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I shall not die, but I shall live, and recount the deeds of the LORD.
Psalms 118:17 NRSV
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14 Old Testament Theology

the text. We will examine this reading strategy, usually called allegorism
(see §2.1.3.1 “Allegorical Readings”).

Contemporary readers face challenges raised by the intellectual climate
of our own age. The OT is frequently viewed as an oppressive fext. It is seen
to have supported various structures of oppression in the social, sexual,
and economic realms. To take one example among many, its content is
frequently read as disparaging of women and reflects an oppressive, patri-
archal value system: Is not a woman blamed for the first human act of sin
(Gen 3)? Are women not treated as the property of their husbands in the
law (Num 30)? Are there not numerous instances where women are sub-
ject to the whims of men and shuffled around with little regard for their
own feelings (1 Sam 25:44; 2 Sam 3:6, 15; 12:10-11)? Is not Yahweh’s
anger against the covenant people of God depicted by means of a betrayed
and enraged husband brutalizing and publicly humiliating his wife (Hos
2; Ezek 16 and 23)? Similarly, our age is profoundly aware of the hor-
rors and brutality of war. Accounts of battles and bloodshed (Josh, Judg,
1-2 Sam) fill us with disgust and disdain. Historians point to numer-
ous instances where the OT has been used to justify slavery, oppression,
violence, environmental destruction, injustice, and victimization. Readers
seeking theological perspective or spiritual nurture thus often find that
before they have gone very far they bump up against impenetrable walls or
fall into perilous ditches.

1.2.2 Challenges Arising from the Literature Written about the OT

Not only is the OT difficult in itself, the enormous quantity of litera-
ture written to aid contemporary readers in understanding of the OT can
create further obstacles. The sheer number of books and articles about
the OT would be more than any one person could read in a lifetime.
What is more, on virtually every point, scholars differ. How can one ever
decide among these experts? The very language of these materials is often
opaque and baffling. Technical terms such as etiology, theophany, amphic-
tyony, suzerainty covenant, eponymous, sancta, hierodule, traditio-historical,
and Uberlieferungsgeschichte abound. OT scholars employ a dizzying array
of methodologies. Students read of the historical-critical method, tex-
tual criticism, form criticism, traditions criticism, rhetorical criticism,
canonical criticism, new literary criticism, narrative criticism, and ideo-
logical criticism, to name just a few.* Furthermore, each methodological

35 Concise definitions of these and most other significant terms in biblical studies appear
in Richard N. Soulen and N. Kendall Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism, 3rd ed. (Louis-
ville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2001). Fuller treatments can be found in most of the major
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approach uses its own jargon and technical terminology. Debates as to the
validity and utility of these approaches have been ongoing, sometimes for
hundreds of years. Furthermore, scholarly opinion is constantly in flux.
Is a mastery all of this material necessary for the contemporary reader or
reading community to be able to understand and appropriate the text?

1.2.3 Challenges Arising from the Distance between the World
of the OT and Our Own

How can an ancient text like the OT speak meaningfully today? This is
not an easy question to answer, even if one believes that text to have been
given by God to the community of faith for its nurture. As we noted in
the previous sections, contemporary readers who seek to read the OT for
theological and spiritual nurture are immediately confronted by a pro-
found gap or distance between the text itself (the world in which it was
written and the culture and thought-forms and purposes of its author or
authors) and themselves.

At this level, both Jewish and Christian readers face similar questions
regarding how this distance can be overcome and how such texts can be
meaningful today. Many OT texts deal with the Jerusalemite temple and
its ritual, with regulations for the priesthood, with the words of various
prophets, or with the emergence and future of the monarchy. Jewish read-
ers must wrestle with how these texts are to be understood in a world where
the temple no longer exists, priests no longer function, and the monarchy
has disappeared.’ The reading stance of the Christian community is even
more complex and the distance between it and the OT even greater. From
its inception the church read the OT as its Scripture.¥” When they gath-
ered, the early Christians thus read the OT as a guide for faith and ethics.
In point of fact, a significant number of years passed before the NT as a
collection of texts came to stand alongside the O as Scripture. However,
from its earliest days the church struggled with how to appropriate this
essentially Jewish or Israelite’® text to its own life. As such, for Christian

Bible dictionaries and Encyclopedias including IDB[S], ABD, Allen C. Myers, ed. Eerdmans
Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), NIDB, and others. See also Barton,
Reading the Old Testament.

36 Judaism has wrestled with such matters over the course of the centuries, beginning
with the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 587 BCE, then again in 70 CE, beginning
with the Mishnah and Talmud. Space precludes a fuller discussion of these matters.

37 See esp. Seitz, Character of Christian Scripture, 17-19.

38 In general parlance, in the study of the OT the term “Israclite” is used to refer to the
community of Yahweh during the period described in the biblical text, that is from the begin-
nings of Israel’s history either until the Babylonian exile (587-539 BCE) or until the end of
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readers, it was not immediately apparent how a given text of the O, read
at face value or in its “plain” or literal sense® related to their own spiritual
experience. How did the dietary laws, oracles against foreign nations such
as Edom, Moab, and Tyre, or predictions of the ingathering of the Judean
exiles dispersed in the Babylonian incursions of the early sixth century
BCE relate in any way to them?

Many Christians’ understanding of the N'T’s teaching about the OT
adds to their antipathy toward it and difficulty in appropriating it. They
view Jesus Christ as revealing a God of love and forgiveness in contrast to
the irascible, wrathful, and nearly merciless God of the Old Testament.
They view the NT as offering humanity access to God through faith by
grace, as opposed to the Old Testament, where such access came by the
performance of ritual and by obedience to the law. After all does the N'T
not state that the law was given through Moses, but that grace and truth
have come through Jesus Christ (John 1:17)? The NT God, it is thought,
is concerned with all of humanity, in contrast to the O'T’s God, who loved
Israel alone. Jesus’ conflicts with the Pharisees over Sabbath observance,
clean and unclean foods, and other matters are viewed as proof that the
OT legal and ritual system was essentially hypocritical and unfair and a
hindrance to the true knowledge of God—a hindrance that Jesus deci-
sively removed.

This perspective is often seen in the way certain Christian preach-
ers and theologians have sometimes made Jews, Judaism, and the OT
the “whipping boy” of their arguments. They thus extol the virtues of
Christianity by contrasting them with the oppressive, hypocritical, and
crassly materialistic perspectives of “Judaism.” The uncleanness and social

the Persian Period (333 BCE). The terms Jewish and Judaism are used for the same community
in all later periods. These distinctions are doubtlessly simplifications, but they are a helpful
reminder that the religion within the text of the OT is related to, yet substantially different
from, the Judaism of later periods. In point of fact, during the biblical period, the term “Israel”
is sometimes used to designate the northern kingdom of Israel (that is the ten northern tribes)
in contrast to Judah, the southern kingdom (including the tribes of Judah and Benjamin).
Similarly, within the biblical period the term yebudi, from which the terms Jewish and Judaism
are derived, is used for all members of the southern kingdom (cf. Jer 34:9) and also in a more
restrictive sense for those who returned to Judea from exile (cf. Ezra 5:5).

39 This face value is generally called the sensus /iteralis or “literal sense” in Christian par-
lance. Jewish scholarship frequently refers to it as the peshatz or “plain” sense. Put simply, this
sense would be the meaning a speaker or hearer of these words would attribute to them in
the context in which they were uttered. For a summary and definition of this see Richard N.
Soulen, “What Is the Literal Sense of Scripture?” in Soulen, Sacred Scripture. We will explore
this important concept in greater detail in chapter 2, in the section “A Foundational Defini-
tion” (see §2.1.1).
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isolation of lepers, for example, is portrayed as merely a cultural bias that
Jesus chose to reject and overcome, instead of as a part of the Sinai legisla-
tion that Israel was bound to keep. Christian feminists sometimes took
the same tack. They blamed all the church’s systemic gender inequality on
the influence of “Judaism,” especially as evidenced in Paul’s writings.* All
of this has doubtlessly, and as we shall see, quite erroneously, contributed
to the negative stereotyping of Judaism, Jewish people, and the OT.#

1.2.4 Challenges Arising from the Structure, Form, and Genre
of the OT'

A significant aspect of the difficulty in reading the OT theologically lies
in the fact that it does not read like a systematic theology textbook. Such
books frequently follow a structure such as God: origin of, characteristics
of, acts of, etc. Rather, the theological perspectives of the OT are woven
into texts of various types (principally narrative, law, poetic expression of
speech to God, prophetic speech, and apocalyptic). When readers open
the OT, they encounter law, proverbs, genealogies, songs of prayer and
praise, prophetic warnings and encouragements, and above all narratives.
How can one get from such texts to theology? Biblical theologian Gerhard
von Rad insightfully observes, “We are . . . confronted with the bewilder-
ing fact that that this theological thinking is absolutely lacking in theo-
logical ‘systematics.”” Rather than “following the demands of theological
systematics, . . . they [the biblical writers] simply follow the sequence of
historical events.™

40 This kind of overly simplistic argumentation is now far less frequent. See Mary C.
Boys, “Patriarchal Judaism, Liberating Jesus: A Feminist Misrepresentation,” USQR 56
(2002): 48-61; Susannah Heschel, “Anti-Judaism in Christian Feminist Theology,” Tikkun 5
(1990): 25-28, 95-97; Katharina von Kellenbach, dnti-Judaism in Feminist Religious Writings,
American Academy of Religion Cultural Criticism 1 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994); Judith
Plaskow, “Christian Feminism and Anti-Judaism,” Cross Currents 28 (1978): 306—9; Fokke-
lien van Dijk-Hemmes, “Feminist Theology and Anti-Judaism in the Netherlands,” JFSR 7
(1991): 117-23; Leonore Siegele-Wenschkewitz, “The Discussion of Anti-Judaism in Feminist
Theology—A New Area of Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” JSFR 7 (1991): 95-98.

# In recent years scholars have devoted significant attention to “anti-Judaism” and anti-
Semitism in Christianity. For some helpful entry points, see Terence L. Donaldson, Jews and
Anti-Judaism in the New Testament: Decision Points and Divergent Interpretations (Waco, Tex.:
Baylor University Press, 2010); Craig A. Evans and Donald Alfred Hagner, Anti-Semitism
and Early Christianity: Issues of Polemic and Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); R. Bieringer,
Didier Pollefeyt, and F. Vandecasteele-Vanneuville, eds., dnti-Judaism and the Fourth Gospel,
1st ed. (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2001); Peter Richardson et al., Anti-Judaism
in Early Christianity, 2 vols., Studies in Christianity and Judaism (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid
Laurier University Press, 1986).

“2von Rad, O/d Testament Theology, 1:116.
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Furthermore, the biblical material is presented in the form of “books.”
These biblical books contain differing forms and genres, deal with differ-
ing time periods, and use differing means of expression. Sometimes these
books are clearly self-contained units (such as Proverbs). Sometimes these
“books” stand in relationship to one another and, when read together,
tell a larger story The basic story of Israel runs from Genesis through 2
Kings, sometimes called the Enneateuch, that is, “nine books.” Yet even
within such larger units there are points of unevenness. Genesis through
Deuteronomy is frequently seen as a unit (the Pentateuch, or five books
of Moses), yet the story seems to draw to a close in Numbers 27:12-23
and 31:1 with the anticipated death of Moses outside the land, and the
instructions for its partition among the tribes (as well as other matters of
importance) in Numbers 34-36. Then, surprisingly, in Deuteronomy we
encounter a literary unit that seems to interrupt the narrative flow of the
books that precede it. In Deuteronomy 1-11 Moses recapitulates Israel’s
experiences at Horeb/Sinai, repeats the Decalogue, gives a long exhor-
tation to the generation about to enter the land. Then chapters 12-26
includes numerous detailed laws sometimes related to but sometimes dif-
ferent from those given in Exodus to Numbers. Finally Deuteronomy
28-32 contains materials diverse in form and structure. Furthermore,
Deuteronomy has its own distinctive vocabulary and phraseology. This
leads some scholars to speak of Genesis through Numbers as the Tet-
rateuch (four books) and to view Deuteronomy as separate from them.
On the other hand, many of the themes begun in Genesis through Deu-
teronomy carry on into Joshua, thus leading other scholars to speak of a
Hexateuch (six books).”* All of this creates much consternation for those
seeking a theological understanding of the text.* Additional confusion
is created by the fact that the OT contains parallel versions of the same
events from differing perspectives, leaving out or emphasizing different
details.# Furthermore, sometimes the books use distinctive vocabulary

4 For a recent scholarly treatment of these issues, see the essays in Thomas B. Dozeman,
Thomas Romer, and Konrad Schmid, eds., Pentateuch, Hexateuch, or Enneateuch: Identifying
Literary Works in Genesis through Kings, SBLAIL 8 (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

4 Traditionally, the various OT books are organized into three larger groupings: the
Torah, otherwise known as the Pentateuch (Gen—Deut), the Prophets or nebi’im (Jos—2 Kgs
[Former Prophets] and Isa-Mal [Latter Prophets]), and the Writings (kefuéim, Ruth—Chr)
giving the acronym Tanak. The Septuagint retains the Hebrew order for the first division but
varies the order of the books in the last two. Most notably the Latter Prophets, culminating in
Malachi, are placed at the conclusion.

4 Cf,, e.g., the contrasting presentations of King Manasseh in 2 Kgs 23:36 and 24:3 with
the favorable portrait of him in 2 Chr 33:10-13.
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and theological conceptions. Often, such vocabulary and conceptions flow
across the boundaries between the individual books (e.g., Deut to 2 Kgs)
and at other times there seems to be a movement from one kind of vocab-
ulary of conception of God to another wizhin the same book (Gen, Zech).

The various genres (or kinds) of literature in the OT further compli-
cate the quest for theological meaning. How does one derive theology
from narrative? Are all of Israel’s laws valid for Christians? How deter-
minative should the prayers to God in the Psalms be for understanding
God’s character? How normative are proverbial expressions about life
rooted in the observations of ancient Israelite sages? Moreover, the OT
presents the activity and knowledge of God in the context of Aistory. This
in itself presents huge challenges for theological interpretation. How does
one derive theology from history? Furthermore, the OT presents a par-
ticular version of history that frequently stands at odds with the recon-
structions of history proposed by archaeologists. How important is it that
the Bible’s version of history conform to the version of history rendered by
modern historiography? Finally, the OT exists in two versions: Greek and
Hebrew. Each has a different order for the final two sections, and there
are certain variations of order in the manuscript evidence for each version.

In sum then, problems arising from the content of the OT itself, from
the complexity of OT scholarship, from the distance between the modern
reader and the ancient text, and from the form of its presentation have led
many to despair of finding any enduring theological expression in the OT.
'These obstacles are real and must be acknowledged as such. My purpose
here is not to provide answers to all of these questions or to defend the
OT to its critics. It is, however, to offer readers a way in to the theological
world of the OT and to engage its substantial elements, even if many of
these avowedly difficult matters have not been resolved.

1.3 Why Does the Church Need the OT and Choose
to Retain It?

As we shall see in the next chapter, some in the early Christian era (and
beyond) decided the church would be better oft without the OT. However,
to dismiss the OT as an antiquarian and irrelevant text whose ethical and
theological perspectives are deficient and whose God is sub-Christian
if not defective in character would be both a theological anomaly and a
tragic loss. As we conclude this chapter, let us look at three reasons that
make this so.
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First, the N'T views the OT as its own Scripture. It affirms the OT to
be a faithful representation of the character and purposes of God (Matt
5:17; 2 Tim 3:16). Jesus’ first disciples saw in him the one “about whom
Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote” (John 1:45). Elsewhere in
the NT Jesus is similarly understood to be the fulfillment of the OT law
and prophets (e.g., Luke 24:44; Matt 2:5-6 citing Mic 5:2; Matt 12:17-21
citing Isa 42:1-4; Luke 4:18 citing Isa 61:1; Rom 1:1-3). Paul refers to the
OT in relation to Christian worship (Eph 5:19) and ethics (Rom 12:20).4
Numerous other examples could be given. The OT was the only Bible the
early church had, and it treasured it as its own Scripture. Far from viewing
it as inadequate, Jesus and the earliest Christians affirmed the theological
worth of the OT.

Second, at its very heart, the OT is the story of a relationship. In one of
its central declarations, Yahweh states, “And 1 will walk among you, and
will be your God, and you shall be my people” (Lev 26:12, cf. Exod 3:12;
6:7; Deut 29:13; Jer 24:7; 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Ezek 11:20; 36:28; 37:27;
Zech 8:8). Thus God establishes a relationship with a human community
(Abraham and his seed) in which various patterns of response and quali-
ties of character are demanded. God enters into a real relationship with
Israel in which both parties are called to faithful commitment to each
other. One very important OT word, fesed, describes the heart of that
relationship. It is a hard word to translate, but it denotes loyalty, steadfast
love, tender mercy, and unmerited forgiveness.”” These are qualities that
Yahweh shows to Israel, and that, in turn, God demands from Israel (see
Hos 6:6; Mic 6:8) to be shown both toward God and to other persons.
When we come to the N'T, the very same situation continues. The same
God (often called by the proper name Yahweh in the OT and revealed
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the NT) enters into relationship with
a human community, the church. This relationship stands in continuity
with the relationship established between Yahweh and Israel (Rom 9:1-5).
Within this relationship God still calls for faithfulness and obedience and
qualities of character that reflect the character of God (John 14:15; Eph

46 T will return to the N'T’s use of the OT later in this chapter and at numerous places
throughout the book. Here it is sufficient to demonstrate that the OT cannot be summarily
detached from the NT. Rather, the NT views the God and purposes of the OT as one with
itself. :

47 See also Exod 34:6-7; Num 14:18-19; Deut 7:9-12; Isa 54:8; Hos 10:12; 12:16; Joel
2:13; Jonah 4:2; Mic 7:8; Ps 25:6-7. We will return to a fuller discussion of this important
term in chap. 6. For an excellent introduction to its meaning, see Katharine Doob Sakenfeld,
Faithfulness in Aetion: Loyalty in Biblical Perspective, OBT (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
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5:1). Jesus tells his hearers that the fesed God demanded of old was still
called for from them (Matt 9:13 quoting Mic 6:8). Paul cites the experi-
ences of Israel in the wilderness as a cautionary example to the church,
underlining the continuity between the two (1 Cor 10:5). Similarly the
writer to the Hebrews sees the people of God as an unbroken line moving
from Abel to Abraham to Moses and the prophets, culminating in the
Christian church (Heb 11). Numerous OT commandments are repeated
in the NT with reference to the Christian community (e.g., 1 Cor 10:14;
cf. Exod 20:4-5; Eph 6:2; cf. Exod 20:12 and Deut 5:16). The church,
therefore, has much to learn from the OT about what it means to live in
relationship with God.

Third, the church needs the OT’s comprehensive vision of life. The
NT was written in the space of approximately eighty to a hundred years.
Its vision was profoundly apocalyptic, in that its writers expected Jesus
to return in their lifetimes. Their focus was mainly on that great coming
event. The early Christians were largely an oppressed and despised people,
living on the margins of society, without political power or social prestige,
and unable to effect any social or political change. Great emphasis was
placed upon the cataclysmic events that were soon to break forth upon the
world, bringing an end to the present age and ushering in the age to come.
Much of the N'T’s message concentrates on enabling the followers of Jesus
to persevere in faith until the return of Christ, close at hand. The OT has
a very different perspective. It views life in this world as an ongoing con-
tinuity that stretches out before the people of God. It is profoundly inter-
ested in the material aspects of human existence. It views God as having
created humanity as creatures of flesh and blood and having placed them
in a material world. Many of God’s blessings to them came in the form
of material comforts (Deut 6:11). The OT emphasizes that the material
aspects of human existence—food, work, sexuality, sleep, aesthetics, cre-
ativity and human relationships—are the gifts of God. It encourages one
generation to live in such a way as to bring blessing upon the generations
that follow. It speaks of the joy of a long life well lived and of seeing one’s
children and children’s children. It invites humanity to care for God’s cre-
ation as stewards and keepers. In the OT we see God’s people occupying
all levels of society, from kings to the poor and needy. The OT invites the
people of God to practice justice and righteousness, to work toward free-
dom and justice for all who are oppressed, and to bring relief to the needy.
Biblical theologian John Goldingay stresses that, although a number of
aspects of the theological agenda of the OT are absent from that the NT,

this does not mean that such parts are meaningless or irrelevant. Rather,
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for Goldingay, they are a part of God’s “broader agenda,™ which is no
less a revelation of God’s character and purposes for humanity than those
aspects presented in the N'T. Similarly, Rolf Knierim asserts that it is pre-
cisely in those areas where the OT differs from the NT that the OT can
provide needed perspectives for the life of the church. He maintains that,
since the Christian community participates both in the new life in Christ
(characterized by eschatological expectation) and the broader structures
of life in its material, social, and political dimensions, the perspectives of
both testaments are desperately needed.*

As time passed, the church recognized that the return of Christ would
not come as soon as had been originally thought. As it became aware that
life on this earth might continue for a long time, it turned to the OT for
insight into areas absent or scarcely touched upon in the N'T but exten-
sively addressed in the OT. It came to realize that the NT did not super-
sede the OT, but rather that the OT and NT stood in creative dialogue
with each other and both needed to be heard on their own terms. Since
the church lived between the “now” of life in this world and the “not yet”
of the world to come, many of the OT’s insights regarding life here and
now were of tremendous value. This book approaches the OT in just such
a way.

Nevertheless, as we have seen, significant problems confronted the
Christian community as it sought to read the O for itself. In the next
chapter we will examine how both Christian and Jewish readers sought
to retain the OT as a resource for ethics, theology, and spirituality while
overcoming some of the obstacles we have just considered. It is to these
reading strategies that we now turn.

48 Goldingay, Israel’s Gospel, 26.

4 Rolf P. Knierim, “On Biblical Theology,” in Reading the Hebrew Bible for a New Mil-
lenium: Form, Concept, and Theological Perspective, ed. Wonil Kim et al,, Studies in Antiquity
and Christianity (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity, 2000), esp. 16-20.
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