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We are made in the image of God,
 according to the likeness of God
 (see Genesis 1:26)
 When I consider your vastness, O God,
 what are we that we are so special to you?
 Yet we are!
 (see Psalm 8:3–6)
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About this book

It is essential for those studying theology—basically, reflective thought about God—to be familiar with the Bible. Theology is not a recent development; it has been around for three thousand years or more and, in the Jewish and Christian faiths, theology begins with the Bible. It is important to be acquainted with it.

In the title ‘Experiencing Scripture’ full weight must be given to the experiencing, involving personal participation in the interpretation of a text. Many introductory courses about the Bible or the Older Testament teach students about these texts, but without actual experience of them. Presuming access to introductory information in one form or another, what this book aims to do is to give users personal experience of a limited number of significant texts from the Older Testament. The aim is to provide experiential awareness of these texts from the inside, rather than introductory knowledge about these texts from the outside.

For this ‘experiential awareness of these texts from the inside’ to be real, this book has to be used hand in glove with the Bible. As sections of this book are read, the relevant sections of the Older Testament have to be read and reflected on. Otherwise the ‘experiential awareness’ would be a total fraud. If readers of this book were merely convinced of my wisdom and experience and therefore of the rightness of what I have written about the Bible, my effort in writing this book and ATF's in publishing it will have been wasted. This book has been written to enable people to get to know something of the Bible, to become acquainted with biblical text, and sensitive to its nature. For that to happen, sections of biblical text have to be read and absorbed. The aim of this book is to make that possible, better still to make it easier—not ‘easy’ (that would not be true) but easier than it might otherwise be.

Most people taking an introductory course on Bible or Older Testament want at least two things from a textbook: (1) it should be comprehensive, covering the entire field as far as possible; (2) it should be reasonably reliable and middle-of-the-road, providing a degree of confidence and security. An awareness that is lacking for many beginning students is the reality of the limits of such a textbook. To be comprehensive, it must—to some degree at least—be out of date. No author is capable of comprehensively researching the whole field, Bible or Older Testament, at a personal level; to some extent, authors must rely on what they were taught themselves a generation or so earlier or what they experience as currently accepted among their colleagues. The confidence and security such a textbook provides to its users is backed by the reputation of the author and the publisher.

Quite the contrary, however, is the aim of this book: not to replace an introductory text but—following some such introduction—to enable users to form their own judgments based on their personal awareness of a sample of significant texts. The confidence and security provided by a book of this kind is backed by and relies on the user's own experience of the text rather than on the reputation and judgment of another.

Consequently, this book aims to enable a user to become closely familiar with a limited number of Older Testament texts and so be in a position to form judgments about them and, resulting from that, to have an understanding of the nature of biblical text itself. Beyond this, the reality that these are key texts for the understanding of the Bible means that they have fundamental impact for the basics of faith today—our understanding of ourselves before God, essential to faith in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Israel's prophets reflect on the role of God in human life; faith in God's love, God's passion for justice, the essential place of fidelity in faith. Israel's foundational narratives explore the nature of human lives before God; they include issues such as creation, human freedom, and faith in God's unshakeable commitment to human life. Alongside these concerns, there is the importance of getting a feel for the nature of scripture. How does this biblical text reflect the mystery of God. Passages such as 1 Kings 13, 1 Kings 22, and Jeremiah 28, for example, show us Israel grappling with a related issue: how do we evaluate the claims of prophecy? Certainty is seldom to hand, but the issue remains for both Testaments. Getting close to key texts is the only route open to us. What our churches have to do, and what each of us has to do, is to experience scriptural text, to get up close with key texts and to leave space in faith for the fact of mystery. The use of ‘Scripture’ in the title, Experiencing Scripture, reflects the reality that what is experienced in the Older Testament has its bearing on the Newer Testament too.

For many, it is preferable to rely on the views of another, assuming that the other is a satisfactorily reputable scholar. For some, it is better to rely on their own judgments, after achieving familiarity with specific texts and aware of the general trends of reputable scholarship in the area. This book is aimed to be of use to these latter. It aims to provide not the security of views that are safe and socially acceptable but the security of views that are based on informed personal experience of human living and of the biblical text.

Courtroom lawyers know the difference between hearsay and direct observation. We all know the difference between what people say of others and what we discover when we get to know those others personally. Much knowledge in today's world is out of our personal reach—whether in art and literature, science and technology, cosmology, climate change, and so much else. Although there are immense fields of knowledge that affect biblical studies and escape most of us—archaeology, history, languages, various specialist disciplines, and so much more—there is still scope for direct experience of the biblical text and for allowing the biblical text to speak to us directly of its nature. Enabling that experience is the goal of this book.

That goal is why this book cannot be comprehensive; it is not a survey. To put it as directly as possible, drawing on another sphere: first you fall in love, then you meet the family. This book is about falling in love with the Bible.

OLDER AND NEWER: A Note

The terms ‘Older’ and ‘Newer’ Testament are used here in place of the traditional ‘Old’ and ‘New.’ The primary purpose is simple: not to detract from the unity of the Bible from a Christian point of view. ‘Old’ is understood by some to mean ‘outmoded’ or ‘bypassed,’ a view that should not be encouraged. The old split between ‘God of wrath’ and ‘God of love’ has long been recognised as nonsense and has gone by the board. ‘Old’ and ‘New’ may need to go the same way. ‘First’ and ‘Second’ Testament to my mind will not be accepted; ‘First’ and ‘New’ is worse, positively inviting replacement thinking. ‘Jewish’ and ‘Christian’ divorces Christianity from Judaism. From a Christian point of view, it is of course heresy. The current ‘Hebrew Scriptures’ is a tad on the narrow side as well as misleading. For the early part of the Bible, the Protestant canon is the same as that of the Hebrew Bible as far as the actual books included are concerned; the sequence of the books, however, is quite different and significantly so—at least potentially (prophets last, pointing to Jesus; or ‘writings’ last, pointing to the Temple). Not encompassing the deuterocanonical books, ‘Hebrew Scriptures,’ of course, ignores those of Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and other faiths. No terminology is fully satisfactory; ‘Older’ and ‘Newer’ is more ecumenical than most.


PROLOGUE

CONTEXT: 
Ancient Near East Geography

Orientation is important whenever we move into new territory. When beginning serious study of the Older Testament, it helps to know where some of nations are, something of the shifts in the wielding of political power, and of course the literary and cultural influences that flowed over the region. Any simplifying involves inevitable simplification; here we necessarily simplify.

For the lie of the land, a good map is indispensable. Fortunately, there are plenty available. In the north-west corner (top left) of a map of the biblical world is Turkey, its ancient name Anatolia, and in the second millennium seat of the Hittites, a major empire in the ancient Near East (a classic treatment: OR Gurney, The Hittites, 1952/54). Some biblical texts call the local inhabitants in Canaan Hittites; once we are aware of this, confusion will be rare.

Coming down the coast, the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, a major geographical block is Syria (biblical Aram) extending deeply inland; south of it, clinging to the coast, is Lebanon with Canaan occupying the southern segment. Around the corner, on the southeastern edge of the Mediterranean, is Egypt.

Moving substantially inland, east from the Mediterranean, we now have Iraq and Iran, with Saudi Arabia to the south; the ancient world had at different times Assyria (toward the north) and Babylon (toward the middle). In terms of political power, the basic sequence is from Akkad (see below) to Assyria (in three periods) to Babylon—for the purposes of this book, we may overlook the Amorites and the Mitanni. Saudi Arabia, of course, did not exist as a nation until relatively recent times; the Arabian desert, on the other hand, has always been there with its myriad nomadic inhabitants. Further east again was Persia, a relative latecomer on the biblical scene.

Another geographical locality needs our attention, even though neither it nor its inhabitants get a mention in the Bible. The place is Sumer and the people Sumerians (a classic treatment: SN Kramer, The Sumerians, 1963). A non-Semitic people, they are believed to be the originators of writing in the Ancient Near East. While they may not rate a biblical mention (they precede biblical times, belonging in the third millennium), their cultural and literary impact was enormous. Sumer itself was located in lower Mesopotamia, abutting the great Tigris-Euphrates delta. The people were not Semitic; their language was agglutinative (as is Finnish, Hungarian, Turkish). It is not related to any known language.

Finally, the town of Ugarit (or, in modern Arabic, Ras Shamra) needs to be mentioned. It was a centre of Near Eastern trade, situated on the Lebanese coast north of Israel. It was a coastal town (similarly, Byblos, Tyre, Sidon), a major trading post; it was not a kingdom or an empire. It was discovered in the late 1920s, when a peasant's plough struck what turned out to be a Mycenean (Greek) tomb; attention shifted from the cemetery to a slight rise nearby indicating the presence of a town. A library of clay tablets was found in what was apparently a private house, adjoining the royal palace. The tablets were written in a previously unknown language, which proved to be alphabetic, written with cuneiform signs, and belonging to what has been called North-West Semitic with a closeness to Hebrew. It was deciphered within a year by three different scholars, in France, Germany, and America. Of major interest were the myths and legends that shed light on the cultural background to much Hebrew thought. The myths included poems about gods, such as El and Baal or Asherah and Anath, that otherwise had only been known as rather shadowy figures in the pagan pantheon of the Bible. (For the poems, see ANET; for more information, most accessible are probably Driver, Canaanite Myths and Legends and Gray, Near Eastern Mythology.)



A SMATTERING OF POLITICS

In the second half of the third millennium (perhaps 2360—2180 BCE), the Akkadian empire held sway over Mesopotamia, sometimes more. Its two greatest kings were Sargon and NorAm-Sin. The city of that name (Akkad/Accad) was in northern Babylonia, on the river Euphrates; the city's exact whereabouts are not known with certainty. As empire, Akkad is the name given to the region of Mesopotamia north of Babylon and south of Assyria. Akkadian is the name now given to the language of Mesopotamia from about 2500—500 BCE. It supplanted Sumerian, and in turn was supplanted by Aramaic, beginning around the sixth century BCE. For Sumerian and Akkadian, the writing used was cuneiform (characters imprinted on clay using wedge-shaped instruments). Assyrian power extended back into the second millennium BCE; in the early part of the first millennium BCE Assyria was the dominant power in Mesopotamia. In the closing years of the seventh century BCE, Babylon took over the primacy from Assyria, until in its turn it was replaced by the power of Persia (for a comprehensive account of Assyria and Babylonia, see A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, 1964; for Persia perhaps Jon Berquist, Judaism in Persia's Shadow, 1995). The story of Egypt, of course, as one of the great powers of the ancient Near East extends back beyond the second millennium BCE and forward into the final centuries of Older Testament times. To situate all this beyond the Middle East, in the wider context of India, China, and America, the general reader has available Glyn Daniel, The First Civilizations: The Archaeology of Their Origins (1968).

CONTEXT: 
Ancient Israel's History

Defining and understanding ‘history’ occupies volumes. Histories of Israel range from earlier volumes which were basically paraphrases of the Bible to more recent volumes which are not. The primary dilemma is simple enough: the Bible is not particularly interested in history; on the other hand, at least for the last couple of centuries Christian biblical scholars have been obsessed with history and the Bible. In my understanding, the primary interest of much of the Bible as been in understanding what has been happening and coping with it theologically. History has not been to the fore. In a totally different context, a remarkably apt observation is made by Inga Clendinnen, herself a historian: ‘Making coherent stories out of the fragments we find lying about is a natural human inclination, and socially a necessary one, but when doing history it must be resisted’ (Dancing with Strangers, 12). For Israel, it may have been a social necessity to make coherent stories out of the fragments of tradition—particularly those that concerned the ancestors or became the Pentateuch. For Christians today, the indulgence of an obsession with history is a natural inclination that must be resisted.

History is normally based on documentary sources (multiple) and records (of various sorts); added to these are mute artifacts (works of art, works of architecture, discoveries of archaeology, etc). For biblical material, documentary sources and records outside the Bible are relatively few; the Bible as documentary source is often unhelpful if its primary concern is unhistorical. Archaeological discoveries require interpretation; such interpretation has all too often proved highly subjective. Archaeological discoveries related to the Bible may appear abundant; that appearance may be deceptive. Tunneling in Jerusalem began in 1864—67, the Palestine Exploration Fund was established in 1865, and it was not until 1890 that the first stratigraphical excavation was begun by Sir Flinders Petrie in 1890, at Tell el-Hesi. For all the immense industry that has followed those beginnings, Palestinian archaeology is in its infancy.

Before any history of Israel can be attempted, the nature of the Pentateuch, and also the so-called historical books, has to be determined. If Genesis One, for example, was not reporting how creation was believed to have occurred (which it certainly was not), if the stories of the Garden, Cain, the Flood, were not reports of what was believed to have happened back then (which they may not have been), and if the stories of the ancestors, of the Exodus from Egypt, and even the texts concerning Sinai and the wilderness were not composed with a view to preserving history (which may well be the case), then the starting point for any history of Israel must be chosen with care in order not to distort the Bible. It is a sobering thought that the contents of the Pentateuch do not rate a mention in 1 – 2 Chronicles. Chronicles is about Jerusalem's Temple, starting with David (after Adam, Seth, and Enosh, and genealogies galore) and ending with Cyrus and his decree for the rebuilding of the Temple. Primeval times and ancestors, Egypt and Exodus, Sinai and Settlement are not reported. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are there, but merely in the genealogies. Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, even Joshua, are there—in the genealogies. The silence merely means that Chronicles is about something else. Nevertheless, it is sobering to realise that, in Chronicles' view, the traditions of the Pentateuch did not matter enough to be mentioned, even in passing. On a more limited scale, Walter Brueggemann remarks: ‘It has been assumed that this [Gen 2 – 3] is a decisive text for the Bible and that it states the premise for all that follows. In fact, this is an exceedingly marginal text’ within the Hebrew Bible (Genesis, 41).

We can begin safely enough—although not without controversy— around the tenth century BCE. Currently, we do not have extra-biblical material (non-biblical documents etc) available for the time of David and Solomon. Currently, such references begin around the mid-ninth century. Four come to mind: ‘Ahab, the Israelite’ mentioned in the monolith of Shalmaneser, c 852 (ANET, 279); ‘Jehu, son of Omri’ mentioned in the same Shalmaneser's Black Obelisk, c 840 (ANET, 280-81); ‘the house of David’ mentioned in the Tell Dan stele, c 835 (IEJ, 45:1-18); Omri and son mentioned in the Mesha stele, c 830 (ANET, 320). Before this mid-ninth century period, there has to be time for Saul, David, and Solomon, as well as Jeroboam and others. It is quite a squeeze. In my judgment, there is quite a bit of legendary exaggeration in the Solomonic texts; the Davidic texts, on the other hand, are surprisingly sober in what they portray?

The Bible portrays Saul as Israel's first king, established and deposed by the prophet Samuel. David follows, then Solomon, one of his sons. The image of Solomon can be one of great wisdom and wealth; the same biblical texts also portray him ending up as a senile idolater. The Israel over which Saul, David, and Solomon reigned is portrayed as one kingdom, referred to in modern times as the ‘united kingdom’. The break-up of this kingdom into a northern kingdom (with ten tribes, beginning under Jeroboam I) and a southern kingdom (with Judah and usually Benjamin, remaining under the Davidic dynasty) is situated toward the end of the tenth century (around 932—922 BCE). The ‘united’ aspect of David and Solomon's united kingdom is portrayed in the biblical text as far from strong.

Assyrian power brought the northern kingdom to an end in 722, incorporating it as three provinces within the Assyrian empire. In 701, the Assyrian king Sennacherib besieged Jerusalem, a siege that was suddenly lifted; the experience of deliverance marked the theology of the time. The ‘deuteronomic reform,’ a reform movement associated with the book of Deuteronomy and endorsed by the Judean king, Josiah, had major theological and social impact on Israel in the closing decades of the seventh century. About the same time, Assyrian power weakened and fell prey to the Babylonian empire. The Babylonians made a first move on Jerusalem in 597 and ten years later sacked the city in 587, the formal beginning of the period that is known as Israel's exile. In due course, the Babylonians fell to the power of the Persians, and the exile was formally ended with the decree of the Persian king, Cyrus, in 538 BCE.

The years after this exile (the post-exilic period) have proved a fertile ground for intensive study in recent years. The numbers returning to Jerusalem were disappointing. The problems associated with the return were many. The people who had been left behind in Judah (now the Persian province of Yehud) were naturally not particularly hospitable to the returning exiles. Both sides seemed to view themselves as the ‘faithful remnant’. A diaspora (those living in Babylon and elsewhere) grew in strength and size. In due course, the Persians were replaced by the Greeks, and the Greeks by the Romans. Resistance was mounted in Israel (by Hasmoneans and Maccabeans for example). Issues such as the rebuilding of the temple and questions of intermarriage bulk large in the post-exilic literature. The enormous impact of the period is proving a rich lode for much modern research.

CONTEXT: 
Interpretation As Art

The art of interpretation is just that: an art. ‘How to’ books are written in abundance; unfortunately, too many of the ‘how to do it’ books are written by those who have not done very much of it. The subjective element has to be identified and appreciated. The relevance of certain approaches has to be evaluated for the specific text under consideration. One size certainly does not fit all. What I propose here comes from long experience and practice. I dare hope it will be helpful; I am sure it should not be the last word.

Describing interpretation as an art rather than a science is to give more weight to intuition than to process (that in, to validated intuition over predetermined sequence—‘more an art than a science, requiring sensitivity to the individual case rather than mechanical implementation’[Meier, A Marginal Jew, 1.184]). As an art, interpretation leans toward the conscious use of acquired skills and creative imagination. As a process, more weight would be given to the steps to be applied to the raw material in order to form the product. Interpretation, often referred to in biblical circles as exegesis (for the outsider, a sometimes mystifying word of Greek origin), is frequently portrayed in process terms. In a process-dominated approach, step-by-step, the text (the raw material) needs to be treated using the insights and skills of the discipline known as text criticism (how to establish the best available text). Stepwise, this is then followed by source criticism (the unity of a text's origins; formerly misnamed literary criticism reflecting the German Literarkritik), by form criticism (what sort of a text is this?), tradition history (what can be known of the past of these ideas?), redaction criticism (has serious editing had its effect on this text?), canon criticism (what does the situation of this text within the canon of scripture contribute?), and numerous others. It is the ‘numerous others’ that points to qualities in the text or interests in the interpreter that otherwise would not be adequately accounted for. At this point an observation from Stanley Fish is appropriate: ‘This meant that the business of criticism was not . . . to determine a correct way of reading but to determine from which of a number of possible perspectives reading will proceed’ (Is There a Text in This Class?, 16). ‘Numerous others’ includes a wide range of ‘possible perspectives’. Their inclusion is surely right; to achieve it by insistence on a mechanical sequence of procedures is surely wrong.

It is the mandatory step-by-step process that is problematic for interpretation. As an art, interpretation encounters the whole, brings acquired skills to bear, and—insightfully, imaginatively, with methodical care—looks to see what ought to be done to validate what intuition, or pondered impression, suggests as potential meaning in the text under consideration.

The process approach to interpretation raises practical problems. As with any task in the area of arts and crafts, tools need to be selected that are suitable to the job in hand. For interpretation, text criticism may be vitally necessary or fundamentally unnecessary; a general survey of the text and the task in hand will lead to that decision. Similarly, the need for a source-critical analysis will depend on the text in question and the nature of the task in hand. Form criticism's basic question is: what sort of a text is this? For many uses of a text, a brief answer is about as far as form-critical inquiry needs to go. The more a listing of this kind progresses, the clearer it becomes that the demands of interpretation need to be evaluated in terms of two issues: the nature of the text itself and the nature of the task being addressed. An inquiry for academic purposes into a highly composite text is a quite different matter from a group leader's preparation for group discussion of a text that is relatively unified or a preacher's preparation of a homily.

Similarly, there may be a difference of focus and intensity of concern between the interpretation of texts believed to be communicating information as to what should be and texts found to be in conflict and therefore inviting to thought as to what might be. Where information is concerned, the question arises of its authority: primarily divine or primarily human. Where invitation to thought is concerned, the thought to which we are invited could be from either human or divine sources and issues of social and cultural context are well to the fore.

Readers of Experiencing Scripture want to get a first-hand feeling for the nature of biblical text. Source criticism can show that certain texts are composite, involving the combination of complete or near-complete stories (rare, two only: Flood and Sea), or made up from one story along with additions, enhancements, contrary views, etc from other sources (quite common). Form criticism can ask the questions that reveal texts as love poetry, reports of events, political propaganda, reflective stories, and so much more. A reader's task is not to encompass all these possibilities; it is rather to realise that in biblical text such things are possible.

As art, interpretation will begin with an overview to gain some familiarity with the text, in the light of the use to be made of the text. Armed with a degree of familiarity with the text, the interpreter can then evaluate the approaches that may be necessary or helpful in getting at the meaning of the text relevant to the context in which it is being used (any dogmatically fixed sequence of approaches is obviously out of the question).

Initial acquaintance with the text should involve the question: what sort of a text is this. Technically, this is a genus and species question, but technical or not we are all aware of the importance of such questions. There is the old crack that if you don't know the difference between a mailbox and an elephant's ear, we won't ask you to post the letters. There is the embarrassing situation after a family conference deciding on the need for a dog, when somebody comes back from the pet shop with a half-grown fluffy cat—‘It looked like a puppy to me.’ The genus and species of a text, what form criticism calls literary genre, is essential to beginning to understand its meaning.

Once upon a time, some people assumed that most narrative text in the Bible was history. This is much the same as assuming that most animals in the world are dogs. Biblical texts can be reports of a past event, commentary on a present situation, or predictions of a future hope. They can express human feeling or human thought. They can contain commands and prohibitions as well as exhortations and instructions. They can deal with fact or fiction, story or propaganda, and practically every other literary form that human ingenuity has harnessed in the service of expression.

One aspect of form criticism was its concern for setting (German: Sitz im Leben). The question was: what sort of a social situation gave rise to a text like this. Form criticism embraced the reality of patterns in human expression and went beyond to ask after the settings for such texts in human living. After the contributions of Stanley Fish, we recognise that an element of setting is context. The simple question ‘How is it?’ varies in meaning according to its context. Asked by a patient of a doctor, it may receive the reply ‘OK; it's non-cancerous’. Asked of a friend looking out the window, it may receive the reply ‘OK; it's cloudy, but there's no rain in sight. Asked of a gardener looking at a plant, the reply may be ‘OK; it's healthy enough, but it was root-bound and needed replanting. The simple question, ‘What happened?’ asked of a historian may get one reply, but get a quite different reply from a novelist. All of this is part of exploring what sort of a text is being dealt with. More than the answers, it matters to be aware of and open to the questions. A second context beyond the context of the text, yet equally open to awareness and question, is the context of the interpreter (for example, liberals, conservatives, etc etc), open to consideration from a number of points of view. Again, more than lists of contexts, it matters to be aware of and open to possibilities.

With biblical texts, as so often with texts from the distant past, things are more complex. Both authors and editors, setting and context are what, borrowing a term from Paul Ricoeur, can be called ‘functions’ of the text; as a rule, they do not tell us about the text, but the text tells us about them. As a result, our understanding of the context of a text is controlled by our understanding of the text itself. The hypothetical cannot be avoided; awareness and caution must be the order of the day.

With some awareness of the sort of text being dealt with, the reader has to assess what is needed for interpretation against the background of the nature of the text and the nature of the task that interpretation is needed for. Needs can be multiple: personal, pastoral, and academic. The demands of interpretation will vary in each case. After establishing the boundaries of a text (an important task all too easily overlooked), a first basic step, which will be common to most interpretation, is to become aware of the blocks of material (or stages of the narrative) in the text and the functional relationships between them. Out of this awareness comes the evaluation of the approaches needed: perhaps source criticism, perhaps more intensive form criticism, perhaps reflection on tradition or redaction (editing), and so on. Any attempt to impose a unique sequence for interpretive approaches is out of the question. For almost all purposes, some conscious sense of the structure of the present state of the text is a basic starting point for whatever follows. Structure involves questions like: is it organised? if it is, how is it organised? what relationships exist between its parts? Fuller investigation and interpretation can proceed from there, along the trajectory toward meaning.

In this book, analysis of what I see as the structure of those texts being dealt with in detail will be presented in tabular form. Readers will realise that this is, at the same time, both description and interpretation. The advantage of the tabular presentation is that it shows the reader at a glance how an interpreter is understanding any particular verse. The descriptive division into blocks is, of course, a matter of interpretation. Even more so, of course, making the claim of interrelationships between blocks is a matter of interpretation. The value of such a presentation for the interpreter is that, beyond the core of relationships and meaning, interpreters are obliged to account for every verse in the text being interpreted. If they avoid dealing with a verse in their interpretation, such avoidance is clearly visible in the right-hand margin of the tabular presentation. The benefit of this is evident to interpreter and reader alike.

A tip I had years ago (from Wolfgang Richer) for establishing blocks of material is the check whether there is a person's name (or equivalent referent) as grammatical subject for Hebrew verbs or as named points of reference for Hebrew personal pronouns. The check is not infallible, but it is usually helpful. The NRSV often supplies these names when they are felt to be needed, so interpreters have to exercise care; non-Hebraists should check with other translations. The presence of some such point of reference can be an indication that the block of material is able to be selfcontained; its absence would point to the opposite.

Our acquaintance in this book with Older Testament text begins with Israel's early prophets, for good reason. We are relatively sure of the approximate dates of most of Amos and Hosea, First Isaiah and Jeremiah. For the Pentateuch approximate dates have been traditionally difficult. Since Wellhausen (late 19th century), the compilation of priestly material has been located late, about the time of Israel's exile (around the 6th century BCE). The compilation of the Pentateuch, as whole, must then be even later. The dating of the Pentateuch itself and of much material in it is naturally the source of much scholarly debate. The long-standing Documentary Hypothesis (J, E, D, P etc.), for example, has been widely abandoned. The problems it sought to resolve often remain. Traditional theological difficulties with the prophetic texts are fewer. Experiencing these prophetic texts gives a taste of how biblical text needs to be closely examined and how revealing such examination can be. It is good to have such an experience before advancing to the early texts of Genesis and even Exodus where patterns of traditional interpretation have a much greater hold on most readers—and often a lesser place in the texts themselves. It is good to come to these studies of humanity and of Israel itself with an awareness of the nature of biblical text, its precision and the need for careful attention in its interpretation, already given by familiarity with prophetic text.

In the Newer Testament, many scholars are comfortable with the notion of the infancy narratives being composed after the gospels. The possibility is there that the Pentateuch, in somewhat similar fashion, may have been composed toward the end of the story of Israel. In a railway analogy, the Pentateuch may well turn out to be the guard's van rather than the engine (see Campbell, Making Sense of the Bible).



A note made after reading a passage from Roland Boer may be useful.

Roland Boer, as the author of Symposia, here speaks through the character of Phyllis Trible:

Phyllis:‘The Bible as a book is mute. It's like a musical score that sits there on the pages and does not come to life until the choir-director brings it to life . . . Meaning comes from the conversation that takes place at the boundary between text and reader.’

A friend: ‘So, meaning comes from this conversation . . . and you're not after some true meaning of the text, one that has been missed for thousands of years?’

Phyllis: ‘Absolutely . . . There is no absolute interpretation, no one meaning of a text for ever and ever. Everybody brings to the text certain perspectives, whether they are aware of them or not.’ (Symposia, 75)

AFC: after Stanley Fish—who has ‘Is there a text in this class?1’ (category 1: a student inquiry about a textbook) and ‘Is there a text in this class?2’ (category 2: from a student ‘victim of Stanley Fish’)—we really need ‘text1’ and ‘text2’. ‘Text1’ is marks on a page. ‘Text2’ is the result of ‘the conversation that takes place at the boundary between text [= text1] and reader.’ Note that the reader cannot dictate the meaning of the text. The art of interpretation is a conversation; it is not a monologue. Readers will have their perspectives and their strong convictions; the text has its own voice and can make it heard. The art of interpretation has the twofold task of ensuring that both voices are heard and shaping both into a responsible meaning.


PART ONE:

SAMPLES FROM EARLY PROPHETS

CONTEXT

We need to stretch our imaginations to have any kind of feeling for the prophets of ancient Israel. Those who follow the news or watch their televisions today are well aware that modern Israel and the Palestinians (West Bank and Gaza) are not the dominant players in the political cauldron of the Middle East. Neighbouring states are Syria and Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt. Forming a belt around these are Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Iran. Probably the big players in the cauldron are the United States and Iran, both operating through proxies.

In the time of ancient Israel, it was not much different. Syria was everpresent but not one of the big players. The big players were Assyria and, later, Babylonia (both partially equivalent to modern Iraq) and of course Egypt—always there. Persia (modern Iran) did not come on the scene until late in the piece. In the first couple of centuries of its national existence (tenth and ninth), Israel was left pretty much alone. After that, alas, the small were swallowed up by the big; they had no choice. In 722, the northern kingdom, Israel (Samaria and ten tribes), was incorporated into the Assyrian empire; in 586, the southern kingdom, Judah (Jerusalem and 2 tribes), was overwhelmed by the Babylonians. This major exile was ended by the Persians in 538 (with the decree of the Persian king Cyrus), but the region, now termed Yehud, remained a province of the Persian empire. Israel's substantial independence as a nation was gone.

Prophets such as










Forerunners



	Samuel: anointed and rejected Saul (1 Sam 9–10; 13 & 15); anointed David (16:1-13)

	Gad: a couple of pieces of advice (1 Sam 22:5; 2 Sam 24:11−14)

	Nathan: concerning David—promise (2 Sam 7); accusation (2 Sam 12); advice (1 Kgs 1)

	Ahijah: designated Jeroboam (1 Kgs 11); rejected Jeroboam (1 Kgs 14)

	Elijah: rejected Ahab (1 Kgs 21)

	Elisha: anointed Jehu, through a disciple (2 Kgs 9–10); designated Hazael (2 Kgs 13).







Bonding with God












Sayings to Collections to Book


















	What do you make of texts like Hosea 4:1–3 and Amos 3:9–11 on one hand and Amos 3:2 and Isaiah 6:9–12 on the other?

	What do you make of Ezekiel's vision in Ezekiel 9? Does it correspond with your understanding of modern life or your reading of the biblical text, apart from the Passover?

	Would it alter your understanding of God and your relationship with God if the prophecies against Israel were matters of act and consequence rather than of crime and punishment?






Analysis of text-structure and tabular display







	In some cases God is presented explicitly as the agent of destruction and in others God is not mentioned; the threatened destruction would appear to be treated as a matter of act and consequence.

	The vision in Ezekiel 9 does not correspond with my understanding of modern life or my reading of the biblical text, apart from the Passover. It is clearly patterned on the Passover; those marked are spared, those without the mark are killed. I do not experience modern life this way. I do not find this experience present in biblical text except for Passover and here. Otherwise, the biblical text usually records enemies overrunning people (often northern and southern Israel), impacting on good and bad alike.

	I do not think it would alter my understanding of God and my relationship with God if the prophecies against Israel were matters of act and consequence rather than of crime and punishment. I see God as creator at work in ‘act and consequence’ and I do not see any more signs of difference for good and bad than I see in the rain falling on just and unjust alike. I prefer the image of God as creator over that of God as judge.











The Book of Amos









	1:1
	who was among the stockbreeders of Tekoa



	7:14
	a stock manager and a fig merchant



	7:15:
	the LORD took me from my job.












	Amos is shown something OMINOUS

	Amos appeals on behalf of Jacob

	The appeal is sustained; ‘the LORD relented’.





	Amos is shown something AMBIGUOUS

	Amos is asked what he has seen

	Amos says what he has seen

	Amos is told the meaning of what he has said.










	trampling on the needy

	bringing ruin to the poor of the land

	putting money-making before liturgical celebration (v 5a)

	cheating with weights, containers, and balances (v 5b)

	purchasing the poor and needy

	selling worthless goods.






	- against foreigners

	• threshing sledges of iron (1:3; excessively brutal)

	• exiled entire communities (1:6, 9; excessively brutal)

	• cast off all pity and maintained his anger forever (1:11; excessively brutal)

	• savaging pregnant women in a border dispute (1:13; excessively brutal)

	• burning the bones of the defeated king (2:1; excessively brutal)

	- against Israel:

	• selling the righteous and needy (2:6)





Amos 7 – 9 
the final collection in the book of Amos





	Basic to this collection is a series of five vision reports in Amos 7 -9, four in two pairs and then the fifth. The first pair (Amos 7:1-6) has a pattern of three basic elements: (1) unambiguous vision reported; (2) appeal made; (3) appeal granted. The second pair (7:79; 8:1-3) has a four-part pattern: (1) ambiguous vision reported; (2) question asked; (3) question answered; (4) answer interpreted; there is no appeal made or granted. Do you see this pattern in the text? Do you see a reason why in the second pair no appeal was made and no appeal granted?

	Looking closely at what Amos reports in the third vision that the LORD said (7:8–9) and looking equally closely at what Amaziah the priest reported to Jeroboam the king that Amos had said (7:109-11), do you see a reason why this anecdote is introduced here even though it interrupts the series of vision reports?

	What was Amaziah's crime that earned him such savage condemnation from Amos (see 7:17—his wife, his children, his land, himself, Israel)?

	Following the report of the fourth vision (8:1–3), the text has three verses of accusations and eight verses predicting disaster. Do you see a reason for situating these verses at this point?






























Amos 7:1-17












	Responsibility for the change lay with God not Amos. The nature of what the LORD showed Amos changed. The visions of the second pair are such that appeal is not possible. In the first pair, what was shown was clearly disastrous; in the second pair, its meaning is ambiguous. You do not say ‘Cease, I beg you,’ if something good is possibly meant. So, no appeal was made and no appeal granted. As in Amos 1 – 2, the time for appeal has passed.

	The anecdote is probably situated here because of the sameness of what Amos said and what Amaziah reported to the king. A royal response is not given.

	Amaziah's crime was to set himself up in opposition to God. Amos the prophet claimed God said ‘Do this’; Amaziah the priest and servant of the king said ‘Do not do this.’ Not a wise move!

	The final vision will show the most appalling disaster taking place. Here, the accusations remind readers/hearers of why the disaster is to occur; the predictions are reported before the report of their fulfillment.











THE ISSUE OF RELIGIOUS INFIDELITY

(Betrayal of God)


Context



























































Hosea 1 – 3










Hosea 1:2 – 2:1





	Given the sensitive nature of this chapter, it helps to identify what was commanded, who commanded it, and why it was commanded.

	Hosea 1:2 has ‘the LORD first spoke’; Hosea 3:1 has ‘the LORD said to me again.’ Do you think it possible that the collector wanted to differentiate the earlier message from the later one?

	The names given the prophet's children are appalling, especially the last two. According to the text, where did these names come from?

	Can you think of anything worse for Israel than the name given in v 9?

	Do you notice that 1:10 – 2:1 are not explicitly attributed to God?






















































	What was commanded: marry ‘a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom.’ Who commanded it: God. Why was it commanded: ‘for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the LORD’

	The core message of chapter one dissolves Israel's relationship with God; the message of chapter three restores that relationship. The differentiation is there; the ‘first’ and ‘again’ may draw attention to it.

	According to the text, the names came from God: ‘the LORD said to him’ (v 4), ‘the LORD said to him’ (v 6), and ‘the LORD said’ (v 9)

	It is hard to think of anything worse happening to those who believed themselves to be the people of God than to hear God say, ‘You are not my people.’

	1:10–2:1 may reflect the message of restoration following on dissolution, drawing on both chapters; but there is nothing to make it explicitly a declaration by God. One example is enough: ‘where it was said to them . . . it shall be said to them’. It is understandable that the text would not want to repeat God's having said the first part; but the balance then does not allow it to be God who says the second part either. ‘You are not my people’ can imply God as speaker; ‘children of the living God’ suggests a third party as speaker.











Jeremiah 7:1–15 (the Temple sermon)

























THE ISSUE OF SOCIAL INJUSTICE 
(Betrayal of Neighbour)


Context







	AMOS
	2:6–8; 3:9–11; 4:1–3; 5:7, 10, 11, 12; 6:1–7; 8:4–6



	HOSEA
	4:1–3; 10:12–13a (?); 12:7–8



	MICAH
	2:1–3, 8–9; 3:1–3, 9–12



	ISAIAH
	1:16–17; 3:13–15; 5:1–7 + 7 woes; 29:19–21; 32:7; 33:13–16



	JEREMIAH
	5:24–29; 7:5–10; 21:11–12 & 22:1-5; 22:13–17



	EZEKIEL
	7:23b; 8:17; 9:9; 11:6; 12:19; 16:49; 18:7–8, 10–13, 16–17; 22:1–12, 25, 27, 29.



	LEGAL CODES
	Exodus 22:21-27; Leviticus 19:9–18, 33–37; Deuteronomy 24:10–18



	PSALMS
	Psalms 10:1–18; 15:1–5; 24:3–6; 82:1–8



	WISDOM
	Proverb 11; 28–29; Sirach 4:1–10; 7:1–3
















Isaiah 5:1–10:4






	Isaiah 5:1–7 is known as the Song of the Vineyard. It helps to be aware of the context or circumstances assumed at various stages in the Song. ‘Let me sing for my beloved’ (5:1): do you see reasons for suggesting a best man is the singer and a marriage the occasion? ‘Judge between me and my vineyard’ (5:3): do you hear overtones of legal procedure? ‘What I will do to my vineyard’ (5:5): do you hear a farmer-owner as speaker? ‘Rain no rain upon it’ (5:6): who can say this?

	There is a series of what are termed ‘woe sayings’ (NRSV: ‘Ah, you . . . ; nab: ‘Woe to you/those . . . ) in chapters 5 and 10. Please find seven of them.

	There is a series of refrains (NRSV: ‘For all this his anger has not turned away; his hand is stretched out still’; nab: ‘For all this his wrath is not turned back’) in chapters 5 and 9–10. Please find five of them.

	In the light of the Song of the Vineyard, what do you see as the contribution of the woe sayings and the implications of the refrain?

	In the light of the Song's final verse (5:7), do you find God's reaction unjustified?
















	Isaiah 5:8–10




	Isaiah 5:11–13 (14–17)




	Isaiah 5:18–19




	Isaiah 5:20




	Isaiah 5:21




	Isaiah 5:22–23




	Isaiah 10:1–2















	Happening now in Israel:
	rejection of God's instruction, contempt for God's word



	Will happen to Israel:
	God's anger to be kindled against the people











	Happening now in Israel:
	rejection of God's word



	Will happen to Israel:
	Israel will be devoured by its enemies, east and west











	Happening now in Israel:
	no repentance, no leadership



	Will happen to Israel:
	no pity from God











	Happening now in Israel:
	wickedness burned like a fire



	Will happen to Israel:
	God's anger turned the people into fuel for the fire











	Happening now in Israel:
	wrongful lawmaking to make social injustice legitimate



	Will happen to Israel:
	punishment and defeat










	(1) an awareness of how skilfully a simple vineyard song could be constructed;

	(2) an awareness of how a variety of sayings could be marshaled to make concrete the abstract presentation of the song;

	(3) an awareness of the extent of the evil pilloried by the prophet in Israel;

	(4) an awareness of the massive extent of the disaster awaiting Israel.

















































	‘My beloved’ has his vineyard, so he has to be male. The images of watchtower and wine vat would delight Freud's imagination. ‘Judge between me and my vineyard.’ The ‘judge’ bit smacks of the law. Who is the ‘me’ who owns the vineyard? What is proposed sounds ominous: its hedge removed, its wall broken down, leaving an unprotected and overgrown waste. It does not sound nice. No rain to fall upon it: the prosecutor can only be God.

	There are six in chapter 5 (5:8, 11, 18, 20, 21, 22) and one in chapter 10 (10:1).

	There is one in chapter 5 (5:25) and four in chapters 9 – 10 (9:12, 17, 21; 10:4).

	The woe sayings spell out detailed instances of the bloodshed and injustice with which the Song of the Vineyard culminates and the punishment that will be a consequence of this. The implication of the refrain is that, despite all the terrible consequences that have happened, there is worse to come. God's anger remains; God's hand is stretched out to punish.

	Given the nature of the injustice in Israel, the consequences seem inevitable and God's punishment can hardly be unjustified.











Jeremiah 7:1–15 (again)





	This is known as the Temple Sermon. Have you noticed that the only indication we have that Jeremiah ever preached along these lines is in Jeremiah 26, where he is accused of preaching against the temple. What do you see him preaching against here, in 7:1–15?

	Do you see hope offered in 7:3? Do you see hope offered in 7:15? To your mind, would it matter if a compiler brought together two passages (for example, 7:1–11 and 7:12–15) to form one discourse, 7:1–15?

	Verses 3–4 contain a command, ‘Amend your ways and your doings,’ and a prohibition, ‘Do not trust.’ Do you see these carefully balanced in what follows?

	Do you think it fair to say that the two primary categories in vv 5–6 are also involved in v 9? Do you find an echo of v 7 in vv 14–15?

	What do you understand by Shiloh (v 12) and Ephraim (v 15)?
































	c 640
	Josiah becomes king



	c 627/26(?)
	Jeremiah begins his prophetic ministry (this date is contested—609)



	622/21
	Discovery of scroll: dtr reform. But cf 2 Chronicles 34, (Bright, History, 296).



	612
	Fall of Nineveh: Assyria crumbling



	609
	Death of Josiah, in battle against Pharaoh Neco at Meggido. Assyrians, with Egyptian ally, defeated finally by Babylonians near Haran. Neco deposed Jehoahaz, installed Eliakim with change of name to Jehoiakim.



	608/7 & 607/6
	Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar are busy in the Armenian mountains



	605
	Battle of Carchemish: the end of Egyptian power in Syria-Palestine



	604
	Babylonian army in the Philistine plain.







The Experience of Prophetic Call




















	In 7:1–15, Jeremiah calls for national amendment (vv 3–4), involving justice to others (vv 5–6a, 9a) and fidelity to God (vv 6b, 9b). At the same time, the threat Jeremiah utters involves the Temple (v. 14) and the people (v 15).

	A call to amendment (as in vv 3–4) holds out the possibility of hope. The threat uttered in vv 14–15 is based on the crimes that have not ceased (v 11); it holds out no hope. A compilation seems possible.

	The command to amend your ways and doings is developed in vv 5–6 (7). The prohibition not to trust is developed in vv 8–9 (10). It is a balanced presentation.

	The two primary categories in vv 5–6 are social injustice and religious infidelity. Verse 9a concerns social injustice—murder, adultery, falsity. Verse 9b concerns religious infidelity—Baal and ‘other gods’ Verse 7 can be rendered as ‘I will dwell with you in this place’ or as ‘I will let you dwell in this place’ Either rendering is echoed in vv 14–15.

	Shiloh is a town in northern Israel that is steeped in biblical tradition. It is where the ceremony of the distribution of the land is located (Josh 18:1); it is where the ark of yhwh was located (1 Sam 3:3; 4:3). Whether it was destroyed in the time of Samuel or much later is a matter for archaeology to determine. Ephraim—along with Jacob, Joseph, and Israel—is a term used for the northern kingdom of Israel.











THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION


Prophetic Success and Failure





	They speak eloquently of God: of the inner being and benevolence of God, desirous of peace and justice, longing for blessing for all the families of the earth.

	They speak eloquently of us: of the need for peace and justice in human society over the face of the earth.






	They fail God: they portray the future to be brought about by God in materialist terms that are all too redolent of external wealth and national prosperity.

	They fail us: they do not portray the inner value of the human being that might be loved by God despite all the awfulness by which it is surrounded.





Shape of Prophetic Books







Prophetic Message








Prophetic Hope




Amos











Hosea















Isaiah











Jeremiah





Reflection








Israel's Prophets: 
Their Relationship with God, Their Thinking, Our Thinking





	Direct intervention of God

	No expression of divine intervention

	Indirect divine intervention

	Non-physical divine intervention
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