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Introduction
The Hebrew Bible, known to Jews as the Tanakh and to Christians as the
Old Testament, is the basis of our tradition of monotheism as well as the main
avenue by which the ethics and teachings of the Hebrew spirit entered
Western civilization. In the lectures that follow, we will discuss how that collec-
tion came into being and how it was passed down and interpreted throughout
the ages. We will see how this tradition developed into the basis of Judaism
and Christianity and how it continues to mold our society and culture today.

Along the way we will consider the complex issues of the historicity of the
biblical account as well as the deep theological and religious ideas that the
Bible teaches. We will sample approaches both traditional and modern, mak-
ing use of the works of all kinds of scholars, ancient, medieval, and modern,
to understand the message of the Hebrew Scriptures and the story they tell.
Archaeology and the perspectives gained from our knowledge of the Ancient
Near East will be at the forefront, allowing us to approach the Bible with the
help of the manifold tools of modern research while retaining respect for the
Bible and its ancient message.

5
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e are going to be talking in this set of lectures about a series of
texts that have had tremendous impact on our Western civilization
and that constitute the basis of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
Called the Bible by the Jews and the Old Testament by the

Christians, it is also referred to by scholars as the Hebrew Scriptures. In this
first lecture, we will look at the various names for the Bible, outline some of
its contents, and come to an understanding of its nature and the impact it has
had on our culture.

The first books of the Bible are the Five Books of Moses, in Hebrew, the
Torah, or by its Greek name, the Pentateuch, meaning “five books.” Torah
originally is a term for a specific body of law, but by 540 BCE or so, the Torah
included all five books attributed to or transmitted by Moses. The root of the
word Torah means “to teach” or “to shoot,” because a teacher shows some-
one in what direction to shoot. So the word Torah can mean “direction,” a
compilation meant to direct the lives of human beings.

The term Bible derives from Greek ta biblia, mean-
ing “the books.” Apparently this term referred
already by that time to those books within what we
call a canon, a collection of authoritative books. For
the Hebrew Scriptures the canon was divided into
three parts. The abbreviation TaNaKh symbolizes the tripar-
tite nature of the Jewish canon, including in it Torah (the
Five Books of Moses), Nevi’im (the Prophets: Joshua,
Judges, Samuel, and Kings; the literary prophets: Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel; the Twelve Minor prophets, each of
shorter length than the earlier books), and Ketuvim (the
Writings: Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Five Scrolls,
Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles).

Christians have a completely different term for this
Jewish canon that constitutes about one half of the
Christian Bible. Because Christians have an addi-
tional set of texts, namely, the Gospels and
the Epistles, Christians refer to the earlier
material as the Old Testament in contradis-
tinction to the New Testament. This is, in
fact, a theologically loaded term. The New
Testament is adopted from the term
“new covenant” mentioned in
Jeremiah. To the Jews this was a
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Bible, Hebrew Scriptures, Old
Testament: The Nature of the Collection,” pp. 777–809, in The Oxford
Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 1:
Bible, Hebrew Scriptures, Old Testament:

The Nature of the Collection
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reconstituted and renewed covenant, but for Christians it meant a new
covenant that came into being at the coming of Jesus. In early Christianity
this meant that the Jewish covenant was canceled, and hence aspects of the
Old Testament were obsolete. This idea is called supersessionism—the idea
that Christianity superseded Judaism. In recent times, especially after the
Holocaust, the Catholic Church and some other Christian denominations
have backed away from this theology, believing that the covenant with the
Jews remains for them, but the covenant of the New Testament is valid for
the rest of the world. This view serves to encourage tolerance and respect.
Scholars have begun to use the term Hebrew Scriptures, meaning “that which
is written.” Another Hebrew term for the Bible is Miqra, “that which is read,”
and it is used as often as Tanakh.

The Jewish Bible was collected in ancient days in the land of Israel over a
long period of time. The Torah was collected by the Persian period (540
BCE). The Prophets were collected at least before the time of Daniel during
the Babylonian Exile (586 BCE) and the Writings were collected for the most
part by the Second Temple period, but there was still continued debate in the
first century CE.

The collection of books accepted by Jews and Protestants today was the
ancient Palestinian canon, the books that were held to be authoritative by
Jews in the land of Israel. Beginning in about 240 BCE, the Hebrew Bible
was translated into Greek and known as the Septuagint. The Greek Bible col-
lected the Scriptures and ordered them in a different way so that it did not
contain the three parts that the Jews were used to, and there were additional
books that we call the Apocrypha, certain books that were written during the
Second Temple period. Some of these books are authoritative in the Roman
Catholic Church, and some of them are authoritative for various Eastern

7
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churches. Then during the Protestant Reformation, Protestants preserved the
Catholic order based on the Septuagint, but left out the Apocrypha. That is
essentially how the Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant Bibles took shape.

Although academics do not wish to rely upon the traditions of the faith com-
munities who hold the Bible authoritative, sometimes only they can tell us what
the words mean. By searching the ancient translations—whether Greek, Latin,
or Aramaic—or traditional medieval commentators—Jewish or Christian—to
find out the meaning of a verse, we are relying on these faith communities.

What is the nature of the historical background of the period from which
these texts come? Biblical events took place in ancient Israel, one of the civi-
lizations of the ancient Near East, from the Bronze Age and the Iron Age up
to the beginning of the Hellenistic era—1800 BCE to 400 BCE, although the
latest of the biblical books might have been completed in the second century
BCE, the Hellenistic period.

1800–1500 BCE The Patriarchs

Sixteenth century BCE or The Exodus
1250 BCE or 1450 BCE (Israelites wandered in the desert)
(depending on how it is dated)

1200 BCE Israelites entered the land of Canaan

1200 BCE–1000 BCE Conquest of the land and period of
the Judges

1000 BCE–950 BCE United Monarchy (Kings Saul,
David, and Solomon)

950 BCE or 930 BCE Monarchy split into Northern and
Southern Kingdoms (Israel and Judah)

722 BCE Assyrians destroyed the Northern
Kingdom, exile

597 BCE Jerusalem captured by
Nebuchadnezzar, partial
Babylonian Exile

586 BCE Jews revolted, Jerusalem and Temple
destroyed, Babylonian Exile

540 BCE Persian Empire succeeds Babylonian
Empire; Jews allowed to return from
exile to the land of Israel; rebuilding of
the Temple (Haggai, Zachariah,
Malachi, Ezra, and Nehemiah); biblical
traditions evolve into later Judaism of
Second Temple and Rabbinic times;
coming of the Greeks
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The Bible was, therefore, not written in a vacuum but was influenced by its
environment. Modern biblical scholarship has been fueled by discovery of
information about those civilizations—ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Canaan,
Ras Shamra (Ugarit). The more we learn about these civilizations, the more
we can understand the background of the Bible.

Two terms that I have been using interchangeably are often distinguished in
scholarly literature, namely, “Israelite” and “Jewish.” “Israelite” is a term for
the ancient people and their traditions in the First Temple and even up to
Second Temple times. “Jewish” indicates a transfer from the religion of
ancient Israel to what we call Judaism, and from Israel as a land-based peo-
ple to a religion that can be observed anywhere in the world. Some scholars
want to be purists in maintaining this distinction. It seems to me that there is
no specific place where we can draw the line between biblical religion and
post-biblical religion. What we call Judaism was derived from the biblical tra-
dition and developed within it, essentially as its major interpretation.

What do we mean by approaching the Bible in an academic, objective man-
ner? One of the problems here is that the primary interpreters of the Bible
throughout history have been the faith communities of Judaism and
Christianity. Yet in modern times we have gained a number of disciplinary
aids—archaeology, literary criticism, and religious studies. When we come to
the Bible, we have tools that our ancestors never had. We have been influ-
enced since the European Enlightenment, and especially in the nineteenth
century, to believe that humans possess the power through reason to come
to advanced understanding of all the sciences. Necessarily there were
attempts to study religion objectively and to divorce religious materials from
the views of the believers. We are going to try as much as pos-
sible to follow such an approach, first to let the Bible
speak for itself in as objective a manner as possible, and
then to try to understand it within the context of our own
beliefs and predilections. I hope this will be a worthwhile
introduction to the issues discussed in the academic study
of the Bible.
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1. What is meant by supersessionism?

2. How did the Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant Bibles take shape?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Bible, Hebrew Scriptures, Old
Testament: The Nature of the Collection,” pp. 777–809. The Oxford
Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

Berlin, A., and M.Z. Brettler, eds. The Jewish Study Bible. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004.

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 1–16. Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Who Wrote the Bible?
Authors, Editors and Scrolls,” pp. 459–88 and 544–64, in The Oxford
Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 2:
Who Wrote the Bible?:

Authors, Editors, and Scrolls

ll too often we hear simplistic discussions of the question, “Who wrote
the Bible?” The Hebrew Scriptures is a collection of works, some of
which purport to come from as early as 1200 BCE and some from as
late as the second century BCE. We are dealing here with an

anthology of materials that constitute a great part of the cultural and religious
heritage of ancient Israel, although not all of it, as at least twenty-two ancient
books mentioned in the Bible do not survive. In discussing who wrote the
Bible, therefore, we must take into account the various works, their dates of
composition, and the processes by which they were edited.

This biblical collection has been gathered together in a series of steps.
Some of the books originated as disparate parts that were pieced together to
create a whole book. In this case we may speak of authors for the disparate
parts and editors or redactors for the book as a whole. Later they were gath-
ered into protocollections under some sort of religious authority and then
accepted as part of the bib-
lical canon by consensus.

A very important feature of
the Bible is that it speaks in
manifold voices. In Genesis
there are two creation sto-
ries. In Isaiah, God is imma-
nent, while in Ezekiel, He is
transcendent. It seems that
contradictory materials have
been edited together into
the Holy Scriptures. This
typifies the way the Bible
communicates throughout
the ages and poses a prob-
lem for the biblical reader or
interpreter. It argues against
a simplistic, fundamentalist
reading and for an interpre-
tation that understands the
complexity of the material
before us. It causes us to
think about the relationship
between humans, between
humans and God, and our
place in the universe.

Pharisees and Scribes
by Alexandre Bida

From The Gospel Life by Edward Eggleston, 1874
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And the Bible does not always present us with an answer. For example, the
Book of Job is a treatise on the problem of good and evil with numerous
explanations, but no one definitive answer. At the end of the book, God
Himself closes the issue by stating that man can never really know certain
things, for they are only the domain of God. So the Bible is a dialogue of
ideas that guides humankind to solve difficult problems that face us in this
world. It is this feature that has led to the extensive commentary and constant
growth of the biblical tradition—the Mishnah, the Midrash, and the Talmud for
Jews, and the New Testament and the Church fathers for Christians. This
religious literature was continued in the medieval commentaries for both Jews
and Christians, and in modern times, a body of academic scholarship has
arisen. All of these seek to construct a way of life from the biblical dialectic.

Central to the idea of authority or biblical canon is the notion of divine inspi-
ration. At times, God actually reveals Himself directly to Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob, and Moses, and even speaks to Moses face to face. Later prophets
receive their revelations in dreams, through symbols or visions. In Psalms,
Job, or Ecclesiastes, there is a kind of divine influence, but not a direct reve-
lation or actual divine speech. But as part of the Bible, all these books are
tied together by some sort of divine inspiration.

Traditional views held that the entire Torah was given by God to Moses, but
modern biblical studies assumes that the books of the Bible were written by
humans, even if under some form of inspiration, and that they are the result
of a long process of redaction. Regarding other books of the Bible, traditional
believers understood the prophets to have received prophecies from God,
whereas modern scholarship emphasizes the human element in the composi-
tion of the prophetic word. Many modern scholars do not accept the chrono-
logical order of the biblical canon.

One of the central issues that occupies biblical studies in an academic
framework is the question of whether or not the Bible’s evidence regarding
the authorship of various parts can be accepted or not. It goes without say-
ing that historical inquiry cannot prove or disprove assertions of divine reve-
lation. When we use the term Bible, we are assuming a fixed list of books,
what we call the Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament today. We know that
some other ancient Jews may have held other books to be authoritative and
holy, as we can judge from the manner in which some books are quoted in
the Dead Sea Scrolls. Nonetheless, it seems that the basic list that we follow
today constitutes the consensus of what was always considered authorita-
tive in ancient times.

People often say that the Torah was given at Sinai, but the Torah itself says
that parts of it were given at Sinai, parts in the Tent of Meeting, some at the
Tabernacle (the temporary tent-shrine in the wilderness), and parts in the
Plains of Moab before the death of Moses, just before the people enter the
land of Israel. Tradition understood all these to be part of divine revelation,
but modern scholarship has assumed that these books represented later
compositions with several different authors.

A theory called the Documentary Hypothesis asserts that various documents
were brought together into the Torah. It states that there were four prophets
who actually created the Pentateuch. Then it was edited by a last prophet,
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known as the redactor. Priestly literature, the material regarding sacrifice,
was assumed to have been written as a separate text. The divine names that
were used in the narratives in Genesis and Exodus indicated a combination
of two authors living at different locations. Sometime during the period of the
Kings, one author had written in Judea and another probably in the north.
Later on, these materials were compiled into one. Deuteronomy might have
been written during the period of the Kings, and finally all these materials
were put together during the Babylonian Exile. This theory has constituted a
great challenge in modern times to traditional religion. It argues against the
Torah as a direct divine revelation and as divinely authoritative.

Over the years simplistic traditional approaches have flatly rejected the
Documentary Hypothesis. Others believing in religious tradition have tried to
harmonize these approaches. The religious believer may agree that the liter-
ary characteristics observed by the Documentary Hypothesis are true, but
he/she explains that God gave the text in a way that conforms to human liter-
ary characteristics. These approaches have allowed believers to accept mod-
ern literary criticism and to continue their fundamental beliefs. In any case, the
Documentary Hypothesis has informed the entire historical study of the Bible.

We can see from internal evidence that the elements of the Torah did circu-
late separately and affected readers separately. By the historical period of the
books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles, we can see that the entire Torah
is functioning as a unity. So whatever one may believe about who actually
composed the Five Books of Moses, there is no question that the contribution
of the Documentary Hypothesis to our understanding of its circulation and the
manner in which it influenced the other books is exceedingly important.

Thanks to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls we can say some things
about the way the Bible circulated. In the minor textual issues, that is, on a

One of the caves at Qumran near the Dead Sea that contained some of the Dead Sea Scrolls.
Inset: A facsimile of one of the Dead Sea Scrolls.
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word by word level, the Bible circulated in various versions. In fact, the
Talmud testifies to the very same thing when it speaks about the rabbis’
deciding which biblical books were authoritative and having to correct bibli-
cal texts. The New Testament shows evidence of the variation that occurred
in the Greek texts of the Hebrew Scriptures, although there are times when
the New Testament changed the Hebrew Bible text slightly in order to sup-
port its own assertions.

From the Dead Sea Scrolls we can see that most books circulated as indi-
vidual scrolls, including the Torah, which circulated as five separate books. A
large number of scrolls seems to have existed, affording wide access to
them. Scrolls in ancient times seem to have been kept in boxes or in jars.
They were carefully rolled and often had empty sheets on the end and were
written by scribes trained in preparing parchments and in calligraphy.
Sometimes they were corrected to yield a better reading, or expansions and
interpretations were added. This causes a problem because sometimes it is
hard to tell what is considered the biblical text, and what is its interpretation.
Inner biblical interpretation apparently has always existed, but this predilec-
tion is exceptionally common in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Thus, an ongoing
expansion of the Bible occurred even as it was being transmitted.

Unfortunately, we do not have the earliest Bible manuscripts. The earliest
that we can examine date from the period of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and after
that the next oldest manuscript is from the year 1000 CE. Nevertheless,
sometimes by the writing style we can determine the relationship of the text
to ancient predecessors. The Torah scrolls in the synagogue are exemplars
of the way the Hebrew Bible looked in biblical times (although the script dates
from the fourth century BCE). The spelling of the words and the nature of the
text are probably earlier in today’s synagogue scrolls than what we find in the
Dead Sea manuscripts. The creation of authoritative texts of Scripture,
passed down by the rabbis, resulted in the official Hebrew Bibles as we know
them, namely, the texts that are in use in the Jewish community today and
that have served as the basis for the Protestant translations into Western lan-
guages. So when we ask, “Who wrote the Bible?” we must admit that it was a
complex process involving people who wrote parts of it down, editors, and
those who copied it. The authors and editors worked over long years to com-
pile this Bible, and it was transmitted more or less accurately from ancient
times to the present.



1. What is the biblical “canon”?

2. What do the Dead Sea Scrolls show about the way in which the books of
the Bible circulated?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Who Wrote the Bible? Authors,
Editors and Scrolls,” pp. 459–88 and 544–64. The Oxford Handbook of
Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

Davies, G.I. “Introduction to the Pentateuch,” pp. 12–38. The Oxford Bible
Commentary. Eds. J. Barton and J. Muddiman. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001.

Kaufmann, Y. The Religion of Israel: From Its Beginnings to the Babylonian
Exile. New York: Schocken, 1972.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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ne of the hallmarks of the academic study of the Bible is the use of
archaeology. It has brought to life the entire world against which the
events of the Bible took place and tremendously enriched our under-
standing of what it was like to live in those days.

First, a few definitions. Originally “archaeology” meant “history,” the study of
that which was ancient. Later it came to mean the unearthing of material
remains, including epigraphic or written materials. “History” tended to be used
for the investigation of the sequence of human life based on a variety of
sources, including traditions. Presently, the term “archaeology” refers to
things that were dug up out of the ground rather than traditions that were
communicated over the ages. Therefore, much of it was not available to
earlier historians.

“Biblical archaeology” is the use of archaeology to illumine the Bible. When
it first came into being, it was used as a handmaiden to Scripture, that is, to
prove the truth of the biblical account. In the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, many Europeans arriving in the Near East were missionaries who
sought to find information that had a bearing on the “truth” of the Bible. In the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, archaeological evidence was seen
as indeed confirming the account of the Bible, but sometimes the evidence
was greatly exaggerated or partial evidence was turned into the whole.
Scholars argued that the archaeology of the ancient Near East ought to be
pursued for its own sake, and not in the attempt to explain, let alone prove,
the text of the Hebrew Bible.

Our days have seen an overreaction to those old methods of biblical archae-
ology. Some state that archaeology should be conducted as though there
were no Bible, and they claim that there is absolutely no evidence—indeed
no possibility—for the early history of Israel to be true as related in the Bible.
Instead, they argue that early Israel up through the United Monarchy is
essentially an invention of later writers seeking to create an identity for a peo-
ple that came into being in the land of Israel. In Israel and in Copenhagen
there has arisen recently a revisionist school that is connected to contempo-
rary politics. According to some Israeli archaeologists, there is no evidence of
the conquest or the early kingdom of Israel. The agenda of these so-called
“minimalists” corresponds with that of the post-Zionists who reject settling and
maintaining a Jewish state in the land of Israel. The Copenhagen school
states explicitly that the lack of archaeological evidence of the conquest and
the extent of the ancient Israelite empire under Kings David and Solomon has
a direct relationship to the modern-day issues of Israel, the Palestinians, and
the peace process. In this case, archaeology has become modern ideology.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Archaeology and the Bible,”
pp. 53–98 and 567–78, in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W.
Rogerson and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 3:
Archaeology and the Bible
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The so-called “maximalists,” really middle-of-the-road scholars, argue for
much more careful and nuanced evaluation of archaeological evidence and its
relation to the biblical accounts. What we have to do is gather together all the
archaeological evidence—excavations of ancient cities and texts that survive,
like the clay tablets of Mesopotamia or the texts of ancient Israel—that will
give us a perspective on the Bible. So I would argue that biblical archaeology
is a legitimate activity. Biblical archaeology, then, may be defined as archaeol-
ogy used to better understand the background of or events in the Bible as well
as the literature of the Bible. Such an approach calls for careful examination of
evidence that provides for the most part, not proof, but rather a plausible back-
ground for events described in the Bible. Indeed, it seems that this approach
has won out for the Divided Monarchy, Exile, and Persian periods.

The conquest of the land of Canaan has come under serious question from
modern archaeologists. Earlier archaeologists stated that the towns men-
tioned in the book of Joshua were indeed destroyed by invaders ca. 1200
BCE. Later archaeologists found that there was a much more gradual
process of conquest than that. Some archaeologists then jumped to the con-
clusion that the entire notion of an Israelite conquest is false. We would argue
that the process of conquest was not as immediate as in the Book of Joshua,
but a much more complex process, as described in the Book of Judges. And
some of the evidence being quoted by the revisionists actually supports the
gradual conquest of the Book of Judges. There are two accounts in the Bible,
and we now know which one is the more accurate.

Let’s mention a few archaeological discoveries that have been significant for
understanding the Bible and how it fits into the wider context of the ancient
Near East. Archaeological discoveries (the Amarna Letters, fourteenth centu-
ry BCE) have shown that the land of Canaan in the years before the Israelite
conquest was under the cultural and political domination of Egypt. There
were city-states with a variety of
ethnic groups, such as those men-
tioned in the Bible, and the ability
of the Israelites to establish them-
selves, even slowly, was depen-
dent on the weakness of Egypt in
Canaan. When those governments
were weaker, the Israelites were
able to gain, such as in the time of
Solomon. When these powers
were stronger, Israelite control
would shrink to a smaller area.

One of the Amarna letters, this clay tablet
written in Babylonian cunieform was found
in the ruins of Pharaoh Akhenaton’s capital
city el-Amarna. The Amarna letters make
reference to the Hapiru, depicted as roving
bands of stateless people whom some
scholars believe formed the basis of the
biblical Hebrews.
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We have strong evidence in the archaeological record for the history of the
Divided Monarchy. King Mesha of Moab struggled against Kings Omri and
Ahab of Israel, who oppressed the Moabites until they rebelled. The Bible
records the domination of Israel over Moab, and a Moabite inscription records
the successful rebellion against Israel.

The Tel Dan stele (stone inscription) of the mid-ninth century BCE corrobo-
rates the continued rule of the House of David in Judah. This text also sheds
light on the struggle and constant warfare between the Northern Israelite
Kingdom and Aram, what is now Syria.

Assyrian records of their wars against other countries detail their domination
of Northern Israel during the Divided Monarchy. The records of
Shalmanesser III mention King Ahab and Yehu, who overthrew the House of
Omri, and, of course, Shalmanesser’s efforts to maintain control of the land.

The nature of the bureaucracy of ancient Israel, especially in the south, has
been illuminated by the discovery of numerous seals used as a way of
authenticating official signatures. Some of them are the names of actual peo-
ple known from the Bible.

The Deir Allah text (ca. 700 BCE) refers to Balaam, son of Beor, who was a
known prophet. This is the same man mentioned in the Book of Numbers.
This document proves that Balaam was an important figure in the lore and
tradition of the nations surrounding ancient Israel.

An important set of discoveries pertains to the invasion of Israel by King
Sennacherib of Assyria, who besieged Judea in 701 BCE. For defensive
purposes, King Hezekiah created an extensive tunnel in order to bring water
under the city walls of Jerusalem. The 1,750 foot long tunnel was excavated
in two directions until the workmen met in the middle and the water started
flowing through. At this point they erected an inscription (now in a museum
in Istanbul) explaining how they dug the tunnel. Sennacherib’s annals state
that he “shut up Hezekiah like a bird in a cage.” The Lachish Letters on mili-
tary affairs also mention this campaign. Assyrian sources say that their army
received news that there was a rebellion in Assyria, causing the troops to
abandon Jerusalem and return home. The result was that Jerusalem sur-
vived until 586 BCE. In the Bible, lepers from outside the city of Jerusalem
reported that Sennacherib’s army had suddenly and miraculously aban-
doned their siege.

Another discovery is the amulets that were found at Ketef Hinnom (600
BCE). They contain the biblical priestly blessing of Numbers, “May the Lord
bless you and keep you.”

Archaeology then is a double-edged sword. For while it might corroborate
some information from the Bible, the Bible often deals with the situation
from the point of view of ancient Israel, rather than the other nations sur-
rounding it. In the archaeological record we often see the other side, and
so we have to take all sources into account in order to reach a decision on
what is historical fact.

The lack of evidence for the period of the United Monarchy does not allow
us to compare the sources. We only have the Bible and the archaeological
remains of buildings. The “minimalists” have argued that the United Monarchy
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was an unimportant chapter in history and have downplayed the extensive
architectural evidence. The United Monarchy started out modestly in the time
of Saul, came to its peak with Solomon, and was destroyed shortly thereafter.
It was not of interest to contemporary Egyptian and Mesopotamian sources
as the Land of Israel was later on when these powers were seeking to con-
quer and destroy it. The architectural evidence shows the extensive spread of
the united kingdom and its cultural developments, and gives us a sense that
this monarchy was significant within the context of the ancient Near East.



1. What are the different approaches taken by biblical “maximalists”
and “minimalists”?

2. What is found in the Deir Allah text?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Archaeology and the Bible,”
pp. 53–98 and 567–78. The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006.

Avi-Yonah, M., ed. The Archaeology of the Land of Israel. Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1982.

Hoffmeier, J.K., and A. Millard, eds. The Future of Biblical Archaeology:
Reassessing Methodologies and Assumptions. Grand Rapids, MI: W.B.
Eerdmans, 2004.
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he Bible gives its own view of the ori-
gin of the world, humanity, and the
people of Israel in the books of
Genesis and Exodus. The Bible wants

to emphasize certain key religious values
and ideas revealed in the details of creation.
The initial accounts of creation present two
different schemes. In one, the world came
into being by God’s word, that is, His divine
will, and in the other He was more closely
involved in the creation of the various living
things. In either case, God is the Master of
the world, and we have to follow His ways.
It is the first of these creation stories that
culminates in the Sabbath, the Bible’s
genius invention of the day of rest on a
weekly basis.

The Bible then presents us the Garden of
Eden story, meant to teach us the nature of
the relationships between men and women, God and humanity, God and
nature, and the rest of history that is to come. After the idyllic Garden of
Eden, where Adam and Eve fail to keep the one commandment not to eat of
the Tree of Knowledge, mankind henceforth suffers pain, struggle, the need
to make a living, and death. The intent of the biblical text was to teach us fun-
damental lessons about the nature of the world and how we are to live in it.
As such, it is not a history book, but a book of ethics and morals.

The same is the case with the continuing story of the history of civilization
that we find in the Bible—the first music, farming, husbandry, etc. Rabbinic
sources are quick to point out how the origins of humanity show that we all
have one father and mother. The entirety of what modern scholars would call
prehistory is subsumed under the seven days of creation (of the first
account), the Garden of Eden story, the flood, and the Tower of Babel, which
explains the spread of humanity throughout the entire world. Here we note
that some biblical stories, most notably the second creation story and the
flood story, have parallels in ancient Mesopotamian mythology. According to
the Bible, Hebrew civilization was derived ultimately from Sumeria, Babylonia,
and Assyria, the major areas, running south to north, of ancient Mesopo-
tamia. The migration of Abraham and his family is probably to be set in the
large-scale south-north migrations that took place after the destruction of Ur

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Origins of the World,
Humanity and the People of Israel,” pp. 1–54, in Ancient Israel: From
Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the Temple, H. Shanks, ed.

Lecture 4:
Origins of the World, Humanity, and the People of Israel:

Genesis and Exodus

21

Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden
by Albrecht Dürer, 1507
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in the nineteenth century BCE. The family travels then to Canaan, taking with
them Mesopotamian traditions that would become part of the stories of
Genesis and influence the legal thinking of the Jewish people.

Debating the historicity of such events as the creation and the flood, or the
Tower of Babel, obscures the important cultural and religious meaning of
these accounts. For example, the story of the sacrifice of Isaac teaches us
about the abhorrence the Bible has for human sacrifice practiced by the
Canaanites while it shows the unquestioning faith of Abraham in God’s com-
mand. This story has been exceedingly important in the later history of
Judaism and Christianity, the arts, novels, plays, and in other cultural enter-
prises. No matter how one understands the original story, it is impossible to
divorce it from its later significance in Western civilization.

A very important aspect of these stories is to tie the family of the Patriarchs
to holy places in the land of Israel. Jacob’s dream at Bethel, for example,
takes place in the spot that would become the Holy Temple in Jerusalem,
and Mount Moriah, where the sacrifice of Isaac took place, makes the same
claim. The Patriarchs offer sacrifices in various places which indicate their
connection to the land. So this land was possessed by the Patriarchs and
was a legitimate land for the Israelites to return to when they conquered it
from the Canaanites.

The latter part of the Book of Genesis and the early part of Exodus present
us with a history of the patriarchal family leading from Abraham, through
Isaac, Jacob, and his twelve sons. This is essentially a story of the exclusion
of those descendents who do not carry the monotheistic message. It is only
upon Jacob’s creating a family totally devoted to monotheism that the people
of Israel comes into existence. But no sooner does it appear, than it experi-
ences slavery in Egypt. Joseph is sold by his brothers and is brought to
Egypt, and because of the famine in Canaan, his entire family joins him there.
Within a short time, the Jews are enslaved to Pharaoh, building construction
projects at hard labor, and suffering great persecution. Moses, raised in the
royal palace, receives a call from God to rescue the Jewish people and lead
them out of Egypt. The ultimate redemption from slavery at the beginning of
Exodus places its imprint on the Jewish people in its self-conception and its
ritual in the form of the Passover holiday. Further, the freeing of the Jews
from the slavery of Egypt has become a leitmotif in every movement for liber-
ation, and its impact is also well represented in many aspects of our culture.

It is problematic to place the Exodus in historical context. Unfortunately,
there is no direct evidence from Egyptian sources for Israelite slavery or
redemption. Possibly these sources once did exist as preserved in the
account of the fourth-century BCE Egyptian historian Manetho, but this is
certainly not contemporary evidence.

The question of the historicity of the Exodus is linked with the question of
whether there was an Israelite conquest of Canaan. There may actually be
direct evidence in the Merneptah stele for the Israelites as an as yet unsettled
tribe in Canaan ca. 1200. This text does seem to indicate that although the
Israelites had entered Canaan, they had not occupied cities and settled
down. If we have evidence of the conquest, it is reasonable to look for evi-
dence of the slavery. Yet ancient Egyptian records do not mention it, and



therefore, some scholars assume that it never happened. They assert that a
myth was promulgated for purposes of creating a self-identity. Others would
say that such a myth would not be logical because people do not usually cre-
ate stories of their own slavery and disgrace.

Manetho, the historian who gave us the whole chronology of the Egyptian
dynasties, tells two versions of the Exodus that he claims he copied from
ancient Egyptian temple records. In one version the Israelites were connected
with the Hyksos, who were expelled as the rulers of Egypt ca. 1500 BCE, and
in the other, the Israelites were expelled as lepers, a scenario that purports to
have taken place about 1250 BCE. These two dates correspond to the two
possible times that modern scholars believe the Exodus might have occurred.

Scholars also have sought to give explanations for the biblical Ten Plagues,
the destruction of the Egyptians, and the protection of the Israelites in the
desert. The Bible itself views these as miracles told from the point of view of
those experiencing them. Israel was redeemed from the lowest position in
society through no power of its own, and the miraculous attainment of their
freedom could not have been accomplished without divine help. This version
contrasts with Manetho, who tells of expulsion or escape of a low group of
society guilty of dastardly deeds. There is a great contrast in how the two civ-
ilizations saw the events of the Exodus.

So probably there was an Exodus, but we cannot prove it from archaeology
or direct evidence from ancient Egypt, nor can we date it exactly or know all
the particulars. We can look at the archaeological correspondences with
events mentioned in the Bible in later periods; the correspondence is striking
and it appears that the biblical account fits well within the evidence that we
have for the place and role of ancient Israel.

The effect of the Exodus on later Jewish tradition is great. We have the hol-
iday of Passover and the fall celebration of Sukkot. The Sabbath in the Ten
Commandments of Deuteronomy is to be observed in commemoration of the
redemption from Egypt, and servants and animals are to be given a day of
rest as well because “You were slaves in Egypt.” The Exodus becomes a
social motif regarding treatment of strangers and workers. Thus, the Exodus
is a model for liberation, freedom,
and human rights and an example
for how to treat others when in
power over them.

All the stories in the Bible manifest
the development of civilization
according to the divine will. It was
Israel’s destiny to spread the divine
word among the nations of the
world. The Exodus from Egypt and
the receipt of the codes of law was
the means by which this was to
be accomplished.

An illustration depicting the beginning of the Exodus.
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1. What is the intent of the Garden of Eden story?

2. What questions are there concerning the historicity of the Exodus?

Shanks, H. “Origins of the World, Humanity and the People of Israel,”
pp. 1–54. Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the
Temple. Washington, D.C.: Biblical Archaeology Society, 1999.

Coogan, M.D., ed. The Oxford History of the Biblical World, pp. 3–122. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998.

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 17–32. Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005.
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fundamental idea of the Bible and later Judaism is that law does not
simply encompass buying and selling, criminal behavior, and other
activity, but has to do with all aspects of life. Legal codes are com-
mon in the Five Books of Moses, and, even if they were composed

separately, they still seem to have a unitary framework behind them.

The Book of Exodus contains the legal code, promulgated, according to the
narrative, after the revelation of the Ten Commandments at Sinai. Called the
Book of the Covenant by scholars, this code, dealing primarily with civil law,
is written in a literary form similar to that of the Code of Hammurabi. Apodictic
statements begin with “Thou shalt.” Casuistic law, most typical of the ancient
Near East, appears in the form “if� then.” The code of law in Exodus is most-
ly casuistic, as is the code of Hammurabi. The Code of the Covenant differs
from Mesopotamian law in which “an eye for an eye” is taken literally. In the
Bible such punishments have been converted to monetary compensation.
Exodus assumes all citizens to be equal before the law, a feature not found
in Mesopotamian society. The biblical code recognizes slavery, however, and
slaves have certain protections, although they do not have the same rights as
free people.

Should we be surprised to find
that the biblical law code is simi-
lar to an ancient Mesopotamian
code? How would we explain this
if we believe that the Bible is a
divine revelation? Here we have
to invoke a rabbinic statement,
“the Torah speaks in the lan-
guage of humans,” meaning that
when the Torah sought to make
Israel into a people that was
more refined and more connected
with God than those peoples
around them, it sought to do this
by making use of certain things
that come from the surrounding
civilizations. It seems as though

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Codes of Biblical Law,”
pp. 351–61, in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson
and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 5:
Codes of Biblical Law:

Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy

Scrolls of the Torah
and the

Ten Commandments
Artist unknown, ca. 1797
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someone who knew the legal system of ancient Mesopotamia borrowed it,
improved it, and placed it into the Bible.

Some prescriptive codes regarding the festival calendar and the building of
the tabernacle, the portable tent sanctuary in the desert, also appear in
Exodus. These festivals remained an obligation when Solomon built the First
Temple. There are also festival calendars in Leviticus 23, Numbers 28–29,
and Deuteronomy. Later Jewish tradition read these calendars together and
derived from them the sacrifices and observances for each festival. Some of
the differences in these codes relative to the festivals were resolved later by
the Talmudic tradition.

Leviticus includes codes regarding ritual. Leviticus discusses sacrificial law,
spelling out the various offerings brought for expiation, thanking God, ritual
purity, celebrating festivals and other such holy occasions. These offerings
must be conducted in ritual purity. Ritual impurity may come about through
contact with the dead or certain creatures, or experiencing certain bodily flux-
es. A person must purify himself before entering the Tabernacle, or later, the
Temple. Sacrifice of sheep, goats, or bovines, meal offerings, or birds, with
oil, wine, and flour are symbolically meals taken with God.

Deuteronomy also includes codes of law, as it purports to be a speech of
Moses reviewing laws previously set out in the Torah. This section resembles
ancient Near Eastern treaties and includes sections on war, captives, purity,
permitted and forbidden foods, festivals, marriage, divorce, rape, and civil
and criminal matters. In this literary form, Israel enters a treaty as the vassal
of God.

In the Book of Ezekiel there are indications that there were other law codes
circulating in ancient Israel, different from our canonical Torah. Some scholars
claim that these codes were not written at the time of Moses, but much later.
Nevertheless complex legal codes did exist throughout the history of Israel.

A question has been raised about how to deal with the contradictions
between these several codes. Midrash was one method of solving these
problems. It interpreted one passage in light of another. In Judaism it is
believed that these harmonizations stem from the oral law. Some modern
scholars see in these contradictions evidence for the independent composi-
tion of different parts of the Torah, leading to the Documentary Hypothesis,
the claim that the Pentateuch is made up of various documents that were
put together by a final redactor. The traditional viewpoint would argue that
these texts are all one unity promulgated simultaneously and constitute a
consistent system.

The various codes of the Torah, when united in one common work, speak in
multifarious voices that only when combined constitute the message of the
overall text. This characteristic applies not only to the legal codes but the
numerous other kinds of passages as well, in which similar stories appear to
be told more than once or in which different versions of poetic texts or histori-
cal accounts may occur within the Bible.

Deuteronomy contains a section known as the Law of the King stating what
the king’s powers are and limiting his government to what we might call a
constitutional monarchy. Yet the idea of having a king is considered as
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though it is obligatory. On the other hand, in the Book of Samuel, the people
beg the prophet for a king to help them better defend themselves against
their enemies by means of a central monarchy. Samuel argues against
appointing a king by alluding to Deuteronomy. He says that everything that
Deuteronomy prohibits the king from doing, he will ultimately do. This pas-
sage in Samuel proves the preexistence of Deuteronomy.

In forbidding certain types of activity on the Sabbath, one would have
expected Isaiah to quote some of the material in the Pentateuch forbidding
labor on the Sabbath. Yet the Book of Isaiah prohibits business activity and
travel, activities that are not mentioned at all in the earlier biblical codes.
Eventually the Talmudic system of Jewish law gathered all these examples
together and forbade all these activities on the Sabbath, no matter where
they are mentioned. Ezra and Nehemiah, however, in their Sabbath law,
always say “as is written in the book of Moses” and allude to the
Pentateuchal proscriptions. Apparently, later books had different codes at
hand. Some adhere more closely to preexistent codes, and some seem to be
adding to them. This gives us the sense that, even if the Torah had already
come into existence, it was still circulating not as a unified text but rather in
sections. As long as these sections circulated separately, it was possible for
parts of the Torah to be influential in different books and historical contexts.
The entire collection was clearly a unit by the Persian period.

The notion behind all this biblical law is that every single action of the human
being can be regulated by law and by obligation. Everything one does has to
be sanctified by being done in accordance with the law. Is the extent of regu-
lation in the Torah greater or less than that of later Judaism? It is possible
that the rabbinical interpretations of later Judaism extended the system
beyond what the Bible required.

This was the divide between Judaism and Christianity. The Pharisaic-rab-
binic tradition, which gained ascendancy after the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 CE, required that every action be done under the legal system.
However, even though Jesus himself lived under this legal system, Paul took
the view that those who joined his new church and probably also the Jews
need not live under this law. Judaism remained a religion anchored in the
interpretation of the biblical legal codes while Christianity became a religion in
which only the moral and ethical requirements behind these legal codes
remained obligatory. All the rest became superseded with the coming of
Jesus. Jews saw legal regulation of life as a positive thing, and Christians
saw it as a negative.

In the Hebrew Scriptures, legal codes both dominate and sanctify the whole
of human life, including one’s thoughts. When performing a positive action, the
intent must be pure. The Bible also has an absolute prohibition on hatred:
“Love thy neighbor as thyself,” and “Thou shalt not hate thy neighbor in thy
heart.” These laws testify to the notion of purity of thought as well as of action.



1. Is it surprising that the biblical law code is similar to the ancient
Mesopotamian code?

2. What is the Documentary Hypothesis?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Codes of Biblical Law,”
pp. 351–61. The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006.

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 61–72. Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005.
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n this lecture we will turn to the conquest of the land of Israel and the
early years of Israelite occupation. Specifically, we will be referring to
material in the historical books of Joshua and Judges. These are the first
two books of what are called the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges,

1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings) because of the prophetic nature of those
who are understood to have written these books. They appear to be gathered
together from some preexistent material and edited by somebody who takes
a view of history based on the ideology of the Book of Deuteronomy. The
author of Judges (and the end of Joshua) constantly argues that the people
transgressed by not following the Torah. As a result, they suffered, but when
they repented, their suffering ceased, only to be renewed when they trans-
gressed again.

Joshua and Judges tell two different stories about the occupation of the land
by the Israelites. Joshua says it was an immediate conquest. After the Jews
came out of Egypt, the land was apportioned to the different tribes. They
went about conquering this land by killing all the Canaanites (in accord with
the Deuteronomic command).

There are two problems with this account. It appears from later history of the
second part of Judges, Samuel, and Kings that it did not happen that way,
and the archaeological record agrees. The second problem is that the
account is contradicted by the early chapters of Judges. If, as Joshua tells it,
there was an immediate and total conquest of all the territory, it would then
be impossible to explain why tribes are still trying to conquer the land
assigned to them in the beginning of Judges. It appears that chapters 1 and 2
of Judges are an alternative account of the conquest of the land. This gradu-
alist account has tribes assisting one another in conquering specific territories
over a period of time. This version of the settlements in the land of Canaan
seems to be more in accord with the archaeological evidence as it has been
revealed in modern times. In fact, many of the places inhabited by
Canaanites before the Israelites entered the land, including some designated
in the Merneptah stele, continued to be occupied by Canaanites long into the
Israelite period. The version of Joshua is an idealistic picture that wants to
say that the Torah’s will in Deuteronomy, to see the Canaanites destroyed,
was, in fact, put into effect. But in Judges we have a much more accurate
picture of the gradual and difficult nature of the task of the Israelites to con-
quer their land.

What were some of the things that made it so difficult? The Israelites
remained in the Bronze Age when the neighboring Canaanites were already
in the Iron Age. What helped the Israelites tremendously was the discovery of

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “History and Identity,”
pp. 123–218, in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson
and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 6:
History and Identity:
Joshua and Judges
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how to use limestone to line cisterns to store water. In general terms, the
Canaanites tended to control the low country by chariots with iron wheels.
The Israelites therefore had to occupy areas of the high country that the
Canaanites were not capable of conquering. The Israelites occupied space
between the Canaanites until, over time, the Canaanites could be conquered
and to some extent assimilated.

But we should pause here to mention some alternative views of how
Israel took control of Canaan. I am assuming here that there was an exo-
dus from Egypt and that there were tribes who entered the land and con-
quered it. But there are scholars who seriously question these events and
propose alternatives.

One alternative posits that within Canaanite society there was an internal
revolution after which a new elite rose to the top and justified itself with the
story that it had escaped from Egypt. This leaves us improbably with an
upper-class claiming to have been slaves and illogically relating a foundation
myth with two versions—the immediate conquest versus gradual settlement.

The second alternative assumes a transfer over time from pastoral
nomadism to an agrarian environment. Those who became more and more
sedentary became the Israelites. Again we are faced with the question of why
people would make up the story that they were once slaves.

The Book of Joshua records that Joshua set out with divine guidance to
launch certain battles, but these battles are not very ordinary. For example,
the Battle of Jericho is cast as a kind of schematic war. The Israelites walk
around the walls seven times, and
the walls come down. This is not
a real military conflict; it is a com-
bination of heavenly and earthly
battle. God defeats the enemy,
not Israel. The story of Achan,
who took illicit enemy property
and was punished, represents a
similar theme.

The Book of Joshua plots for us
the conquering of city after city
and a division of the land
amongst the twelve tribes. This
makes the conquest a continua-
tion of the Exodus: just as the
Exodus was miraculous, so the
conquest could only have taken
place through divine initiative.

The account in Judges begins
with the nation in small tribes,
each trying to conquer its territo-
ry. This account seems to be
more accurate and to be more of
a human-based effort. These

A mid-nineteenth-century chromolithograph depict-
ing Joshua leading the Israelites around Jericho as
the walls tumble down.
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loosely affiliated tribes make short-term alliances with each other. Their mili-
tary chieftains, serving temporarily, take the land over a long period of time.
The “judges” of the Book of Judges seem to have been charismatic military
leaders rather than actual judges. They saved Israel by heroic actions or by
leading victorious armies.

The second part of Judges takes up the theme of the Philistine threat that
ultimately led to the creation of a monarchy. The biggest problem facing the
Israelites after displacing enough of the Canaanite inhabitants was what to do
about the Philistines, who were constantly raiding, destroying, and pressuring
the Israelites from their base in today’s Gaza. Most of the stories in this book
are about the assemblage of small military bands whose job it was to fight
against the Philistines. These judges are part of a Heroic Age in a kind of
Wild West atmosphere—no unified country, no unifying ruler, and under
external threats and harassment.

Some judges are described in entire literary units because the editor had
enough material about them. Other minor judges, about whom little is known,
are treated sketchily. An example of a detailed tale is that of Ehud of the tribe
of Benjamin. Ehud subdued the Moabites by assassinating their king and is
neither a military leader nor a judge, but a heroic individual. Both prose and a
poetic account of Deborah, a quite well-known judge, deal with her military
exploits. These stories fit the pattern of sin, resulting misfortune, subsequent
return to God, and salvation.

At the end of this period (ca. 1000 BCE) there is a transition to the leader-
ship of prophets and kings. The characteristics of a judge as a leader who
comes forth to meet a certain challenge are still the characteristics of the
prophet Samuel and of Israel’s first kings.

The forging of Israelite identity begins with the giving of the Torah on Mount
Sinai and the making of a nation. Yet the picture of Judges shows that every
group saw itself as part of their particular clan or tribe, and there was no
national entity. The period of the Judges pushed Israel toward a more com-
mon way of life and toward a more established identity as the Jewish people,
a nation of Israel. The growth of identity took place in response to the exter-
nal pressures from their enemies.

A further problem arises between Joshua and Chronicles. Joshua testifies to
areas that were never conquered, but in Chronicles they appear to have been
occupied, especially in Manasseh and Ephraim. Each of the judges con-
quered a small area from the Canaanites or rescued a particular territory, and
yet the total area of Israelite occupation was greater than the sum of those
parts. It therefore seems logical that there were Israelites who stayed behind
when the family of Jacob went down to Egypt during the famine and who
reintegrated into Israelite society when the Jews returned from Egypt.

In the next lecture we will see how the loose, informal conglomeration of
tribes was forced to unite into a central government with an overall strategy,
taxing authority, and a standing, well-equipped army to withstand the
Philistines. So from the entry into the land through the period of the judges
constitutes a transitional period that ends with the appointment of King Saul.



1. What factors made it difficult for the Israelites to conquer their land?

2. How is the Battle of Jericho a combination of heavenly and earthly battle?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “History and Identity,” pp. 123–218.
The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2006.

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 88–112. Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005.
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e now look at the books of Samuel and Kings that tell what hap-
pened when a monarchy replaced the informal system of govern-
ment that had been operating until then. In the book of 1 Samuel,
the world of the judges is giving way to the monarchy, but this

monarchy still had a tremendous amount in common with the period of the
judges. It is possible to look at King Saul as if he were a judge and not a
king. Saul was appointed in a time of emergency by Samuel, who was both
prophet and judge, a charismatic figure who had no formal appointment. The
people had come to Samuel to demand a king, and Samuel replied by quot-
ing the Law of the King from Deuteronomy. However, he quoted it in negative
terms, saying that the people should be warned that whatever is required of
the king in Deuteronomy will be violated by an actual king. Nevertheless, the
people wanted a king in order to be like all the other nations and to defend
themselves against the Philistine threat.

Saul, a charismatic hero of the tribe of Benjamin, delivered the people during
a time of oppression, but after he was anointed, he turned out to be a tragic
figure. He seemed to have suffered from some kind of mental illness and was
constantly in fear of David. He transgressed and was eventually rejected by
God, and he became depressed and could no longer govern. We have only
to look at the nature of the government that Saul put into place to see him as
a kind of judge. He had only one real official, a relative. His was not really a
professional administrative system.

We have quite of bit of information about the problem of the equilibrium
between the Israelites and the Philistines. The Philistines were among the so-
called Sea Peoples who came into Canaan in about 1200 BCE. They ruled
from the Philistine Plain, what we call Gaza today. They seem to have assim-
ilated the Canaanite culture and advanced by means of an excellent army. At
one point they even conquered the Ark of the Covenant and carried it away.
The Israelites had to fight guerrilla wars against them.

Saul did not have a tax system and so he had to get tribute voluntarily. He
began the process of statehood. He recruited a standing army of three mili-
tary units, and he carried on his duties as required even in his periods of
depression. He moved Israel much closer to having a central government to
defend it against its enemies even though he did not really succeed in doing
that in his lifetime. He made the first steps that came to fruition later on in 2
Samuel with the rule of David. He was not able to arrange for hereditary
succession. Instead, David became king.

David did not really start out as a candidate for king. He was a military chief-
tain and also a good friend of Jonathan, son of King Saul. Saul wanted

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Portrayal of History,”
pp. 221–366, in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson
and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 7:
Portrayal of History:
Samuel and Kings
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Jonathan to succeed him as king, but Jonathan preferred David all along, so
Saul banished David, whom he saw as a competitor to his son. David mean-
while went to the Philistines and convinced them to use their territory to
defend the Judeans, which caused him to gain support amongst the Judeans.
When Saul died, David had followers in Hebron who proclaimed him to be the
ruler. Over time, he also gained the support of the northern tribes to accept
him as king.

David was the first king with an actual system of administration and his court
is described in 2 Samuel and Chronicles. His rule was forever an example to
the Israelites of what their government was supposed to look like.

With David we begin to get the sense of a full-scale civil service, a taxation
system, and all the trappings of a real government. David also began to enter
into foreign relations. It seems that the Davidic, and later Solomonic empires,
were able to grow because Egypt and Mesopotamia, the two major world
powers, were in a weakened position at that time and so did not attempt to
interfere in Israel. David was able to conduct battles and enlarge his king-
dom, after uniting the country and placing its capital at the ancient Jebusite
city that we know as Jerusalem.

In the prophecy of 2 Samuel 7, David was promised an eternal dynasty. The
people, the land, and the blessing had already been given to David and his
followers. He awaited only the opportunity to establish a dynasty. Even after
the monarchy divided, after the time of Solomon, the south continued to be
ruled by Davidic descendents. Furthermore, the messianic ideas of the Jews
and the Christians would always call for a ruler in the end of days who would
be from the House of David.

The promise of 2 Samuel 7 did not happen automatically. David’s succes-
sion was challenged by descendents of Saul, such as Jonathan’s son,
Meribaal. Various sons of David also thought that they should be king, as
shown in the episode of the revolt of Absalom. Eventually, all these chal-
lengers were either killed or melted away. These stories prove that there was
no standard succession in the kingdom, resulting in intrigues and violence.

One of the key stories is the succession narrative. It starts with David and
Bathsheba. David
was walking on the
roof of the palace
and saw a beautiful
woman bathing and
fell in love with her.
He had relations
with her and she
became pregnant
by him. He tried to
cover up the prob-
lem by calling Uriah
the Hittite, her hus-
band, to come
home from the war,
but Uriah said that

King Saul listens while David plays his harp to soothe the ailing king in
this depiction of the story related in 1 Samuel 16.
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he could not come home and have relations with his wife because that would
cause him to become ritually impure, and soldiers had to remain pure. David
then sent a message to the battle line that Uriah should be put in a danger-
ous position so that he would be killed in battle. When Uriah was killed, David
was free to marry Bathsheba. The first son of his marriage to Bathsheba died
as a result of this sin. David appointed their second son, Solomon, as his
successor. Ultimately, Solomon attained the throne because he had the sup-
port of the prophet Nathan and Bathsheba.

David’s goal was to build a great empire and he succeeded. He wanted to
bring the Ark of the Lord to his central city, Jerusalem, and to use its location
to unite the northern and southern tribes. His last dream was to build the
Temple in Jerusalem, but he could not achieve it. The Temple was later built
by Solomon, who also made the Jewish nation a true world power.

Despite all the literary evidence we have for these stories in Samuel and in
Chronicles, there is not any external direct evidence for these events in any
of the texts of antiquity. In fact, the “minimalist” Bible critics regard the sto-
ries of Saul, David, and Solomon as never having taken place. David is dis-
missed as a fictional hero, a kind of Jewish King Arthur. We have an archae-
ological find that mentions the House of David, proving that there was a
strong tradition in ancient Israel that David had been the originator of the
dynasty. There is also architectural evidence in Jerusalem that we believe
points to David. Right now in Jerusalem there is a project to uncover a
gigantic building dating from approximately 1000 BCE that may be David’s
palace. This archaeological evidence argues against those who would say
there was no Davidic empire.

When we consider the geogra-
phy of David’s kingdom, it
appears that David began by con-
quering the area of Hebron in the
south, but he decided that Hebron
would not be appropriate as the
capital of his kingdom.
Apparently, there was an ad hoc
alliance of the northern and south-
ern tribes for defense against their
enemies all along during the
reigns of Saul, David, and
Solomon. But there were always
tendencies and tensions that
pulled them apart, culminating in
the split after the death of
Solomon. In reality, David was
ruler of two segments, north and
south. That was why he put the
Temple in an area that was a no
man’s land that no tribe could
claim. It was on the border
between the two segments, and

King David leads celebrants as they parade into
Jerusalem with the Ark of the Covenant in this nine-
teenth-century illustration.
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he could use the Temple as a unifier. As a holder of two separate domains, in
this respect, he still resembled an ad hoc judge.

While King Solomon is primarily known for his wisdom and his building of
the Jerusalem Temple, he actually accomplished much more. He took what
he inherited from David and laid on top of it a complex administrative system
in which obligations were given to different districts on a month-by-month
basis, royal bureaucrats collected taxes, forced labor was recruited to sup-
port his royal enterprises, and fortifications appeared all over the country.
Solomon created a system of interlocking city-states, toparchies, or district
centers, each of which had a hinterland to support it. He organized a first-
class military force. He was involved in extensive trade, especially with
Hiram of Tyre. From the southern part of the country he traded with Africa;
from the north he traded with the Aegean, Asia Minor, and Europe. Much of
this was possible because King Solomon had very little to do in fighting ene-
mies. He was able to take advantage of the peace to build cities, water-
works, and the Jerusalem Temple. As Solomon’s rule came to an end, the
taxes that he had collected and the levies that he had imposed upon the
people led to a revolution against him and the split of the empire. He did not
understand his own subjects and their needs. Nonetheless, he did succeed
in creating the “nation of Israel.”

When he died, Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, was told that he had to adjust
the taxes and the forced labor, but he took the wrong advice and chose to
stand up to the challengers to his rule. Those who complained were right: too
much capital had been sucked out of the country for Solomon’s projects, peo-
ple were having trouble making ends meet, and the constant expansion of
the empire was causing it to be overextended and indefensible. The North
separated, demonstrating that the “deal” between the North and South had
been but a temporary arrangement. Henceforth, there was a divided monar-
chy, Judah in the south and Israel in the north. These two political entities
lived side by side until the destruction of the Northern Kingdom in 722 BCE
and Southern Kingdom in 586 BCE.

Given the diversity of the biblical sources and the external sources that we
have, how do we work with these? The first step is to remove legendary lay-
ers. Then we take the contradictory data and try to figure out what is most
logical. For example, the account of Judges concerning the conquest is sup-
ported by the archaeological data while that of Joshua is not, so we assume
that that textual tradition that is closest to the archaeological record is most
likely to be accurate. Sometimes we have no such evidence so we try to
reconstruct what might be the earliest version of the story. For example, in
the story of Deborah, the poetic account appears to be older but contains
mythical elements. The prose account appears to be more logical and per-
haps more accurate. It looks as though the poetic story evolved from the
prose (even though versions of the prose tale appear to be a later version).
We keep asking how the details relate to inner biblical evidence and evidence
from the archaeological picture. We might say that ancient history is not a sci-
ence, but a form of art.



1. How was Saul a tragic figure?

2. How was King Solomon able to accomplish so much?

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Portrayal of History,” pp. 221–366.
The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford University
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ur purpose in this lecture is to explain the concept of animal sacrifice
and the role of the priests of the Temple in biblical religion. These
themes are concentrated in the books of Leviticus, Numbers, and
the end of Ezekiel, but there are references all over the Bible to these

concepts. Sacrifices or cultic acts were part of the religion of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob in the Book of Genesis.

In the Book of Exodus, when the Israelites were wandering in the desert,
God commanded them to build a tent-shrine or Tabernacle. It was made out
of wooden beams with various curtains creating an enclosure that housed the
Ark of the Covenant containing the Ten Commandments. The Tabernacle
stood in the middle of the desert camp, symbolizing the Israelites’ close and
permanent connection with God. This shrine had a set of courtyards. In front
of it was a courtyard in which the Israelites gathered. In a second courtyard
only the priests could enter, and into the innermost chamber, the Holy of
Holies, only the high priest could enter on the Day of Atonement. There was
an outside courtyard surrounded by the encampment of the Twelve Tribes of
Israel in a square configuration.

The Tabernacle was the center of sacrificial rites and the place where God
communicated with Moses. It was a special locus in which the presence of
God was concentrated. When Leviticus and Numbers speak of the
Tabernacle, we find a full description of the sacrificial system that was later
continued into Solomon’s First Temple and into the Second Temple as well.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Temple and Sacrifice,”
pp. 319–50, in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies, J.W. Rogerson
and Judith M. Lieu, eds.

Lecture 8:
Temple and Sacrifice:

Leviticus, Numbers, Ezekiel
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Illustration depicting the
Tabernacle in the desert.
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The Bible rejects human sacrifice, as can be seen from the story in which
Abraham is first commanded by God to sacrifice his son, Isaac, but is then
prevented from doing it. Although in the Bible humans are commanded to
sacrifice animals, it is hard for us to understand, partly because we gravitate
toward prayer, charity, and helping others as the ways in which we serve
God. Yet in biblical times, sacrificing an animal was the ultimate way of mak-
ing a connection between God and humans.

Behind sacrifice are several theories. One is the substitution theory. In the
case of sin and guilt offerings (expiation), atonement for an accidental trans-
gression is only possible through sacrifice. Although the human deserves
punishment for his sin, the animal substitutes for human life.

Sacrifice may be seen as a shared meal with the divine. In Genesis, some-
times God is called the “clansman” of Jacob. God is, as it were, part of the
family, clan, or nation. The shelamim sacrifice is a meal, offered to God, that
is shared between Him and the person who offers the sacrifice.

Another notion of sacrifice is that God needs to be fed, a more primitive
idea. The “holocaust” offering, that which is wholly burnt, brings enjoyment to
God as if he had eaten a meal. This meal must include bread, oil, and wine.
The ancient Israelites did not really think that they were feeding their God, but
perhaps it was something carried over from pre-Israelite religion. Some schol-
ars see remnants of these more primitive ideas in the sacrificial system. I
take the view that Israelite religion, by the time that the sacrificial system can
be observed in action, was already at the point of understanding these things
in a nonliteral, symbolic manner.

One of the key actions in the preparation of sacrifices was the spilling of the
blood representing the life essence of the animal. Its blood, not its meat,
constituted the core of the offering, giving the sacrifice its validity. There are
specific instructions, especially in Leviticus and Numbers, as to the sprin-
kling of the blood on the altar. We cannot explain why the blood must be
sprinkled in one direction or another or poured at the base of the altar.
Nevertheless, these details of how to perform the sacrifices are important
and have ancient backgrounds. In Ugarit (Ras Shamra) many clay tablets
were found with ritual texts containing intricate details on how sacrifices
were to be offered. There was great symbolism in the details in ancient
times that we obviously cannot fathom.

This system of worship in the Tabernacle can be observed through the
accounts of the Israelites wandering in the desert. Some scholars date the
Priestly document from the period of the Divided Monarchy or the Babylonian
Exile. According to that point of view, we are not dealing here with the actual
mode of worship in the desert, but rather some type of retrojection of the wor-
ship in the Jerusalem Temple onto the Israelites of the desert.

In the immediate post-conquest period, people worshiped in various high
places. These locations were syncretistic in that they also involved certain
Canaanite rituals of which the prophets or the authors of the historical books,
especially Samuel and Kings, did not approve. This worship sometimes
crossed the line between Israelite and Canaanite, including perhaps human
or child sacrifice, sexual rites, and other rituals. Solomon intended the
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Temple, as the central shrine, to replace the high places. Later on, Kings
Hezekiah and Josiah struggled greatly against the high places because they
saw in them a semi-pagan or syncretistic cult. This struggle lasted throughout
the period of the kings, and the prophets are always denouncing the high
places that competed with the central sanctuary.

Soon after the creation of the United Monarchy, King David, according to our
sources, conceived the idea of a central shrine, the Temple in Jerusalem. To
this end, he located the Ark of the Covenant in Jerusalem. He wanted to cre-
ate a respectful house for God (an anthropomorphism, as if God needed a
nice house) and also utilize the central shrine as a unifier for the people of
Israel. Unfortunately, we do not have any archaeological remains of the First
Temple, built ultimately by Solomon because the Herodian enlargement of the
Second Temple destroyed the archaeological remains of the First Temple.

From the time of Solomon on, the Temple served as the center for the reli-
gious pilgrimage of the Israelites. It was a political and theological center key
to their commitment as Israelites. All the festivals were celebrated here in
accord with the calendar of sacrifices found in Leviticus 23 and Numbers
28–29 specifying each festival offering.

Unlike contemporary synagogues, the Temple was not primarily a location
for the faithful to assemble: The Temple was really a dwelling place for God.
It was often called the House of God or Bet Ha-Mikdash, the Holy or
Sanctified House. In Second Temple times, especially in the Greco-Roman
period, the Temple became more of a place of assemblage.

Since King Solomon’s initial building of the Temple, there was constant alter-
ation of the structure, even during the Divided Monarchy, for it served as a
great national symbol. The Book of Ezekiel, written after the destruction of
586 BCE, contains an alternative design for the Temple. Later on, King Herod
would build using such a plan. The Temple Scroll from the Dead Sea Scrolls
puts forward a plan for a gargantuan Temple that was never built. Ezekiel’s
plan tried to increase the sanctity of the Temple by distancing impurity and
keeping the people further from the conduct of the rituals. So throughout the
biblical period, there were those who sought to change and expand the
Temple. 1 Kings 8 is a description of the consecration of the Temple with
beautiful Deuteronomic ideas designating the Temple as the place toward
which all should worship.

In biblical times the Temple Mount stood on a small hill, not the vast platform
erected later by Herod the Great. On the top of the hill was a large palace
complex built by Solomon, and next to it was a small Temple, a kind of royal
chapel. Clearly, the palace was the more important structure. Not until King
Herod began his building project in 18 BCE did the Temple become the won-
drous, dominant architectural feature of Jerusalem.

The Temple had three sections of inner sacred space: the Holy of Holies on
the west, the Temple building itself, and the portico. The portico was wider
and higher than the Temple itself and provided a beautiful entranceway,
although only priests walked through it. The walls were decorated, and the
architecture was similar to the royal palace. The Temple contained lavers for
washing, storage for all kinds of equipment, special tables for butchering the
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offerings, various types of vessels for the purpose of performing sacrifices,
and the golden menorah (candelabrum).

The role of the Temple was to symbolize the relationship of Israelite
monotheism to the Israelite monarchy. The Temple served for all those who
came up to Jerusalem as a center for their religious activities. It generated var-
ious economic activities beyond its original purposes, such as farmers’ and
merchants’ selling of their produce. Throughout the Divided Monarchy, the
Temple was a symbol of the fortune of the Jews. As long as it stood, it repre-
sented the Israelites’ ability to keep the Assyrians and Babylonians at bay.

According to Exodus, sacrifices made on behalf of the people were sup-
posed to be funded by the half-shekel tax. It was a one-time payment at age
twenty that was collected and placed in a chamber in the Temple. The priests
used this fund to buy animals to sacrifice for the daily and festival offerings.
The Temple may be seen in one of two ways. It might be a Temple for all
Israel, indeed, of all humanity, as the prophet Isaiah says. Sacrifices are a
collective offering in which the high priest is the agent of the people of Israel.
Another view holds that it was a Temple of vicarious experience whose rituals
were conducted by the high priest using his own money. As if the priest had
some special power, he offered sacrifices on everyone else’s behalf and so
provided the people as a whole a means to attain a connection with God.

We must imagine the beautiful pomp and ceremony that surrounded these
sacrifices. Priests and Levites were dressed in beautiful costumes; the
Levites were singing beautiful prayers during the sacrifices; the animals were
being paraded back and forth; the priest took the parts of the animals to the
altar or to the people who were permitted to eat them in beautiful proces-
sions. There was a festive environment in the Temple, creating an aesthetic
and religious experience for those who were present. Perhaps we cannot
understand sacrifice from our point of view, but we must try to picture it from
the point of view of those who came to the Temple to participate in the pro-
ceedings and the high level of religious meaning that it had for them.

The Temple was the divine dwelling place on earth where the transcendent
God became available and immanent. Here was the cosmic center of the
universe where heaven and earth converged, giving authority and prestige to
the king and to the government. The Temple was the place in which utmost
purity was assumed to reign, and anyone who approached it had to be ritu-
ally pure because of the divine nearness. The continuum from the secular to
the most sacred as one went farther and farther into the Temple complex
symbolized the idea that human beings could move closer and closer to God
in terms of moral and religious perfection. Finally, the Ten Commandments
were physically kept in the First Temple, symbolizing God’s revelation of law
and morality. The visual effects made people feel that it really did symbolize
God’s presence. Even after the split of the kingdom, the Northerners could
not be weaned away from the Temple. It resisted syncretistic worship many
times because it was always the symbol of the relationship of the one God
to the Jewish people.



1. What is the shelamim sacrifice?

2. What are the three sections of inner sacred space in the Temple?
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ssentially, a prophet is a spokesperson for God, and prophecy is the
divine word being revealed to humanity. We refer to the Former
Prophets and the Latter Prophets, pre-classical or popular versus
classical or literary prophets. Actually, the earlier prophets were

essentially figures of religious influence over the people, but they did not
compose great literary works. For example, Elijah and Elisha left only isolated
stories of events or teachings that eventually found their way into the edited
books. In addition, none of the prophecies preserved for us by the great
prophets such as Jeremiah, Amos, or Hosea are simply penned by the
prophet and handed to us as a book. Rather, these are anthologies of the
works of one or more prophets put together by a scribe, although they look
like unitary books of prophecy.

The premise of Israelite prophecy is that God wants to make known His will
to some chosen individuals who have a certain kind of charisma, a divine gift,
to receive revelations from God and to impart them to others. Hence, they
become spokesmen for the deity even if they resist prophesying. Prophets
are often seen as radical iconoclasts. They have a message, not to foretell
the future, but to warn the nation what will happen in the future if the behavior
of the people does not change. Often they have to deliver the divine word to
an indifferent or hostile audience.

The origins of prophecy go back into the ancient Near East. The first real
Israelite prophet is Moses, who encountered God face-to-face, probably not
to be taken literally, but to be understood as indicating the closeness of
Moses’s experience of God. Prophets other than Moses experienced God
less directly, in dreams or visions. Looking at the Bible from a contemporary
point of view, we must understand the Bible’s concept of prophecy as a vehi-
cle for God’s communication with humanity.

The classical prophets emphasized the need for morality in ritual contexts.
They said that a sacrifice is invalid if a person is unethical. God is the God of
the whole universe and no one should worship the local gods. One must treat
the poor with respect and eliminate suffering.

Some Christian interpreters, and even some recent Jewish interpreters, give
the impression that the prophets were against sacrifice and ritual. This is
false. When the prophets rail against sacrifice and ritual in the context of
moral transgression, they argue that sacrifices are a means of getting close
to God. However, in order to be successful with that ritual, one first has to live
the social part of one’s life righteously. The Prophets constantly repeat the
dual message of calling on the people to abandon idolatry while at the same
time excoriating them for mistreating the poor. Great social and economic

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The New Interpreter’s Bible
Old Testament Survey, pp. 270–327 and 384–468.

Lecture 9:
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divisions came into Israel in the period of the Divided Monarchy because of
economic developments beyond the control of any individual. Yet the Bible
demands that the disadvantaged be treated properly by the individual.

We should date Elijah and Elisha to about 850 BCE; Amos in the north in
about 750; Hosea in the north 740–730; Isaiah in the south in 742–695 (the
period in which the challenges of Assyrian religion and political culture were
strong; the North was destroyed in 722 BCE); Zephaniah, 630–622;
Jeremiah, 627–580 (during the destruction of the First Temple); Ezekiel in
Babylonia after the first deportation of 597, probably died around 570; the lat-
ter parts of Isaiah around 540; and the prophets who call for the rebuilding of
the Second Temple, Haggai and Zechariah, in about 520. Prophetic works
continue to be written up until 400 or so when the period of the Hebrew
Scriptures comes to an end. Then there is some “post-prophecy” continuing
up through the Dead Sea Scrolls into the Christian era. Among these works
are Daniel, considered by the Jews to be too late to be included in the
Prophets, but classed with the prophets in the Greek Bibles. It could date as
late as the second century BCE.

Isaiah was one of the most common books in the Dead Sea Scrolls and is
one of the most quoted books in the New Testament and rabbinic literature.
Isaiah is on some level an anthology. In the Middle Ages, people already
hypothesized that part of Isaiah, from chapter forty on, appears to date to

The prophet Elijah is depicted in this illustration prophesizing the deaths of King Ahab and Jezebel
because of their worship of Baal and the unscrupulousness of Jezebel best illustrated by her false
charges against—and her murder of—Naboth and his sons, to obtain their property.
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much later than the first part, and some scholars believe there may even be
three prophets called Isaiah. The prophecies were gathered together over
time into the book through a scribal process of editing so that it covers a very
long period of history.

As Assyrian expansion continued and various attempts to oppose it were not
successful, Isaiah argued over and over that redemption would only come
through repentance and trust in the Lord. Prophets were arguing that the
political problems Israel faced could be dealt with only from a situation of
righteousness. If people repented, a “remnant,” in Isaiah’s words, would sur-
vive to a period of redemption. The prophets often suggested that the kings
avoid rebellion. To them, even vassal status in the Mesopotamian kingdom
was desirable, provided that there would be religious and political freedom
within it. Most of First Isaiah deals with that circumstance.

Eventually Isaiah began to prophesy to King Hezekiah who, in 701 BCE,
watched the Assyrians abandon their attempt to conquer the Southern
Kingdom. By 722 BCE, the North had been destroyed, and so Isaiah’s
prophetic message of repentance to prevent the destruction of the South
should have hit hard.

Chapters forty to fifty-five, most scholars believe, were authored by a second
prophet whose theme was the promise of redemption. This section speaks of
Cyrus the Great, who ruled over Persia and Medea from 540 BCE. He
allowed the Jews to return to build the Second Commonwealth of Judea and
the Second Temple.

Very important to Isaiah is the notion of the servant of the Lord (chapters
forty-two to fifty-three). Israel is the servant of God amongst all the nations.
Christians eventually took these passages to refer to the suffering servant,
namely the suffering Messiah, who would be Jesus. There is a vast amount
of literature about the meaning of this passage. It shows the greatness of
Isaiah, who already set forth the future agenda of Judaism and Christianity
and their disagreements with one another.

Another important prophet is Jeremiah, whose book circulated in at least two
literary editions that have been preserved in the Greek Bibles and the
Hebrew texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Jeremiah was even more involved
with politics than was Isaiah. He preached that Israel should make peace with
the Babylonians and opposed those who believed that Egypt would come in
on the side of Israel. Ultimately the rebellions failed, and Jeremiah proved to
be right. His preaching of following the Torah, its ethics and morals, and for
making accommodations with the Babylonians even caused him to be jailed.
In 597 BCE, the king of Judah was taken into exile with some of the nobles.
That should have been a warning to stop the rebellion. Yet again King
Zedekiah rebelled in 586 BCE, leading the Babylonians to destroy the
Temple, the city of Jerusalem, and the rest of the country that had been
rebuilt since 701. The Babylonians then appointed a governor named
Gedaliah who, in about 582 BCE, was assassinated. By this time Jeremiah
was taken to Egypt along with some of his supporters in order to save them
from the Babylonians, although his whole life had been spent as a preacher
of peace with the Babylonians.
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Another great literary prophet was Ezekiel. In the beginning of his book he
had great mystical visions of God. Then he goes on to prophesy the Day of
the Lord, the complete destruction of the wicked, and the prophecy of Gog,
the king of Magog (often called Gog and Magog) where all the nations who
oppose Israel will be conquered. He also prophesied redemption in the story
of the Valley of the Dry Bones: the people of Israel will come back one day
and rise up as from the dead to a future redemption. Like all the other
prophets, he carries forth the social and religious agenda and complains
about ethical transgressions, violence, corruption, and bloodshed. Sometimes
these prophets exaggerated because they were so morally sensitive; any
wrong was the equivalent of total transgression.

At the end of the Book of Ezekiel there is a whole section, probably not writ-
ten by Ezekiel, of materials similar to the priestly material of the Pentateuch
about how to build a tabernacle, but here it refers to the Temple, the sacri-
fices, and the layout of the city of Jerusalem. The rabbis of the Talmud were
bothered by the fact that much of it was not in agreement with Leviticus. This
was a different vision of the Temple, apparently by people who wanted to
improve on and raise the sanctity of the Temple and the sacrifices. The
desire to improve on the Temple is found in the Temple Scroll of the Dead
Sea Scrolls as well. Other great visions of Ezekiel inspired much literature in
the later Jewish and Christian traditions. His Divine Chariot, pictured as God’s
throne, was a major stimulus for later Jewish mysticism. The notion of the
destruction of the wicked in great battles became the basis of apocalypticism
in both religions.

The Twelve Minor Prophets always circulated together. We have scrolls in
Greek and Hebrew with all these books on one scroll. Amos and Hosea are
earlier, prophesying in the North, but the problems of the North and the South
are almost the same, although the prophets to the North seem to emphasize
more the aspect of social irresponsibility. It appears that in the North, as it
was coming to its destruction in 722 BCE, the gap between the rich and poor
was growing.

Overall the prophets believed that God is revealed in history. The entire uni-
verse is governed by the will of this one God. Israel is understood to have a
special moral code, the Torah, that must be observed no matter what sacri-
fices it entails. The prophets condemn idolatry and the persecution of the
poor as the main sins of that era. Another of their ideas is the supremacy of
morality over sacrificial service. Furthermore, morality affects the national
destiny: God will reward or punish Israel in accord with how they treat one
another. Repentance will lead to the punishment of the nations; however,
God can close the door to repentance if the sin is too great. God’s relation-
ship with Israel is through the covenant that began even before Sinai and
continues up until the present. That covenant must be renewed before the
final redemption can happen. There will be destruction of the wicked, but a
remnant will survive. There will be a general return of that remnant to
Jerusalem, the spiritual center of the world, and Israel will become a light to
the nations. The greatness of Israel manifest in the time of David and
Solomon will be restored, leading to a messianic era.



1. What is the premise of Israelite prophecy?

2. What were the main prophecies of Ezekiel?

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 270–327 and
384–468. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005.

Podhoretz, N. The Prophets: Who They Were, What They Are. New York:
Free Press, 2002.

Rogerson, J.W., and Judith M. Lieu, eds. “Prophets and Their Writing,”
pp. 385–96. The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006.
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t is no accident that people speak of the Bible as a great work of litera-
ture: it is the all-time bestseller. One of the reasons is because the Bible
contains various types of literature within it, including a large number of
poems and a genre we call wisdom literature. Both of these literary

forms had major influences on the development of Judaism and Christianity
and the general literature that we read in our culture.

The word “psalm” comes from a Greek word for a stringed instrument.
Originally psalms were poems or songs to be accompanied by this instru-
ment. The Hebrew word for the Book of Psalms is “Tehillim,” meaning “prais-
es of God.” There is poetry in other parts of the Bible, the Dead Sea Scrolls,
Apocrypha, and in the New Testament. However, the largest number of bibli-
cal poems is in the Book of Psalms, containing 150 psalms that may have
been read in a cycle corresponding to Torah readings. The earliest psalms
may be Canaanite, for in Ras Shamra, in northern Syria, some texts were
found that were prototypes of the biblical psalms. Although many of the
psalms are ascribed to David, they were composed over a long period of time
by various authors and then put into this collection. Some scholars date the
Book of Psalms to as late as 164 BCE, the Maccabean period, but this date
has been completely disproven by the Dead Sea Scrolls, where books of
psalms very similar to ours were found. Biblical evidence points to some
psalms that were used in Temple worship in antiphonal singing by the Levites
that continued into the Second Temple period from 520 BCE on. This evi-
dence is contained in liturgical formulas at the head of some of the psalms,
musical superscriptions, words we do not understand, such as Selah, that
may be musical notations. The “Song of Ascents” poems, according to tradi-
tion, were recited as the priests ascended the steps of the Temple, and wis-
dom psalms, praising the Torah as the source of wisdom, link the poetry of
the Bible with the wisdom tradition.

Scholars have divided the poetry of the Psalms into a number of literary
forms. One is the hymn, or song of praise. Hymns include enthronement
psalms, perhaps used at a covenant renewal or new year festival celebrating
the enthronement of God. A second type of poems are the Royal Psalms.
These are prayers for success in war, thanksgiving for victory, oracles for the
king, and coronation hymns.

Another kind of psalms are public and private laments. In the public lament,
the people are assembled at the sanctuary, and some kind of local or nation-
al disaster has occurred. We have such an ancient Sumerian lament for the
destruction of the city of Ur, and in the Bible, the Book of Lamentations
recalls the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. Personal laments include
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those recited at a funeral and have a specific mournful meter, also found in
the Book of Lamentations. Many of the individual laments are in the first per-
son singular.

Psalms of trust, like Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd,” indicate the cer-
tainty that a person’s prayers will be heard. The wisdom psalms praise God’s
wisdom and identify it with the Torah and the traditions of the Jewish people.

A major poetic composition is the Song of Songs, a romantic, even erotic
text, later understood symbolically as describing the love between God and
Israel. Christians understood it as the love between Jesus and the church.
Many attempts have been made to identify the author of the Song of Songs,
traditionally attributed to Solomon. Scholarly opinion believes that it was a
collection of love poetry put together by someone later on. It has exerted
major influence on love poetry throughout history in many contexts, Jewish
and Christian, and in literature generally.

The Book of Lamentations contains several acrostics, that is, poems the
verses of which each begin with successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
This was a common
mnemonic device in
poetry. Lamentations
is traditionally
ascribed to Jeremiah,
although it, too, is
most probably a col-
lection of lament
poems originally writ-
ten by various
prophets who lived at
the time of the
destruction. These
texts speak about the
horrors of the
destruction, attempt
to give meaning to it,
to try to understand
how this could have
happened, and to
affirm that God is still
with his people
despite the destruction.

Another important genre is wisdom literature. Scholars have often said that
the wisdom literature is universalistic in nature and is not particularly linked to
Israelite conceptions such as God and the commandments, and they point to
its commonality with literature of the ancient Near East. While it is true that
we find wisdom literature in Egypt and Babylonia that in many ways resem-
bles that of the Hebrew Scriptures, it is also true that sprinkled throughout
Israelite wisdom are fundamentally Jewish or Israelite ideas that do differ
from those of the other ancient Near Eastern texts. The notion of its being
completely universalistic has been exaggerated.

The lamentations of Jeremiah.
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The theme of wisdom literature is that whereas the wise man investigates
how wisdom works, the fool fails at this or is unconcerned. Human beings,
according to their wisdom or their ability to do things the right way, will
receive their just rewards. Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures we hear of the
covenant between God and Israel that obligates Israel to keep God’s laws.
The wisdom books argue that it is more a practical decision. Proverbs, the
prime wisdom book, says that one should avoid adultery because the hus-
band of a woman might find out and kill you—a rather practical considera-
tion—while in the rest of the Bible, not committing adultery is a divine com-
mandment: one may not profane the holy bond between a man and his wife.

Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes are the primary wisdom books of the Bible.
There are ongoing wisdom traditions in the rabbinic literature, especially the
Ethics of the Fathers, in the Apocrypha—the book of Ben Sira
(Ecclesiasticus), and sapiential texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Some of the
parables of the New Testament are also influenced by these texts.

There are two types of wisdom texts—brief, pithy statements, and wisdom
tracts. In the wisdom tracts, Job and Ecclesiastes (Koheleth), the author has
a concept of what wisdom means. They include coherent discussions about
good and evil and submission to the divine plan. They do not express the
idea of God acting in history, although that idea is found in other Israelite
ideological texts. Job is a dialogue, whereas Ecclesiastes is written as a
long monologue.

Proverbs was attributed to Solomon, but modern scholars note that there
are seven subcollections with different vocabularies and ideas. The editorial
activity of the men of Hezekiah is actually mentioned in the text, but this
passage also mentions that Solomon wrote some of the material. The many
parallels of this type of material in the ancient Near East does argue an early
date for Proverbs, but
some of the texts
presuppose the exis-
tence of a monarchy.
All this evidence
points to a composi-
tion in different time
periods with a later
final compilation.

One of the more
important books of
wisdom is Job.
Basically, it is a wis-
dom tract that
attempts to deal with
theodicy, “why bad
things happen to
good people,” and
the suffering of the
righteous. It also
deals with how the Job is tested.
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sufferer should react to undeserved suffering. The conclusion is that one can
only live by faith because we can never understand God in his wisdom.

The book is set as a dialogue between different points of view on the origin
of evil and suffering. Job assumes that there is no one rational, simple expla-
nation for evil things happening to good people. In the story Satan proposes
to prove that Job is not so righteous by testing his faith in the face of adversi-
ty. God gives him permission to do this. Job suffers and conducts three dia-
logues with three different friends about the causes for his suffering, all of
whom conclude that Job must be guilty of some sin. He replies by speaking
of God’s majesty and his own innocence. Then Elihu suggests that God has
brought suffering on Job to purify him. Finally, God Himself speaks: People
are incapable of understanding God’s ways; humans have to approach God
with humility. Job replies with his complete submission to the divine will. The
only explanation is that we have no explanation. In the epilogue, Job is
rewarded by the restoration of all that he had lost.

The final text we wish to discuss is Ecclesiastes (Hebrew, Koheleth). The
introductory line of the book says that Koheleth is the son of David, and tradi-
tion attributes it to Solomon. It is an examination of the apparent futility and
vanities of the physical aspects of human life and concludes that the most
important thing a person can do is fulfill the word of God and follow His law.
Scholars have debated about the authorship and structure of this book. Many
of the ideas here seem to be later, even Hellenistic, and for this reason,
many scholars date this book as late as the fourth century. Whatever the
case, it is a wisdom book that teaches us about the ultimate nature of life. Its
vantage point appears to be more general than particularistic relative to other
books of the Bible.



�

1. What are the different kinds of psalms?

2. What answers, if any, does the Book of Job provide for the problem of the
suffering of the righteous?

The New Interpreter’s Bible Old Testament Survey, pp. 182–96 and
222–61. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005.

Hauer, C.E., and W.A. Young. An Introduction to the Bible: A Journey into
Three Worlds, pp. 177–96. 5th ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice
Hall, 2001.
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ne of the funda-
mental issues
that comes up
when we talk

about the Bible is the
nature of its theology,
the study of the nature of
God. We also want to
know about the relation-
ship between God and
humanity. How did God
relate to humans and
how did He become part
of this world in which we
live? The Bible is essen-
tially a debate over these
issues and expresses
various points of view.

There is not just one
term for God in the Bible.
“Elohim” and “El” are
used generically and can
also be used to desig-
nate gods other than the
God of Israel. The Tetragrammaton (four-letter name), sometimes appearing
as Yahweh, Adonai, or translated as Lord, cannot be accurately pronounced.
Its pronunciation was lost in antiquity because it was deemed too holy to be
spoken. It always refers to the God of Israel.

Biblical criticism, in an attempt to trace the history of the biblical text, saw
the divine names as indicators of the origins of different documents that were
put together to create the Torah. Texts that use the name Elohim were taken
to indicate Northern origins. When we read the Bible as a whole, these divine
names are intermixed.

Before Abraham, proto-Israelites were polytheistic, and after they left Egypt
and came into the land of Canaan, they confronted an intensely polytheistic
society. But by the time we reach the biblical writers, monotheism is the norm.

The God of the Hebrew Scriptures speaks and listens. Later Jewish and
Christian tradition teaches that God has feelings or thoughts. The Bible wants
to speak in these human terms, because it makes God immanent rather than

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is The Jewish Study Bible,
pp. 2021–40, A. Berlin and M.Z. Brettler, eds.

Lecture 11:
God and Humanity in the Hebrew Bible
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transcendent. There is a tension in the Bible that is evident in the first chapters
in the creation of the world. On the one hand, God speaks to create the world,
but His speech here is a means of putting His will into practice. The speech is
a divine command that makes it happen; God is in heaven and removed. But
in the second account, God is actually molding the human being, as it were,
with His hands, and God is breathing breath into that human being to make
him come alive. This is the immanent God, the God who is here on earth.
Throughout, the Bible has a tension between these, and in Judaism and
Christianity we have different ways of resolving that tension.

God can speak to humans of all kinds. He speaks to Israelites and non-
Israelites, prophets, and ordinary people. One of the forms of God’s speech
is entering into covenants. The Israelite God comes to agreements with
Noah, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—and then with His entire people through
Moses at Sinai. Covenantal ideas expressed in terms of ancient treaty con-
tracts were quite widespread in the ancient Near East. But in the case of
ancient Israel, the covenant was something special because over time God
selected the people that was to represent His word on this Earth and to teach
and project it. The covenant generated special responsibilities that Israel had
to accept, but also responsibilities that God had to accept. If Israel follows the
covenant, God will protect them. If Israel strays, it is God’s responsibility to
help them come back and to forgive them.

God makes the presumption that the human being is special among the
other beings in this world because of free will, the ability to do what is right
and what is wrong, what God commanded and what God abhors. Free will is
based on a fundamental concept of the Hebrew Scriptures that humans are
created “in the image of God.” This description cannot be taken literally
because God had no physical form. Rather, it must mean that each human
being has free choice and understands what is right and wrong, and, there-
fore, is endowed with the fundamental dignity of the individual. God also
enters into a covenant with each individual. The Noahide covenant is a
covenant with all humanity because the human being can hearken to the ethi-
cal and moral teachings that are given in that covenant.

God therefore lets human beings know His will through His word. He grants
them the opportunity to fulfill it and the opportunity for repentance if they do
not. In a certain sense, He must accept that repentance according to a
covenant that He had put forward. In the case of Israel, the details of that
covenant are spelled out through revelation, in the holy Scriptures. The Torah
represents a primary revelation where the people were physically present.
Prophecy is a somewhat lower level of divine inspiration, coming from a more
indirect experience of God. Finally, in the group of books known as the
Writings, we see a lower level of inspiration, but all assume a mutual interac-
tion with God.

God enters into multifaceted relations with human beings. These relations
are two-way—the idea of the covenant—and that close relationship is what is
supposed to inspire human beings to the better life. One can go through long
lists of designations that indicate the way in which God relates to humanity,
the way in which God is sometimes removed in His holiness, and the way in
which He is sometimes very present.
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The God of the Hebrew Scriptures is the God of history. The world was cre-
ated by God, and God guides what will happen. Sometimes He uses the
nations to reward his people and sometimes to punish them.

Monotheism requires that God is unique. There may have been other gods
that linger, in a certain sense, from the past as part of the divine retinue who
help God to do His work. Yet God’s unity is many times emphasized in the
Bible, and God demands that His people worship no other.

One of the essential characteristics of the way in which God acts in this
world is that of process. God begins the process of the creation of the world
and expects human beings to continue that process. Humans are here in the
universe, as we see in the Garden of Eden story, to basically serve and keep
the garden, to maintain the world that God has given and to improve it. And
in the moral sphere, God has given the law, but it is up to humans to put into
effect a legal and judicial system to maintain civil order. So when God starts
something, He expects that it will be continued by those human beings who
follow His way.

Fundamental to the Hebrew Scriptures is the notion that God is the creator.
Creation is a continuing act, and the world is only sustained through the
ongoing work of God in nature. Even after He created the world, God contin-
ues to imbue it with its life essence and runs its historical processes from the
very beginning to the eventual redemption of Israel in the end of days.

God has elected His people, the Jewish people, to be His representatives on
Earth. He has chosen prophets to receive His word and sages to interpret it.
God has a very specific purpose for Israel—to teach His word to the rest of
humanity. That is why He entered into a special covenant by giving his
Scriptures to Israel and teaching them His way of life—moral and ethical
laws, ritual and sacrificial laws. They are meant to teach the fundamental
ideas behind the Bible’s ideology.

Finally, God provides redemption for His people and promises that there will
be an eventual age of perfection. Judaism and Christianity have understood
that era in somewhat different ways because they perceive the agent of that
perfection differently. But they both agree with the underlying notion of the
Hebrew Scriptures that redemption will indeed result from a partnership of
God and humanity in making this world a perfect world.

The human being is understood by the Bible as having a physical body, and,
at the same time, not separated from it, but intrinsic to it, the nonphysical
aspect that we call the soul or spirit. There is no separation of body and
soul in the Hebrew Bible, but this nonphysical aspect constitutes our will,
our decision-making power, and our ability to fulfill God’s will. The human
being, therefore, is seen as a corporate personality and at different times the
body or the soul may come into prominence. When the human body dies, the
nonphysical part goes to a place called Sheol, the Netherworld, where it sits
in some kind of long-term sleep that one might call an afterlife. Within the
tradition of the Bible, whenever someone speaks about the soul, he is speak-
ing about the life essence. The thing that transforms the physical part of the
human into a human, as opposed to an animal, is the soul.



1. How does the Bible attempt to make God immanent?

2. What makes the human being “special” among the other beings of
the world?

Berlin, A., and M.Z. Brettler, eds. The Jewish Study Bible, pp. 2021–40.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004.

Kaufmann, Y. The Religion of Israel: From Its Beginnings to the Babylonian
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e have been able to learn a great deal about how the Hebrew
Scriptures were transmitted from the biblical period down to our
own time by means of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Dead Sea Scrolls
constitute an ancient library discovered in caves at Qumran, but

many of the books in it originated in other places as well. The people who
came to join the sect, called the Dead Sea sect or Essenes, often carried
texts of the Bible with them. These manuscripts represent partial evidence for
the state of the Bible and its interpretation during the immediate pre- and
post-Christian era.

One-third of the nine hundred or so manuscripts at Qumran were of the
Hebrew Bible. In the Dead Sea Scrolls every book of the Bible is represented
except for the Book of Esther. That may be coincidental, or perhaps Esther
was not part of the biblical canon of the sect.

The second third are apocryphal texts, books about the Bible, like the Bible,
or related to the Bible. These books, like the biblical scriptures, are not spe-
cific to any group. Rather, they were the literature of large parts of the Jewish
people, and had influence upon later rabbinic Judaism and Christianity.

The third part of the Dead Sea Scrolls library is a group of sectarian texts,
authored by the group that gathered the Scrolls. These manuscripts express
its ideology, detail the manner in which one enters into the sect, and catalog
the various rules and regulations according to which the Qumran sect lived.

According to rabbinic Judaism, there was only one authoritative text of the
Bible, the Masoretic text. By the year 1000 a fairly substantial number of man-
uscripts of this text existed. These had the same consonantal text, with just a
few exceptions, a variety of vowel systems indicating the pronunciation of the
words, and cantillation marks to aid in its recitation.

The biblical texts from the caves are not completely uniform. At Qumran
there are a variety of textual forms. Most are proto-Masoretic (the forerunner
of the text from the year 1000); some are proto-Samaritan (like the texts kept
by the Samaritans, remnants of the ancient North Israelites exiled by the
Assyrians in 722 BCE), and others are proto-Septuagintal (Hebrew texts that
resemble the ones from which the Greek Bible, called the Septuagint, was
translated). In addition, there are mixed texts that show a variety of textual
readings. There is also a type of text that has been edited into the particular
dialect of Hebrew of the Qumran sectarians.

It is apparent that biblical texts circulated at the time of the Dead Sea Scrolls
with greater variation than what we are used to. But as time goes on, there is
less variation and greater standardization, as is the case, for example, at

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Lawrence H. Schiffman’s
Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls: The History of Judaism, the
Background of Christianity, the Lost Library of Qumran, pp. 161–80
and 211–241.

Lecture 12:
Handing Down the Bible:
The Dead Sea Scrolls
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Masada, destroyed in 73 CE. The biblical texts that survived from the Bar
Kokhba caves of ca. 135 CE are even more standardized.

I do not wish to give the impression that Bible texts at Qumran had wild
variations. The variation has to do with language and style, not content. But
the fact that variations exist across so many manuscripts demonstrates that
in the second and first centuries BCE, the efforts at standardizing biblical
texts had not yet taken place. The Talmudic tradition emphasized that the
Bible was to be standardized, and that only the proto-Masoretic text was
considered to be authoritative. So the Qumran manuscripts, while including
many exemplars of what the standardized Bible would look like, were copied
before the complete standardization promulgated by the rabbis of the
Mishnah and Talmud.

The Dead Sea Scrolls also shed light on the biblical canon, those books that
are considered to be holy. I believe there was a canon at Qumran and it is
possible to see which books were in it by the manner in which they are quot-
ed in formulating other books. Authoritative biblical books were constantly
used to create other materials, whereas sectarian books are not used in that
way at all. By noting which books are frequently quoted, we can create a list
of canonical books. It includes all the books in our Hebrew Scriptures (with or
without Esther) and may also include the Aramaic Levi Document and the
book of Jubilees. Further, the Scriptures were even divided into the three
parts—the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings—that are found in modern
Jewish Bibles. Some scholars dispute that there was a canon at Qumran and
maintain that all books were judged to be equally authoritative.

Once we establish that there is a collection of texts that is authoritative, we
can see the types of interpretation that are found in early Jewish literature,
and they are all found in the Dead Sea Scrolls: translation (Targum, the
Aramaic translation of the Bible, and the Greek Septuagint), plain sense com-
mentary, retelling and interpreting the Bible (rewritten Bible), harmonization,
the revealed law versus the hidden law (the basis of the legal system of the
Dead Sea sectarians), and pesher (the interpretation of the Bible as though it
refers not to its own historical context, but to events that took place in the
Second Temple period).

The Bible was a partnership document. God had given it or inspired it, but it
was up to the Jewish people to interpret it. That interpretation also serves as
a means of change in the religious tradition. From the Dead Sea Scrolls, we
can see that the biblical tradition in Second Temple times was being transmit-
ted, standardized, and interpreted.

From the point of view of the history of Judaism, there is an unbelievable
amount to be learned from the Qumran scrolls. This literature opens to us the
pluralistic nature of Judaism at the time. Jewish groups disagreed with one
another on all kinds of very important questions, including Jewish law, the
derivation of legal traditions, and how to practice Judaism. These were the
source of major, intensive debates in Second Temple times.

Another area of debate was prayer and ritual that was understood to be
based on the Bible’s sacrificial system. Those who were ideologically or phys-
ically separated from the Temple needed to have prayers to replace the
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Temple sacrifices. The Dead Sea sectarians developed complex prayer rites
that help us to understand the history of Jewish liturgy.

The role of messianism in Jewish theology has its application in the study of
both Judaism and Christianity. The Qumran sect had various ideas: the
priestly Messiah alongside an Israelite Messiah, or a single, Davidic Messiah.
The priestly Messiah influenced the New Testament, and a Davidic Messiah
is found in rabbinic literature and the New Testament.

The more we learn about the history of Judaism in this period, the more we
understand about the rise of Christianity. The role of the Hebrew Scriptures in
early Christianity is an extremely important one because, as was the case
with Judaism, the Christians constantly appealed to the Bible in order to justi-
fy their various practices and to verify their points of view. This is already the
case in the Gospels and the Epistles. The early Christians also fit within the
sectarian dynamic of the land of Israel in the nature of their leadership. Jesus
compares to the Teacher of Righteousness as a leader who taught his follow-
ers based on interpretations of the Hebrew Bible.

In the theology of the Dead Sea sect, there are also ideas that are reflect-
ed in later Christianity. The sectarians believed in absolute predestination
that was rejected by most Christian groups, but the concept of the lowliness
of humanity emphasized in the Thanksgiving Hymns from Qumran seems
to have been paralleled by Paul’s ideology. Another notion, the immediacy
of apocalyptic messianism, was shared by the Qumran sect and the
early Christians.

Nevertheless, we should be wary of exaggerating the role of the Dead Sea
sect in the development of Christianity. Just because there are common ele-
ments does not mean that the Qumranites were a proto-Christian community.
Suffice it to say that the influences were not direct. Traditions of the Qumran
sect were themselves passed on to the wider society and were part of a wider
trend within Jewish thought. That trend influenced Christianity in many ways.

I want to emphasize that most of the ideas that Christianity adopted from
Judaism concern the understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures. For example,
the concept of messianism stems from the Hebrew Bible. Many notions that
passed from Judaism into Christianity were observances and beliefs of the
Jews of the time that became part of the religious tradition of the emerging
Church. Many of the parallels between Judaism and Christianity stem from
the common interpretation of Scripture and can be documented in the Dead
Sea Scrolls. A biblical tradition passed on through the Scrolls was supple-
mented with rich biblical interpretation. This type of transmission was crucial
to the development of later Judaism and Christianity.



1. What do the variations in the Bible texts at Qumran demonstrate?

2. How was the Bible considered a partnership document?
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VanderKam, J., and P. Flint. The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their
Significance for Understanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity,
pp. 87–181. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Lawrence H. Schiffman’s
From Text to Tradition: A History of Second Temple and Rabbinic
Judaism, pp. 177–200 and 220–36.

Lecture 13:
The Hebrew Bible in the New Testament:

Jewish Interpretation: Midrash

n this lecture we discuss the manner in which the Hebrew Bible appears
in the classic texts of Judaism and Christianity. Jewish sages developed
Talmudic or rabbinic literature while the Christians produced the New
Testament. The prominence of the Hebrew Scriptures in these two cor-

pora results from the fact that the Hebrew Scriptures are fundamentally at the
base of Judaism and Christianity. This shared heritage allows us easily to
compare the two religions.

The Bible is quoted over and over in Jewish and Christian literature. In the
Jewish texts, the Hebrew Bible is being used directly, and the literature that
quotes it is itself written in either Hebrew or Aramaic. The Masoretic (“tradi-
tional,” or “received”) text, was authoritative for the rabbis and for Judaism
ever since. Certain Jewish texts written in the Greco-Roman environment,
like the works of Josephus (late first century CE), or the apocryphal books
preserved in the Catholic Bible, use a Greek biblical text. It was based on the
Septuagint, a Greek translation written between about 240 BCE and the first
century CE. This translation allowed the Bible to become known in Greek-
speaking Jewish circles and also to the Christians. The Bible, then, in
Hebrew or Greek, became the basis for the use of Scripture in Christianity
and Judaism thereafter.
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Talmudic or rabbinic literature begins with the Mishnah, edited in around 225
CE by Rabbi Judah the Prince, essentially a legal text. From around that time
and extending up to the third and fourth century, there are midrashim that
seek to interpret the verses of the Pentateuch. From about 450 to 1000 CE,
there were works written in Hebrew and Aramaic that seek to explain the bib-
lical text, sometimes literally and sometimes allegorically. This literature
picked up many ancient ingredients already found in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Some additional interpretation was found in the two Talmuds, one from
Babylonia and one from the land of Israel. They are fundamentally interpreta-
tions of the Mishnah. In these texts, it is assumed that God gave the Torah to
Israel and that He inspired the Prophets and the Writings. The rabbis
assumed that along with the written Torah, there was an oral Torah that pro-
vided interpretations passed down through the generations. This oral Torah
had authority more or less equal to that of the written Torah and so was the
supreme guide to Jewish life. Rabbinic literature often made observations
regarding the style of the text and raised questions about contradictions. The
resolution of these types of issues was put into the form of midrash, meaning
“interpretation,” that seeks to harmonize differing approaches. The rabbis
asserted that the biblical text could not be interpreted in order, nor could it
always be taken literally.

One of the problems the rabbis confronted was anthropomorphism, where
God was pictured as if He were human. Interpreters and those who formulat-
ed legal rulings often did not take these verses literally. A basic principle of
rabbinic interpretation was that no detail could be ignored, for every single
peculiarity of the Hebrew text was intended to convey an important message.
The contradictions were designed to encourage the study and intense con-
centration on the minutiae.

Over time, the sages came to understand that the Bible contained allegory
and symbolism. This gave an impetus to the rich collections of the medieval
Jewish sages. The Talmudic rabbis also developed hermeneutical rules for
interpretation that were enshrined in collections other than the Talmuds.

At this same time, the Hebrew Bible was being interpreted by the early
Church in the Gospels and the Epistles. The Gospels were completed some-
time between the years 70 and 100 CE. The Epistles of Paul date to an earli-
er period. So the letters that Paul sent to the various fledgling Christian
groups were in existence before the Gospels were edited. The Gospels are
set in the land of Israel in the time of Jesus. I think we have to assume that
the raw material of the Gospels is the earliest material in the New Testament,
followed by the raw material of the Epistles, followed by the completed
Epistles, and then the completed Gospels.

In the Gospels we are dealing with the quotations of numerous verses and
parts of verses from the Hebrew Scriptures. Often these quotations differ
from our Hebrew Bibles, and modern scholars say that they seem to be
based on the Septuagint. Furthermore, sometimes we find additional varia-
tions that cannot be explained by the Septuagint, but can be seen in the
Dead Sea Scrolls. The Gospels may have originally been in Aramaic or
Greek. Sometimes we have textual variants and sometimes interpretations
that take the form of rewritten Bible.
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Here I point out a significant difference between the Dead Sea Scrolls and
the Gospels on the one hand and rabbinic literature on the other. With the
rabbis, one always had to know the difference between the Bible itself, the
word of God, and what was written afterwards, the composition of humans. In
fact, rabbinic literature wanted to keep anything that was not the text of the
Torah in oral form. It failed in doing that, but at least we have the concept of
oral law that characterizes the additional traditions that were not part of the
Hebrew Scriptures.

The Dead Sea Scrolls radically rewrote biblical texts to include interpreta-
tions that then masqueraded as though they were the actual text of the Bible.
This explains why sometimes the Gospels contain quotations of biblical vers-
es that have been in some way altered in order for the evangelist to make his
point. New Testament authors, when quoting the Hebrew Scriptures, had a
certain latitude in choosing translations or rewriting or combining passages.

The various New Testament formulations often have ways of indicating that
what is coming is a biblical verse, like the fulfillment formula, “This comes to
fulfill that which is said . . .” followed by the quotation of a Prophet. Another
formula is, “As it says . . . ,” a formula also often used by the rabbis in the
Mishnah and the Talmud. The fulfillment passages take verses that do not
seem to actually refer to the time of the authors of the New Testament and
argue that these Hebrew Bible quotations are being fulfilled right then and
there in the life of Jesus. This is somewhat parallel to something that is
known as pesher, a type of Dead Sea Scrolls interpretation in which the Bible
is interpreted as if it refers to the present day of those who are interpreting
rather than to a period years before and its events.

One of the most interesting phenomena of the New Testament is that occa-
sionally different biblical verses are combined in order to create a verse that
is a combination of two. This happens occasionally also in rabbinic literature.
Sometimes rabbinic literature also has interpretations based on variant texts
of the Bible; however, these are fairly rare.

One of the differences between rabbinic literature and the New Testament is
how they understood the relationship between the Hebrew Scriptures and the
texts that came after them. Christians assumed that the Hebrew Scriptures
are somehow rendered outmoded by the New Testament and, hence, the
Hebrew Bible was called the Old Testament. It was assumed to be the “true”
Bible as long as it was understood in the light of the New. To the rabbis, the
Hebrew Scriptures could never become outdated or obsolete; they would
continue to enunciate God’s word and God’s will to future generations.

We have already observed that in the Dead Sea Scrolls we find contempo-
rizing interpretation known as pesher, and some of these texts actually occur
in the key passages of the New Testament in the Passion narrative. The New
Testament quotes the Hebrew Scriptures simply to indicate that the prophecy
was fulfilled. In other words, the interpretation is actually known before the
text is quoted. In rabbinic midrash, we have instead a dissection of biblical
passages on a verse by verse basis.
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The Epistles are not like the midrash with a line by line reading of the biblical
text, nor the Dead Sea Scrolls pesher, nor are they like the attempt to find ful-
fillment passages. Rather, Paul reacts to the wider question of what is the
authority of Torah, and what is the authority of the law? Paul takes the view
that the moral laws of the Old Testament remain in force, but the ceremonial
laws of Judaism—circumcision, sacrifice, Sabbath, and the like—certainly do
not apply to the new gentile converts to Christianity. According to many inter-
preters, he goes even farther; he assumes that even Jews should no longer
be following these laws because they are understood to no longer connect
Jews with their Creator. So the question is not how does Paul interpret a cer-
tain verse here or there, but how does Paul see the overall authority of the
Torah? He sees it as waning in a way that the Gospel authors had not yet
come to see.

The Hebrew Bible is formative for the development of subsequent Judaism
and Christianity. The two groups both quote and interpret, and, while it is
tempting to find the parallels, at the same time, there are fundamental differ-
ences in the way the Gospels and the Epistles take the Hebrew Bible from
the way in which the Talmudic rabbis took it. For the rabbis, it was the essen-
tial authoritative document that determined their entire lives. Its interpretation
was the job of the rabbinic corpus. For the early Christians, it provided confir-
mation of what they already believed, the claim that the Hebrew Scriptures
had actually foretold the life, career, and death of Jesus. For Paul it was to a
great extent a work in which the ceremonial laws and rituals were regarded
as outmoded. These two approaches represent the beginnings of a conflict
that would exist throughout the ages only to be partly resolved with the
improvements in Jewish-Christian relations that have taken place in our time.



1. What are some basic principles of rabbinic interpretation?

2. What are some of the differences between rabbinic literature and the
New Testament?

Schiffman, Lawrence H. From Text to Tradition: A History of Second Temple
and Rabbinic Judaism, pp. 177–200 and 220–36. Hoboken, NJ: Ktav
Publishing, 1991.

Berlin, A., and M.Z. Brettler, eds. The Jewish Study Bible, pp. 1829–75.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004.

Ehrman, B.D. The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early
Christian Writings, pp. 51–71, 79–153, and 241–310. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997.
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n this last lecture we will be speaking about the intrinsic importance of the
Bible to Western civilization. Some might say that Western civilization
really started in Greece and Rome. Although this is an ongoing debate, I
would say that Western civilization comes about at the point where the

Judeo-Christian tradition comes into contact with the Greco-Roman tradition
in a positive way. After all, without monotheism that comes from Judaism,
and often in Europe through the medium of Christianity, we cannot speak of
the Western tradition.

It is not just the synthesis of the Hebrew ideas with the Greek or Hellenistic
ideas that constitutes what we call the Western tradition, but there is another
ingredient that is essential. Effectively, it was Christianity that supplied this
ingredient. The Greco-Roman religions and cults had to be overcome to cre-
ate Western civilization as we know it. In this there was already a head start
since the ancient Greek traditions
in various forms in which they
entered into Roman civilization
already were waning by the first
century. There were internal rea-
sons for which these religions
were no longer serving the needs
of those who lived in the area of
the Greco-Roman world, espe-
cially the Mediterranean region.
Various mystery cults and
Eastern religions had tried their
hand at wooing them, even in
Rome. It would be Christianity,
bringing with it the essential ideas
of the Hebrew Scriptures, that
would succeed.

The Western tradition also brings
with it some biblical attitudes
about governance. The monar-
chies of Europe were often pat-
terned on the biblical ideology of
monarchy, and they rose when
the Greco-Roman system of gov-
ernment also broke down. It may
seem a little peculiar for us as
Americans to speak about the rise

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is J.C. Exum’s Beyond the
Biblical Horizon: The Bible and the Arts.

Lecture 14:
The Bible and Western Culture

St. Paul the Apostle
by Claude Vignon, ca. 1620

The conversion of Paul (Saul of Tarsus), the most
notable of the early Christian missionaries, to
Christianity took place as he was traveling the road
to Damascus when he experienced a vision of the
resurrected Jesus. He asserted that he received
the Gospel not from a human, but by the revelation
of Jesus Christ.

At one point, his teaching in local synagogues in
Damascus got him in trouble and he had to escape.
Some of his early missionary work was first directed
at Jewish Christians who had fled Jerusalem to
Antioch in Asia Minor.
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of monarchy, let alone medieval monarchy, as a feature of the Western tradi-
tion, but those monarchies were an important step in the path to democracy
that today typifies Western civilization.

There are many areas in which we see the influence of the Bible and its tra-
dition. The Bible has been used extensively in art, music, and drama from the
Middle Ages to the present. Shakespeare, Milton, T.S. Eliot, Herman Melville,
and Henry David Thoreau all used biblical imagery. Since Western civilization
is also made up of heavy Greco-Roman components, the commentaries on
these works will also note numerous references to Greco-Roman literature,
but the biblical effect has been foundational. Ultimately, the moral and ethical
messages of our literature are that of the Judeo-Christian approach of the
Hebrew Scriptures, not the ones of the pagan authors. Literature, drama, and
opera, of course, represent high culture, where the Bible is ubiquitous.

There is also a popular culture that often revolves around the Bible itself,
even in movies like The Ten Commandments, a blockbuster in its time even
though it now seems to us humorous in some ways, or Prince of Egypt. I
have personally been involved in numerous documentaries that deal with
themes in the Hebrew Bible. These are not religious programs; these are
aimed at the general culture. They may involve some information about the
religious meaning of these texts, but they also deal with them historically, and
they often challenge them, but there is a tremendous interest in these types
of materials. Sometimes some of these documentaries are even laughable
because they may explore a topic such as doomsday or the Loch Ness
Monster to attempt to see what the Bible has to say about it. The Bible is
everywhere in entertainment on television.

Beginning immediately after the rise of the biblical tradition we observe the
building of great buildings, the First Temple, the Second Temple and its
expansion under King Herod, one of the wonders of the ancient world, vari-
ous synagogues built in ancient Judea and Galilee and throughout the world,
Christian churches in the Galilee and spreading abroad primarily in the
Greco-Roman world. These buildings were great works of art with beautiful
mosaics conveying biblical ideals. This form of serious architecture is a way
in which the Bible has left its mark. It continued in the Middle Ages and
encompasses the great cathedrals of Europe.

Any art museum can demonstrate that the greatest subject of art is the
Bible, and sometimes biblical subjects even underlie other types of images. In
any story, biblical motifs and themes may be there, often sharing with Greek
and Roman literature that have often, as we mentioned, also had a great
impact on our culture.

A really interesting example of the impact of the biblical tradition is on the
concepts of personal liberty and democracy. According to the society envis-
aged by Greek thought, the so-called democracy was limited to a small
minority, maybe 15 percent of the citizens. But in the biblical ideal, all of
Israel constituted the citizenry, and there was protection for various kinds of
resident aliens and others who chose to join the Israelites. This approach
modified Greco-Roman ideals by the notion of the sanctity of the individual as
is found already in Genesis.
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When we analyze how the Founding Fathers of the United States conceived
of democracy, we can see that the overlay of biblical tradition is what created
the rights of the individual in our society. In fact, the whole idea of the human
being as endowed with inalienable rights can only be interpreted as the result
of the biblical story of creation. All humanity has one ancestor in Adam, and
the human was created in the image of God and endowed with free will. The
writings of the Founding Fathers constantly refer to the Bible, and for that
reason the Bible has had such a major role in American culture.

Throughout the history of the United States and even earlier there have
been attempts to create, on the one hand, a division of church and state and,
on the other hand, what we often call the Judeo-Christian tradition. These two
aspects have gone hand in hand although they have sometimes been in ten-
sion with one another. Anyone who observes our civilization can see that
even the division of church and state is itself a reflection of the significance of
biblical tradition in our society. The problem in our country has been how to
accept the biblical concept of guaranteed freedom and the value of every
individual while protecting the individual from established religion or from the
interference of religion in the individual’s life. Both follow from the idea of the
dignity of the individual and the right of free choice.

Another related area in which the Bible functions in our civilization is what
you might call American civil religion. Our money, our public buildings, and
some important monuments display biblical quotations or themes in our
American public life. There has recently been a dispute about the Ten
Commandments in courtrooms, illustrating the tension between the civil reli-
gion—for example, beginning sessions of Congress with a prayer—and the
division of church and state. Behind that tension always hovers the Bible as a
cultural component that never is seen as religion being foisted upon people.

The Bible was important in black slave culture. We all are familiar with the
spirituals that were sung in which biblical motifs served as a source of hope
for freedom. The Exodus story served as a major theme of all kinds of cultur-
al activities within the slave population. The slavery debate revolved about
the meaning of the Bible. After all, it seems that, in the stories of Genesis and
the legal texts in Exodus, the Bible permits slavery. Abolitionists argued that
this slavery was not the same as that which Southern slaveholders practiced.

Another historical area is the role of the Bible in higher education. We are all
aware that many of the major universities (including Princeton, Harvard, and
Yale) were established by church-related groups, and biblical studies were
often a requirement of students in early days. The greatest universities in this
country started out as schools for the training of ministers.

The Bible has come to bear on other modern discussions such as ecology.
The Bible states that human beings are supposed to dominate the rest of cre-
ation. This has often been used as an excuse by people who champion
development rather than preservation of the environment. In the Garden of
Eden story, the first humans were placed there to guard the Garden and to
maintain it. One could argue that this is evidence that it was the responsibility
of humanity to take care of what had been created and to manage it respon-
sibly. The Garden is a microcosm of the entire world in which we live. The
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Bible, read in a more sensitive way, teaches us to take care of the natural
world that has been entrusted to us.

Liberation theology harnesses the Bible to defend a kind of radicalism in
which various ideas of revolution are justified. Especially in South America,
Catholics were divided between those who understood the Bible to require a
passive role in regard to the terrible things going on in society, and others
who understood the Bible as a call to arms to liberate themselves from mis-
treatment and even persecution. Latin America increasingly is moving toward
a freer society, but these issues are not yet resolved, and they remain issues
as regards the role of the Catholic Church in society.

One special area in our own culture in which the Bible has been quite popu-
lar is a tremendously wide interest in the Dead Sea Scrolls. There is a gen-
uine interest on the part of intelligent, educated people. People learn about
the Dead Sea Scrolls; they see that they are our earliest texts of the Hebrew
Scriptures; they want to know how they compare to the ones we have now;
they want to know how the Scriptures influenced that sect of Jews that most
scholars consider to be the Essenes; and they want to know what is the rela-
tionship of these scrolls to later Judaism and Christianity. This general inter-
est brings people to read books, to watch programs, and view exhibitions of
the Dead Sea Scrolls in various museums throughout the country.

There is another kind of crazy interest in which people think that the Dead
Sea Scrolls hold some kind of to-be-revealed secrets. Some people expect
that the Scrolls are going to solve problems in our society, and that if we
only knew the true secrets of these documents, we would be free from the
difficult responsibilities with which we as a society live. The truth is that the
Dead Sea Scrolls do not contain advice on whom to vote for or how to solve
the problems of the Middle East. The Scrolls simply are a record of an
ancient sectarian group’s grappling with the fundamental questions about
the history of Israel, the eventual redemption, the nature of God, and God’s
relationship to humanity.

In the State of Israel there has been a special role for the Bible and archae-
ology because it is the land of the Bible. People say that in Israel archaeolo-
gy is the national pastime. People volunteer for digs and visit the biblical
sites. The role of the Bible in Jewish culture in the land of Israel is a result of
the fact that when the Jews returned to Israel in modern times, much of the
culture they created around them was based on the Bible, its stories, and its
values. As a political statement, connecting with the biblical past is a confir-
mation of the continuity between the ancient people of Israel and the modern
Jews living in Israel today.

A final role for the Bible in our times is in intergroup relations. Unbelievable
progress has been made in Jewish-Christian relations, both with Catholics
and Protestants in the way they relate to their Jewish neighbors, both in the
United States and other countries. Much of this progress has taken place
because of the restudy of the Bible, often together, and because of the
understandings reached relative to the common aspects of the culture and
religion of Jews and Christians. In our own time, both Jews and Christians
are beginning to extend this kind of interaction to Moslems. But there is a dif-
ficulty here, because Moslems believe that Jews and Christians have altered
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the Bible in order to justify their views of God and the world. We hope they
will agree that Jews and Christians have passed down the Bible as accurate-
ly as possible from its earliest manuscripts until it arrived as part of our
Western culture and in all its translations.

The role of the Bible and its influence on us is constantly under challenge.
Some of these are useful challenges, such as the attempt to draw the right
line in cases of church and state. On the other hand, Judeo-Christian tradition
as a whole is now under attack in some quarters who would seek to remove
it as a major force in our civilization. But as all of us can see from listening to
the news, visiting public buildings, participating in our culture, or reading, bib-
lical civilization and its contribution to our modern culture remains a potent
force. The Bible has done much to shape our civilization and we can expect
that to continue.

We have talked in these lectures about modern scholarship on the Hebrew
Bible. We have sought to explain its formative role in our civilization and cul-
ture. When we read the Bible, we are communing with an era some twenty-
five hundred years ago, with a culture and civilization that sometimes appear
to us to be foreign, with a divine voice that we talk to, about, and with, with-
out knowing what it really is. And yet the greatness of the Bible is precisely
there. We have been talking
about it for some twenty-five hun-
dred years, and yet there remains
much to discover and much to
experience in this very central
part of our culture.

Israeli children and a rabbi praying at the Wailing Wall
in Jerusalem.
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1. What biblical attitudes about governance are contained in the
Western tradition?

2. How has biblical tradition impacted the concepts of personal liberty
and democracy?

Exum, J.C. Beyond the Biblical Horizon: The Bible and the Arts. Leiden,
The Netherlands: Brill, 1998.

Bellah, R. Varieties of Civil Religion. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980.
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