they
entered the land of promise. Moses reminded them “what Yahweh did with regard to the Baal of Peor”
(4:3). His purpose was to instruct their future behavior in the promised land (v. 5). “What other great
nation is there that has a god so near to it as Yahweh our God is whenever we call to him?” asks
Moses (v. 7) in a driving rhetorical question that insists the answer be “None.” The events which
engendered such faith are to be made known “to your children and your children’s children” (v. 9).

The doctrine that God is invisible and the commandment against making any images to represent
God are both drawn from the Horeb experience (vv. 15f.). “And when you look up to the heavens, and
see the sun and the moon and the stars, all the host of heaven, do not be led astray and bow down to
them and serve them, things which the LORD your God has allotted to all the peoples under heaven,”
Moses goes on to say. “But the LORD has taken you, and brought you forth out of the iron-smelter, out
of Egypt, to become a people of his very own possession . ..” (vv. 19f.). The sun, moon, and stars
belong to everyone—by God’s decree—but the deliverance from Egypt was his action on behalf of
Israel alone, designed to make them his own people.

If Israel forgets these experiences and their meaning, Yahweh will certainly punish them, drive
them out of the land and scatter them among the nations. On the other hand, if Israel returns to
Yahweh and obeys his voice, God is merciful and will not forget the covenant he swore to their
fathers (vv. 25-31).

For ask now about former ages, long before your own, ever since the day that God created
human beings upon the earth; ask from one end of heaven to the other: has anything so great
as this ever happened or has its like ever been heard of? Has any people ever heard the
voice of a god speaking out of the midst of the fire as you have heard, and [still] lived? Or
has any god ever attempted to go and take a nation for himself from the midst of another
nation, by trials, by signs and wonders, by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm,
and by terrifying displays of power, as the LORD your God did for you in Egypt before your
very eyes? To you it was shown, so that you would acknowledge that the Lord is God; there
is no other besides him. (vv. 32-35)

In Moses’ final address, he declares: “you have seen all that the LorRD did before your eyes in the
land of Egypt . .. but to this day the LORD has not given you a mind to understand, or eyes to see, or
ears to hear” (29:2-4). Again the fact that Yahweh had led them through the wilderness and provided
for their needs is featured. Then Moses remarks that this was so “he may establish you today as his



people and that he may be your God, as he promised you and as he swore to your ancestors, to
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob” (vv. 12f.).

Election of Israel. The concept that Yahweh has chosen Israel to be his possession is called
“election.” The basis of the doctrine is found in the call of Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-6), where
God’s promise is directed to the “seed” or descendants of Abraham. This idea is thrust into the
forefront of God’s call to Moses (Exod. 3:6). It is found in the revelation of the law at Sinai (cf. 20:2,
12) and in the sacrificial system set forth in Leviticus (cf. Lev. 18:1-5, 24-30). The reference to the
promise is found in the account of sending the spies into Canaan (Num. 13:2) and in the minority
report of Joshua and Caleb (14:8). But election is the pervasive idea in Deuteronomy.

The word most often used to express the concept of election is the verb “to choose.”'® But the idea
of election—that God had selected Israel to be his people—is expressed also in many other ways. It is
often implied when no explicit word is used (cf. 4:32-35). We should remember that God’s choice of
Israel was effected by his creating it as a new people. Divine election is not an arbitrary act, as though
God picked an already existing nation while snubbing others. God’s new work of redemption called
for a new people, hence the call to Abraham and the formation of a new nation from Abraham’s
family.

“For you are a people holy to the LORD your God,” says Moses; “the LORD your God has chosen
you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession” (7:6). The choice was
made not because of the numerical superiority of Israel (v. 7), but “because the LOrRD loved you, and
kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors . ..” (v. 8). Because of this election, Israel was to destroy
the nations in the land of Canaan “seven nations mightier and more numerous than you” (vv. 1f.).
Israel was to make no treaties with them and to show no mercy to them. There was to be no
intermarriage between Israelites and the peoples of the land. This could only turn the Israelites from
Yahweh to serve other gods (vv. 3f.). Above all, they were to destroy all religious symbols of the
Canaanites (v. 5). These seem to be harsh obligations. Since Yahweh is equally the God of all nations,
and, therefore, all people are equally his creatures, why these stern restrictions? They must be put in
their proper perspective, against the background of election. Yahweh has chosen Israel and is the God
of Israel. God makes no specific commitment to other nations except as it involved his covenant with
Israel. This basic idea of election lies behind the exclusivist portions of the New Testament, such as
the difference between the followers of Christ and the “world” (cf. John 1:10-13; 8:23; 15:18f.; 1 John
2:15).

But there is another side to this concept of election. God’s choice of Abraham and his descendants
had a purpose: “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). God’s jealousy for
Israel does not stem from his indifference to other peoples; rather, it arises from his concern that
Israel transmit God’s truth to other peoples. If Israel is not careful to guard the truth which Yahweh
has revealed in words and acts, the truth will never reach the rest of the world.

Accordingly, Deuteronomy stresses that the Israelites are to do all that the Lord commanded, once
they enter Canaan. This is the reason behind the law of the “single sanctuary” (Deut. 12:1-14). The
injunction forbade Israel to worship at any of “the places where the nations whom you are about to
dispossess served their gods” (v. 2). “But you shall seek the place that the Lord your God will
choose . ..” (v. 5). That place, wherever it might be—Ebal, Shechem, Shiloh, and finally Jerusalem—
was to be the exclusive place of worship for the chosen people. Only thus could the faith remain
uncontaminated by Canaanite religion: only thus could there be a clear witness to the nations.

The purpose of election—witness to the nations that were to be blessed because of Israel’s election
—is not stressed in Deuteronomy. Moses’ central concern was to place before the Israelites the



dangers of corrupting their faith, of losing the truth revealed to them, in their new land.?

Covenant Relationship. The word “covenant” crops up frequently in the Old Testament.?* Although
sometimes described as a “contract” or “agreement,” the biblical covenant is something different. A
contract has a quid pro quo (“something for something”): “for value received I agree to pay....” If
either party fails to keep its side, the other is freed from obligation. Even the suzerainty treaty is not
quite the same as the biblical covenant, although it seems a closer parallel. Here, the ruler has
conquered the vassal people, and therefore demands certain obligations of them. In turn, he promises
to provide appropriate benefits. In contrast, the biblical covenant, God’s relation to the chosen people,
originates neither in a quid pro quo, nor in conquest. It begins with love: “because the LORD loved you

.. .7 (7:8). Therefore, even though the people fail to keep their part of the obligation—as they
certainly did in the wilderness and throughout much of their history—God will not break his
covenant (4:31).

For the prophets, the covenant relationship becomes the cornerstone of their hope. There were
three basic elements to that hope: (1) formation of the people God had chosen, (2) their inheritance of
the land he had promised the patriarchs and their descendants, and (3) establishment of the throne he
had pledged to David and his posterity (2 Sam. 7). Because their Lord is a God who keeps covenant
promises, the prophets knew that ultimately God must redeem the people, restore them to the land,
and establish the king on the throne. The elements of this hope are present already in Deuteronomy. In
setting forth his convictions, Moses is truly the archetypal prophet (cf. 9:26-29; 17:14-20; 18:15-18).

We must not suppose, however, that no obligations were laid upon Israel. In fact, the law given on
Sinai, in Exodus, which Moses reiterates in Deuteronomy with sermonic applications, is composed of
the obligations of the covenant relationship. We must not miss the fine distinction between a contract
and a covenant. If the relationship between Israel and Yahweh had been the kind conveyed in a modern
contract, Yahweh’s commitment would have been contingent upon Israel’s keeping of its obligations.
In the covenant relationship, Yahweh honors his part (the promises) because of his love and because
he is God. The Lord may punish Israel for disobedience, and may even chasten whole generations for
stubborn disbelief. But the covenant remains in force—simply because of God’s nature.

Israel, on the other hand, is honor-bound to keep the covenantal requirements—not to put Yahweh
in debt to Israel, but because Israel is Yahweh’s people and so should behave accordingly. Moses
appeals to the foundational principle laid down in Leviticus—“You shall be holy; for I the LORD your
God am holy” (Lev. 19:2)—as he repeats the law:

The entire commandment which I command you today you must diligently observe, so that
you may live and increase, and go in and occupy the land that the LORD promised on oath to
your ancestors. Remember the long way that the Lord your God has led you these forty
years in the wilderness. . .. Know then in your heart that as a parent disciplines a child so the
LORD your God disciplines you. Therefore, keep the commandments of the LORD your God,
by walking in his ways and by fearing him. (Deut. 8:1-6)

Concept of Sin. The basis of the biblical doctrine of sin is set forth in the story of the Fall (Gen. 3)
and illustrated in the subsequent chapters, culminating in the Flood (Gen. 4-9). In Numbers, the sin of
Israel is depicted in several events of murmuring and rebellion. In Deuteronomy, it is seen against the
backlight of the covenant relationship.

The obligation of the Israelites to keep and do God’s ordinances stemmed from the fact that in the
Exodus, God had chosen them to be his possession (7:6). When they claimed the land, they were to



remember these facts and obey God’s commandments (8:1-10). However, they were in constant
danger of turning to other gods (vv. 11-18), a death-dealing act (v. 19). Loving God and keeping his
commandments are set side by side (11:1, 13). Blessing in the land is the fruit of such obedience (vv.
8-12).

The gravity of sin is made dramatically clear in Deuteronomy. A central feature of the book is the
series of instructions about ceremonies of blessings and curses to be observed as soon as the people
set foot on the new land (chs. 27-28). The tribes were to divide into two groups. Six tribes were to
climb Mt. Gerizim for a ritual of blessing; six, Mt. Ebal for a ritual of curse.

The liturgy of twelve curses (27:11-26) covers a range of spiritual, social, and sexual crimes
similar to but broader than those in the Decalogue. The lengthy list of blessings (28:1-19) embraces
the whole range of God’s gracious gifts to the people politically, agriculturally, militarily.
Conversely, the even longer series of curses (28:15-68) threatens everything the Israelites hold dear,
from freedom to health, from prosperity to loss of the land. The apostle’s assertion, “The wages of
sin is death” (Rom. 6:23) is an apt summation of these bleak and bitter curses. To trifle with or rebel
against God’s covenant claims was to turn the Savior into the Judge. These ancient covenant curses
rang in the words of Israel’s great prophets as they delivered their doom-laden threats of judgment to
Israel and Judah.

Apostasy or idolatry was the most damning sin of all. Deuteronomy left no doubt about that:

It may be that there is among you a man or a woman, or a family or tribe, whose heart is
already turning away from the LORD our God to serve the gods of those nations. . .. the LORD
will be unwilling to pardon them, for the LORD’s anger and passion will smoke against them.
All the curses written in this book will descend on them, and the LorD will blot out their
names from under heaven. (29:18-20)

So serious is the sin of idolatry that the Israelites were commanded to kill a brother, son or
daughter, wife, or friend who sought to lure them to serve other gods: “You must not yield to or heed
any such persons. Show them no pity or compassion and do not shield them. But you shall surely kill
them; ... Stone them to death for trying to turn you away from the LORD your God, who brought you
out of the land of Egypt . ..” (13:8-10). If the inhabitants of a city were to try to entice Israelites away
from Yahweh, that city with everything in it was to be destroyed (13:15f.).

Despite the humanitarian nature of many of the laws set forth in Deut. 15-26, the penalties for
idolatry were terribly severe. The only explanation that can be derived from Deuteronomy, or any
other portion of the Bible, is the sanctity of the covenant relationship. As a general rule, the Bible
does not enjoin the people of God to slaughter unbelievers. The only such instances are in connection
with the Israelite conquest of Canaan. As Joshua and Judges make clear, the covenantal purpose of the
promised land underlies the requirements for Israel to remove the Canaanites. The ancients knew little
of the tolerance that modern, pluralistic societies have developed. The typical Middle Eastern nation
—like tribal peoples today—had a uniform culture and religious belief adhered to by all who lived
within their region. Uniqueness was best preserved by intolerance of other cultures. As Israel’s later
history demonstrated, failure to obey Yahweh’s command to destroy the Canaanites led to gross
idolatry. The tragic outcome was the destruction of the kingdom and exile from their land.

Like the marriage covenant, the relationship between Yahweh and the people is a covenant of
mutual love and trust. Like adultery, apostasy breaks the relationship by despising the love on which it
is based, violating the trust, and treating the person as unworthy of total commitment. The covenant



relationship is impossible under such conditions, as argued at length in the prophets, especially Hosea
and Jeremiah. The person who turns from God to serve other gods faces grave consequences. But the
sin of attempting to lead someone else into idolatry is greater still; its penalty is death.

The concept of progressive revelation (see below, ch. 47) applies here. One type of law was
necessary at the time the Israelite nation was becoming established in Canaan. Rampant idolatry at that
point could have destroyed completely the means of conveying God’s redemptive revelation to future
generations. Gross idolatry several centuries later brought the nation to defeat and destruction. Only
by God’s grace was a remnant spared. God’s revelation through Jesus Christ and his apostles brought
a gentler law.

God in History. The concept that God has actually entered into history is a unique biblical doctrine.
The consistency and sovereignty of God’s grace and judgment are unmatched in the literature of any
other religion. In Deuteronomy this biblical theme is set forth in a unique way which greatly
influences the later writings, especially the “Deuteronomic history.”

To cite chapter and verse is largely superfluous; the entire book is a recital of God’s acts on behalf
of the people: how God led Israel out of Egypt, gave them the law at Sinai, patiently endured their
stubborn unbelief in the wilderness, and brought them to the verge of the Jordan. This sequence of
events is summarized in chs. 6-12, several portions of which are quoted above.

The Bible’s second account of the Ten Commandments (or Decalogue) is found in ch. 5; the first is
in Exod. 20:1-17. The implications of these injunctions are set forth in the chapters that follow. The
story moves back and forth between Israel’s future obligations in Canaan, and Israel’s past
experiences of Yahweh’s words and deeds. This interplay of past and future gives rise to a
“prophetic” view of history, in which the past not only provides lessons for the future but also
becomes the source of movements that influence the future. When God acted in the past—in the time
of Abraham, for example—he said or did things which can be lessons for today or give hope for
tomorrow. More than that, God revealed the nature of his ongoing activity, by which he will fulfill his
redemptive purpose. So Moses, the prophets, and the New Testament writers understood the history of
God’s activity.

The biblical view is neither that of Kismet, the fatalism of Islam, nor that of Karma, the
deterministic cause-and-effect of Hinduism and Buddhism. The human actors always behave as if free
in their choices and therefore responsible for them. Yahweh often is portrayed as if angered or
frustrated by human activities, but in the end, his purpose prevails. God bought Israel out of Egypt
despite the power and cunning of Pharaoh. God brought Israel through the wilderness despite the
unbelief of the majority. God gave them victory over the kings and nations who sought to bar their
way. God turned the curses of Balaam into blessings. And despite their utter disbelief that they could
enter the land of Canaan, God had brought them to the shore of the Jordan and was giving
instructions for the time when they would enter the land.

This same concept of history—sometimes called Heilsgeschichte, the history of salvation—can be
seen in the prophets. In the Former Prophets it is applied primarily to the contemporary situation; in
the Latter Prophets, to the future as well. It pervades the works of the psalmist. It sustains the people of
God in the Exile and afterwards, times that otherwise would have left them helpless. It is even
intertwined with the events set forth in Esther—where the name of God does not appear at all. To
God’s people, history becomes “his story.”



Mt. Gerizim, overlooking Shechem, where the Israelite tribes recited the blessings of the covenant
(Josh. 8:33). (Neal and Joel Bierling)

Influence of Deuteronomy

How can the influence of a book be measured? One yardstick is the number of books written about it
or that quote it. Another indication would be some great achievement that can be traced directly to
motivation which the book supplied. Of course, we can never calculate the individual decisions
influenced by reading the book or the persons who received hope from it.

Bible students see the influence of Deuteronomy on Samuel and Elijah, on Hosea and Jeremiah, and
on Jesus. The number of quotations or citations of Deuteronomy in the New Testament mark it as one
of the most influential sources.?” Deuteronomy was one of the most valued works at Qumran, among
the more than twenty fragments are found quotations or sections from every chapter of the book.??
Jesus thrice found strength in Deuteronomy to turn back Satan’s temptation (Matt. 4:1-11; cf. Deut. 8:3;
6:13, 16). When asked which commandment was greatest, he quoted Deut. 6:5 in reply.

But this is only the peak of the iceberg. How many times was Deuteronomy quoted in the home of
Joseph and Mary, that Jesus came to know it so well? In how many Jewish homes, where the Shema
(6:41.) is recited several times a day, has the book brought faith and inspiration? How many Christians
have found help and strength in these pages? Every indication points to the conclusion that
Deuteronomy is one of the most significant books in the Old Testament. In any generation it deserves
careful study.



PART TWO

THE PROPHETS



CHAPTER 9
The Former Prophets

The books called “Law” (or Pentateuch) have carried the account of God’s actions from creation to
the borders of the promised land. That story is continued in the second main division of the Hebrew
Bible: the “Prophets,” which is subdivided into “Former Prophets” and “Latter Prophets.” The Former
Prophets consist of four books: Joshua, Judges, Samuel (later divided into 1-2 Samuel), and Kings
(later divided into 1-2 Kings). Their record of divine activity spans nearly seven centuries from
Joshua’s call to Jehoiachin’s release.

The LORD spoke to Joshua ... saying, “My servant Moses is dead. Now proceed to cross the
Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that [ am giving to them. ...” Josh. 1:1-2

In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of King Jehoiachin of Judah . .. King Evil-Merodach of
Babylon .. .released King Jehoiachin of Judah from prison. 2 Kgs. 25:27

Classification

“Prophets” or “History”? In the English Bible, these six 