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Chapter 1

Theology of Hesed in the OT:

Loyalty or Loving-kindness?
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One of the most important theological terms in the Old Testament is the word חֶסֶד. This Hebrew word is often rendered by several different English equivalents, such as “love, loyalty, mercy, kindness, “steadfast love,” and loving-kindness.”  Each of these English renderings finds their basis in the “nuance” of the specific passage and the “interpretative understanding of the translator.”  Depending upon the context, a translator might select any of the above English terms for חֶסֶד (for example, see Gen. 24:27; Exod. 24:6; Ps. 25:10; 40:10-11 [H 11-12]; Isa. 63:7).​[1]  The translation committee of the RSV normally renders the term as “steadfast love,” “kindness,” or sometimes even “loyalty.”  Both the KJV and ASV (1901) typically use “mercy” or “lovingkindness.”​[2]  Due to the difficulty of finding one term in the English language that best describes the Hebrew concept, often scholars simply transliterate the Hebrew word into English characters (hesed or chesed).

The purpose of this research paper is to examine how the term חֶסֶדshould best be translated in our English versions. Does the word carry the idea of loyalty (to covenant) or loving kindness? First, this paper will give an overview of the various views of the meaning of this term, beginning with work of Nelson Glueck. Second, the paper examines the term from an etymological standpoint. Third, we will give an in-depth overview of Glueck’s position on the concept of covenant loyalty and his contribution to the field of חֶסֶדstudies. Fourth, we want to contrast Glueck’s views with those of others like Clark who uses the modern field of linguistics which focuses upon a contextual approach. How is the term used with other related terms (the context) in order to determine the word’s meaning? Fifth, we will examine certain theological considerations as to the importance of חֶסֶדin the Old Testament. The term does appear to have clear theological implications for God’s relationship with his people (and vice-versa). Finally, the paper will offer some conclusions based upon the overall evidence presented in this study.
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Nelson Glueck’s monumental study of the word חֶסֶד, which first appears when his doctoral dissertation is published in the summer of 1927 (in German I might add), becomes a “landmark in the study of the history of ideas of the Bible.”​[3]  The importance of his work is evident with a second publication in 1961 and later with the republication of his study in English (by Hebrew Union College, Cincinnati) in 1967.  Dr. Glueck argues that hesed carries the idea of covenant love or loyalty.

In the latest edition, there is a chapter by Gerald A. Laure who gives a historical overview of the different scholars who write on the subject of חֶסֶד since Glueck’s book first appears. He summarizes the works of 21 different Old Testament scholars from various backgrounds over the next forty years (beginning with Lofthouse in 1933 and concluding with E.M. Good and his article on “Love in the OT” in the I.D.B. series from 1962). Glueck’s theory of covenant loyalty influences the thinking of Walther Eichrodt in his Theology of the Old Testament (German Ed., 1939, English Ed. 1961), who agrees with Glueck that covenant is the main idea for understanding Yahweh’s relationship to Israel.​[4]  Even Norman Sainth’s work, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament (1944), reaches the same conclusions as does Professor Glueck but does not mention him in this book.  Sanith likes the term “faithfulness” to describe חֶסֶד.​[5]  Snaith sees a distinction between “election love” (אהב) and “covenant love” (חסד), but both terms are probably “closely related” since God choosing Israel and the covenant between God and Israel “are two aspects of the same relationship.”​[6]  

While most agree with Glueck’s conclusions, certain scholars disagree with his loyalty concept. George Adam Smith accepts the premise of covenant loyalty, but argues that when the prophets deal with the issue of Israel breaking covenant with God, then they use the term הֶסֶד to describe God’s “steadfast love,” his “kindness” rather than his loyalty.​[7]  H. Wheeler Robinson sees in חֶסֶד the idea of conforming to “justice within a norm within juristic, ethical, and theocratic realms.”  Thus within the social community of Israel where God expects his people to practice חֶסֶד towards one another, he suggests the concept of this Hebrew term is that of a “kinsman-vindicator.”​[8]  Some works that may not receive as much attention in the history of the study of חֶסֶד is the work by the Italian scholar, Felix Asensio, who examines how the term is translated in the Greek and Latin versions.  Asensio also pays particular attention (and may be one of the first to do so) to the connection between חֶסֶד and אֶמֶת (or truth).​[9]  Dom Rembert Sorg (1953) gives attention to the use of חֶסֶד in the Psalms as a background to the New Testament concept of love, that of God’s merciful kindness being poured out upon the “humble” and “poor.”  Jesus emulates this attitude when he enters the world as God and man and dies for the sins of the world.​[10]  Good defines חֶסֶדas “loyal love” in the sense of “love which characterizes covenant.”​[11]

An even more recent work is an online publication by Professor John Meade. Meade examines the contrasting views between Francis Anderson and that of Glueck.​[12]  He covers more recent treatments of חֶסֶד (since the 1960’s) by men such as Francis I. Anderson in his article, “Yahweh, The Kind and Sensitive God,” in God Who is Rich In Mercy, Ed. By Peter T. O’Brien and David Peterson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1986). Anderson holds the belief that חֶסֶד depicts that “spontaneous love which expects nothing in return.”  God’s חֶסֶד is “prompted” by “love” and not out of a sense of “obligation” or covenant.​[13]  In contrast, Glueck believed that חֶסֶד is love tied into a covenant. Meade comes to an unusual conclusion in his article in that the truth of the meaning of this term is found in the middle between these two positions. He sees the issue not as either/or position, but a both/and (as one of my beloved Greek teachers often said).​[14]

There are other important works that are built upon that of Glueck. In 1938, Boone M. Bowen publishes his work on חֶסֶד. Bowen takes a different approach or “method” in his study, and “he agrees with his predecessor’s finding that” this word is a term where mankind is fundamentally a “beneficent expression of a relationship that grows out of a tie or bond, but he criticizes Glueck’s extremely brief treatment” of the important phrase the חֶסֶד of the LORD.​[15]  Bowen, like Glueck, distinguishes between human and divine חֶסֶד, but Bowen
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