
[JESOT 1.1 (2012): 1ï24] 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VOLUME 5, ISSUE 1 
 

_________________________________________ 

JOURNAL FOR THE EVANGELICAL  

STUDY OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Must Biblical and Systematic Theology Remain 

Apart? Reflection on Paul van Imschoot    /    1 

BY SCOTT N. CALLAHAM  

 

Power, Mercy, and Vengeance:  

The Thirteen Attributes in Nahum    /    27 

BY GREGORY COOK 

 

The Visual and Auditory Presentation of God  

on Mount Sinai    /    39 

BY SUNNY WANG 

 

Book Reviews    /    61 

 

Book Review Index    /    123  



 

 

 

 

 

Journal for the Evangelical Study  

of the Old Testament 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JESOT is published bi-annually online at www.jesot.org and in print  

by Wipf and Stock Publishers.  

199 West 8th Avenue, Suite 3, Eugene, OR 97401, USA 

 

 

 

ISSN 2169-0685 

 

 

© 2016 by Wipf and Stock Publishers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JESOT is an international, peer-reviewed journal devoted to the 

academic and evangelical study of the Old Testament. The journal seeks 

to publish current academic research in the areas of ancient Near Eastern 

backgrounds, Dead Sea Scrolls, Rabbinics, Linguistics, Septuagint, 

Research Methodology, Literary Analysis, Exegesis, Text Criticism, and 

Theology as they pertain only to the Old Testament. The journal seeks to 

provide a venue for high-level scholarship on the Old Testament from an 

evangelical standpoint. The journal is not affiliated with any particular 

academic institution, and with an international editorial board, online 

format, and multi-language submissions, JESOT seeks to cultivate Old 

Testament scholarship in the evangelical global community. 

 

JESOT is indexed in Old Testament Abstracts, Christian Periodical 

Index, The Ancient World Online (AWOL), and EBSCO databases 



 

 

 

Journal for the Evangelical Study  

of the Old Testament 
 

 

Executive Editor 

STEPHEN J. ANDREWS 

(Midwestern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, USA) 

 

Editor 

WILLIAM R. OSBORNE 

(College of the Ozarks, USA) 

 

Associate Editor 

RUSSELL L. MEEK 

(Louisiana College, USA) 

 

Editorial Board 
 

T. DESMOND ALEXANDER (Union 

Theological College, Queens 

University, Ireland) 

 

GEORGE ATHAS (Moore College, 

Australia)  

 

ELLIS R. BROTZMAN (Emeritus, Tyndale 

Theological Seminary, The 

Netherlands)  

 

HÉLÈNE DALLAIRE  (Denver Seminary, 

USA) 

 

JOHN F. EVANS (Nairobi Evangelical 

Graduate School of Theology, Kenya) 

 

KYLE GREENWOOD (Colorado Christian 

University, USA) 

  

JOHN HOBBINS (University of 

Wisconsin ï Oshkosh, USA)  

 

JERRY HWANG (Singapore Bible 

College, Singapore) 

 

JENS BRUUN KOFOED (Fjellhaug 

International University College, 

Denmark) 

 

KENNETH A. MATHEWS (Beeson 

Divinity School, Samford University, 

USA)  

 

CRISTIAN RATA (Torch Trinity 

Graduate University, South Korea)  

 

MATHIEU RICHELLE (Faculté Libre de 

Théologie Évangélique, France)  

 

MAX ROGLAND (Erskine Theological 

Seminary, USA) 

 

LENA-SOFIA TIEMEYER (University of 

Aberdeen, Scotland) 

 

DANIEL TIMMER (Faculté de théologie 

évangélique, Canada) 

 

BARRY G. WEBB (Emeritus, Moore 

College, Australia) 

 

Journal correspondence and manuscript 

submissions should be directed to 

osborne@jesot.org. Instructions for authors 

can be found at www.jesot.org.   

 

Books for review and review correspondence 

should be directed to Russell Meek at 

rmeek@jesot.org.   

 

All ordering and subscription inquiries 

should be sent to Orders@wipfandstock.com.   



 

 

 

  



[JESOT 5.1 (2016): 1ï26] 

 

 

 

Must Biblical and Systematic Theology Remain Apart? 

Reflection on Paul van Imschoot 
 

SCOTT N. CALLAHAM  
 

Baptist Theological Seminary, Singapore 

s.callaham@bts.org.sg 

 

 
Biblical and systematic theology stand in tension as fields of study that 

are constructively related in theory but strictly segregated in practice. 

In the first place, the nature of biblical theology seems to mandate that 

the concerns of systematic theology exert no conscious influence upon 

the work of biblical theologians. Furthermore, as a rule, biblical theo-

logiesðespecially those firmly grounded in the OTðonly tangentially 

influence the work of systematicians. Thus endures a stubborn, seem-

ingly intractable impasse in academic theology. Those who nonetheless 

seek a voice for biblical theology in the broader world of Christian 

theological reflection have an unlikely ally in Paul van Imschoot, a 

nearly forgotten pre-Vatican II  Catholic biblical theologian. Van 

Imschootôs productive labors transgress received assumptions on the 

relationship between biblical and systematic theology and beckon 

present theologians to return to the grounding of Scripture for the 

formation of doctrine. 
 

KEYWORDS: biblical theology, systematic theology, OT 

theology, pneumatology, Paul van Imschoot 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

According to theologians as disparate as Paul Tillich  on one hand and 

Millard Erickson on the other, biblical theology is one of the primary 

sources of Christian theology.1 Yet even a cursory review of biblio-

graphies in volumes of dogmatics reveals that theory and practice stand 

 
1. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (3 vols.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1951ï1963), 1:34ï36; Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology (3rd ed.; Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 2013), 12. Other significant hermeneutical influences in theological formation 

include historical theology, philosophy, and the writing theologianôs own situation in life. 

See Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to 

Biblical Interpretation (2nd ed.; Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006), 347ï57. 
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at odds. Citation of whole-Bible biblical theologies and single Testament 

theologiesðespecially OT theologiesðis typically quite sparse.2 For 

their part, biblical theologians seem to agree that their work should 

provide ñraw materialsò for the construction of dogmatics, but as a rule 

they defer actual interdisciplinary work to dogmaticians.3 Thus lingers 

the ñsterile impasseò between Bible and theology that Childs discerned 

more than two decades ago, and large-scale bridging of the two 

disciplines essentially stands rooted in the realm of theory but unrealized 

in fact.4  

In response to this unsatisfactory state of affairs, the present study 

assays the relevance of Paul van Imschoot: a scholar whose work inten-

tionally straddled the biblical-theological divide, but whose writings 

have heretofore stimulated little sustained critical reflection. In order to 

read van Imschootôs work within the context of biblical and theological 

studies in the twentieth century, this essay first surveys the life setting 

out of which his theology emerged. Then a review of reception of van 

Imschootôs work introduces the issue of his methodology, a central point 

of contention among his critics. Next, van Imschootôs pneumatology 

attracts special focus, for his many treatments of pneumatological issues 

permit readers to discern a thoroughly developed complex of thought that 

can inform a Christian doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Lastly, the present 

study draws upon its preceding analysis to suggest a way forward in the 

 
2. Regarding the citation of OT theologies, Ericksonôs relatively robust appropriation of 

biblical-theological scholarship is a rule-proving exception; he cites Eichrodt (pp. 240, 

298, 467, 469, 869), Oehler (pp. 525, 735, 869), von Rad (p. 520), and Vriezen (p. 298). 

In contrast, Tillich  cites neither OT nor NT theologies. Vivid  evidence of the 

estrangement of biblical and systematic theology appears in Arthur J. Keefer, ñThe Use 

of the Book of Proverbs in Systematic Theology,ò BTB 46 (2016): 35ï44. 

 

3. Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2008), 882ï84; Theodorus Christiaan Vriezen, An Outline of Old 

Testament Theology (trans. S. Neujien; Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), 119. Hamiltonôs recent 

whole-Bible biblical theology affirms the value of systematic theology, but does not 

address how theological ideas transfer from the Bible into doctrine. See James M. 

Hamilton, Jr., Godôs Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton: Crossway, 2010). 

 

4. Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological 

Reflection on the Christian Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), xvi. A recent work by a 

biblical scholar and a systematic theologian may signal a new openness to cross-

disciplinary collaboration. See Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom through 

Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Covenants (Wheaton: Crossway, 

2012). 
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ongoing negotiation of the relationship between biblical and systematic 

theology. 

 
PAUL VAN IMSCHOOT, CANON-THEOLOGIAN OF GHENT 

 

Paul Emile Armand Joseph van Imschoot was born on September 17, 

1889 in Ghent, Belgium in the home of his parents Marie Joséphine 

Anna Bourdon and Emile-Frédéric van Imschoot, a medical doctor and 

professor of surgery at the University of Ghent.5 He remained in Ghent 

through his secondary education at the Jesuit-administered Collège 

Sainte-Barbe (present-day Sint-Barbaracollege), where in his final year 

he served as prefect of the schoolôs Congregation of the Immaculate 

Conception.6 Following graduation, van Imschoot studied at the Ghent 

dioceseôs minor seminary for a year before attending the Pontifical 

Gregorian University in Rome. Residing at the Pontifical Belgian 

College, he earned a philosophy doctorate in 1910, received priestly 

ordination in 1912, and completed his S.T.D. in 1914.7  

World War I interrupted van Imschootôs further studies at the 

Pontifical Biblical Institute.8 He taught at a boysô secondary school in 

German-occupied Eeklo from April  1916 until the end of the war. Then 

in 1919 he returned to Ghent as professor of exegesis at the major 

seminary, where he began his prolific  writing career that featured over 

seventy contributions in Latin and French to the diocesan journal 

Collationes Gandavenses. His crowning achievement during his 

professorship was authoring more than 130 articles in Dutch for the 

Bijbelsch Woordenboek, a collaboration between the Catholic seminary 

 
5. Stadsarchief Gent, Paul van Imschoot birth certificate, document number 3442; 

Université de Gand, Programme de cours, année académique 1889ï1890 (Ghent: C. 

Annoot-Braeckman, 1889), 8. Van Imschoot was born at Rue des foulons (present-day 

Voldersstraat) 16. 

 

6. Xavier Dusausoit, ñLes collèges jésuites et la société belge du XIXe siècle (1831ï

1914): Échanges, influences et interactions,ò (PhD diss., Catholic University of Louvain, 

2005), 1106. 

 

7. Johan Ickx, De alumni van het Belgisch Pauselijk College te Rome, 1844ï1994 = Les 

anciens étudiants du Collège Pontifical Belge à Romem, 1844ï1994 (Rome: Pontifical 

Belgian College, 1994), 325; Luc Schokkaert, ed., Biografisch repertorium van de 

priesters van het bisdom Gent, 1802ï1997 (2 vols.; Leuven: KADOC, 1997), 2:534. 

Information from Ickx and Schokkaert provides the framework for van Imschootôs 

biography in the present study. Unfortunately van Imschootôs doctoral dissertations are 

no longer extant. 

 

8. Untitled funeral notice for Paul van Imschoot, ETL 44 (1968): 666ï67. 
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faculties of the Netherlands and Flanders.9 Van Imschootôs essays are 

notable for their thorough coverage of theologically significant topics, 

and his article on Jesus Christ also appeared in an expanded version as a 

stand-alone book.10 He became titular canon of St. Bavoôs Cathedral in 

1941 and theologian of the Ghent diocese in 1943. 

After twenty-nine years of seminary teaching, van Imschoot retired 

in 1948 and became spiritual director of an order of nuns who 

administered Maison St. Pierre, a secondary school for girls (present-day 

Sint-Pietersinstituut). Despite moving away from the seminary and its 

library, van Imschoot continued writing and was among the early 

members of the Colloquium Biblicum Lovaniense, an annual meeting of 

Catholic biblical scholars. At the societyôs second meeting in 1950, he 

described his plan and method for an OT theology that was ñat the point 

of being achieved.ò11 In 1953 van Imschoot served as the societyôs 

president and inaugurated its meeting with his address, ñThe Holy Spirit: 

Principle of Biblical Piety.ò12 The following year he became a permanent 

member of the Colloquiumôs Committee as a former president, and the 

first volume of his OT theology appeared in publication. The second 

volume appeared two years later.13 Then for the Colloquiumôs most 

ambitious undertaking since its founding, van Imschoot presided over the 

 
9. Adrianus van den Born et al., eds., Bijbelsch Woordenboek (Turnhout: Brepols, 1941). 

 

10. E. de Cooman, ñDe bijbel en het Christelijk leven,ò Streven 10 (1942): 186ï90, esp. 

188ï89; Paul van Imschoot, Jesus Christus (Roermond: Romen, 1941). Since van 

Imschootôs preferred language was French, it is possible that the later French edition of 

this book is actually the original. See Paul van Imschoot, Jésus-Christ (Paris: Desclée de 

Brouwer, 1944).  

 

11. ñJournées bibliques de Louvain,ò ETL 26 (1950): 552ï54. Due to citation of works in 

multiple languages, English translations of quotations such as ñsur le point dô°tre 

achevéeò appear in the body of the present article for readability. 

 

12. ñDies Studiorum Biblicorum Lovanienses,ò Bib 34 (1953): 558; untitled note, ETL 29 

(1953): 699. The subject of van Imschootôs address was ñLe St-Esprit, principe de la 

piété biblique.ò Though the Colloquium did not publish documents from the 1953 

meeting, similarity of title suggests that this work appeared in publication as Paul van 

Imschoot, ñLôEsprit de Yahweh, source de la piété dans lôAncien Testament,ò BVC 6 

(1954): 17ï30.  

 

13. Frans Neirynck, ñColloqium Biblicum Lovaniense 1-50,ò in The Biblical Canons (ed. 

J. M. Auwers and H. J. de Jonge; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), xxxiiiïxlvi;  

Paul van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament (2 vols.; Paris: Desclée, 1954ï

1956). 
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biblical theology section of the International Catholic Bible Congress, 

convened in the Vatican pavilion at the 1958 Worldôs Fair in Brussels.14  

In the foreword to Théologie de lôAncien Testament volume 1, van 

Imschoot alluded to working in unspecified ñparticularly 

disadvantageous and trying conditions.ò15 Then at some point after 

finishing the second volume, at the height of his notoriety, van Imschoot 

abruptly ceased writing. Some surveys of his work imply that death 

prevented the completion of the projected third part of his theology, but 

the definitive cause of the end of van Imschootôs writing career remains a 

mystery. Van Imschoot would continue serving at Maison St. Pierre for 

five years after the International Catholic Bible Congress and then live 

for five further years. Despite suffering from gradual degradation of his 

physical and mental faculties, van Imschoot maintained a regular 

regimen of scholarly reflection until his final months, eventually passing 

away on May 25, 1968.16  

 

RECEPTION OF PAUL VAN IMSCHOOTôS WORK 

 

Fellow Catholics lauded van Imschootôs contributions to scholarship 

during his lifetime. In an address at the major seminary of Ghent in 1958, 

Joseph Coppens called van Imschoot and his successor Henri van den 

Bussche the two-candle ñbiblical candelabraò of the seminary.17 The 

following year, Luis Alonso-Schökel wrote that van Imschootôs 

Théologie de lôAncien Testament was the only available work that 

supplied the fruits of OT exegesis to doctrinal theologians.18 In 1965 

 
14. J. Coppens, A. Descamps, and E. Massaux, eds., Sacra Pagina: Miscellanea Biblica 

Congressus Internationalis Catholici de Re Biblica (BETL 12ï13; 2 vols.; Gembloux: J. 

Duculot, 1959); Roger Aubert, untitled note, RHE 52/4 (1957): 1022ï23. 

 

15. Van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 1:viii,  ñconditions particulièrement 

désavantageuses, voire pénibles.ò These conditions need not imply physical pain, as in 

the English translation of volume 1. See Paul van Imschoot, Theology of the Old 

Testament, Vol. 1: God (trans. Kathryn Sullivan and Fidelis Buck; New York: Desclée, 

1965), xii.   

 

16. Paul van den Berghe, ñIn Memoriam Monseigneur Paul van Imschoot,ò CBG 14 

(1968): 270ï71; Stadsarchief Gent, Paul van Imschoot death certificate, document 

number 1669. 

 

17. J. Coppens, ñRéception des Congressistes à Gand et à Bruges le 28 août 1958,ò in 

Sacra Pagina, 1:52ï61, esp. 52ï54. 

 

18. Luis Alonso-Schökel, ñArgument dôEcriture et théologie biblique dans lôenseigne-

ment théologique,ò NRT 81 (1959): 337ï54, esp. 354. 
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Pope Paul VI made van Imschoot a member of the papal household, 

designating him a Monsignor in recognition of his services to the 

Church.19 Five years after van Imschootôs death, Harrington claimed that 

ñThe outstanding Roman Catholic Theology of the Old Testament is that 

of P. van Imschoot.ò20 However during the ensuing four decades until the 

present, with few exceptions such as that of a lone masterôs thesis by a 

Catholic author in 1998, reference in academic works to van Imschoot 

has been largely ñterse, stereotypical, and infrequent.ò21 

At least three causes may account for scholarly neglect of van 

Imschootôs contributions to theology. First, researchers may bypass van 

Imschoot due to the fact that he never completed his Théologie de 

lôAncien Testament, thus some aspects of OT theology remain untreated 

therein. For example, Hubbard and Stachurski consider van Imschootôs 

view on messianism unrecoverable since it would have appeared in the 

unfinished portion of his theology under the rubrics of salvation and 

judgment.22  

Another historical impediment to scholarly interaction with van 

Imschoot is that he was a Catholic author writing in a field defined and 

dominated by Protestants. Non-Catholic biblical scholars typically paid 

little attention to their Catholic counterparts in the early to mid-twentieth 

century, believing that confessional strictures constrained Catholics from 

producing true research.23 Emblematic of Protestant concern was an 

annual ñOath against Modernismò that van Imschoot and his colleagues 

swore, that they would ñfirmly embrace and accept all and each of the 

things defined, affirmed, and declared by the inerrant Magisterium of the 

 
19. See AAS 58 (1966): 535. 

 

20. Wilfrid  J. Harrington, The Path of Biblical Theology (Dublin: Gill  and Macmillan, 

1973), 81. 

 

21. Michael R. Stachurski, ñThe Old Testament as Christian Scripture: Three Catholic 

Perspectives,ò (Th.M. thesis, University of Otago, 1998), 12. 

 

22. David Allen Hubbard, ñPaul van Imschoot, Theology of the Old Testamentò in 

Contemporary Old Testament Theologians (ed. Robert B. Laurin; Valley Forge: Judson, 

1970), 191ï215, esp. 209ï10; Stachurski, ñOld Testament,ò 61. In fact, van Imschoot 

composed lengthy entries on the Messiah and messianic expectation for the Bijbelsch 

Woordenboek. See van den Born, et al., s.v. ñMessias,ò cols. 1060ï68, and 

ñMessiaansche verwachting,ò cols. 1054ï60. 

 

23. Thomas Albert Howard, Protestant Theology and the Making of the Modern German 

University (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 29. 
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Church, mainly in those points of doctrine directly opposed to the errors 

of our time.ò24  

Despite such required conformity to certain traditional teachings, 

1943 marked a watershed in Catholic biblical studies. The papal 

encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu granted unprecedented freedom to 

employ the fruits of critical scholarship, permitting Catholic biblical-

theological studies to draw much closer to the established Protestant 

model.25 Van Imschoot specifically noted the ñpressing invitationò the 

encyclical extended toward work such as his, and the second edition of 

the Bijbelsch Woordenboek editorialized that although critical methods 

had already experienced a degree of use among Catholics, the encyclical 

provided official approval and reassurance ñfor which [professional 

exegetes] cannot be grateful enough to the Holy See.ò26 Nevertheless, 

even two decades following Divino afflante Spiritu, prominent voices in 

biblical scholarship still assigned van Imschootôs OT theology the 

distinctive and limiting label ñfor Catholics.ò27  

 
24. Norbert Trippen, ñAntimodernisteneid,ò in LTK (ed. W. Kasper et al.; 3rd ed.; 11 

vols.; Freiburg: Herder, 1993ï2001), 1:761; C. J. T. Talar, ñSwearing against 

Modernism: Sacrorum Antistitum (September 1, 1910),ò TS 71 (2010): 545ï66. The 

official oath is from Pope Pius X, ñMotu proprio Sacrorum Antistitum,ò AAS 2 (1910): 

655ï80, esp. 669ï72, and an English translation appears in Fergus Kerr, Twentieth-

Century Catholic Theologians: From Neoscholasticism to Nuptial Mysticism (Malden, 

Mass.: Blackwell, 2007), 223ï25. For an overview of Catholic reaction to theological 

modernism with respect to Old Testament studies, see Gerald P. Fogarty, ñThe Catholic 

Church and Historical Criticism of the Old Testamentò in Hebrew Bible, Old Testament: 

The History of its Interpretation (ed. Magne Sæbø; 3 vols.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1996ï2014), III/1:244ï61. 

 

25. Pope Pius XII,  ñLitterae encyclicae Divino afflante Spiritu,ò AAS 35 (1943): 297ï

325; Henning Graf Reventlow, History of Biblical Interpretation (trans. Leo G. Perdue; 4 

vols.; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009ï2010), 4:406; Raymond E. Brown, 

ñRome and the Freedom of Catholic Biblical Studies,ò in Search the Scriptures: New 

Testament Studies in Honor of Raymond T. Stamm (Gettysburg Theological Studies 3; 

Leiden: Brill,  1969), 129ï50, esp. 137. 

 

26. Van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 1:viii;  Adrianus van den Born et al., 

eds., Bijbels Woordenboek (rev. ed.; Roermond: Romen, 1954ï1957), s.v. ñDivino 

afflante Spiritu,ò cols. 348ï51, esp. 351ðòwaarvoor zij de H. Stoel niet dankbaar genoeg 

kunnen zijn.ò 

 

27. John Bright, ñRecent Biblical Theologies: VIII.  Edmond Jacobôs óTheology of the Old 

Testamentô,ò ExpTim 73 (1962): 304ï7, esp. 304; Robert C. Dentan, Preface to Old 

Testament Theology (rev. ed.; New York: Seabury, 1963), 75ï76. More nuanced was 

Hillersôs evaluation of van Imschootôs theology as ñless consciously Roman Catholicò 

than those of his predecessors. See Delbert R. Hillers, ñAn Historical Survey of Old 

Testament Theology Since 1922,ò CTM 29 (1958): 664ï67, esp. 668. 
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A third reason that van Imschootôs work failed to gain much 

traction is perhaps most significant: his method of doing theology ran 

directly counter to the instincts and paradigmatic expectations of his 

Protestant contemporaries. Accordingly, the following section develops 

perspective on van Imschootôs contrarian theological method through 

discussion of the three major, related ways that it deviated from 

prevailing trends in Protestant biblical theology in the mid-twentieth 

century. These characteristics include van Imschootôs use of an 

organizational scheme derived from dogmatics, his rather segmented 

exposition of individual theological concepts within a Neoscholastic 

framework, and his chosen means of treating wisdom and history in the 

explication of OT theology.28 

 

PAUL VAN IMSCHOOTôS METHODOLOGY 

 

A Dogmatic Structure for Biblical Theology 

 

The relatively few surveys of biblical theology that mention van 

Imschoot customarily note his tripartite scheme of God, humanity, and 

salvation: themes borrowed from systematic theology.29 Critical eval-

uations of this plan of organization are overwhelmingly negative. 

Gerhard Hasel calls the theology-anthropology-soteriology progression 

an ñexternal structure based upon categories of thought alien to Biblical 

theology.ò30 Others opine that van Imschootôs chosen framework is ñtoo 

confining,ò an ñalien idiom of didactic exposition,ò an ñoutdated 

dogmatic structureòðstrongly implying that arranging biblical theology 

 
28. Also unlike most Protestants, van Imschoot includes the deuterocanonical books of 

the Catholic Bible within the OT canon. Citation of these works along with other ancient 

sources is common in biblical scholarship, therefore this is not as great a point of 

difference with Protestant approaches as one might assume. Note for example C. Marvin 

Pate et al., The Story of Israel: A Biblical Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 

25, 105ï18. 

 

29. See for example Walther Zimmerli, ñBiblische Theologie I: Altes Testament,ò in TRE 

(ed. Gerhard Krause et al.; 36 vols.; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1976ï2004), 6:426ï

55, esp. 439; Henning Graf Reventlow, ñTheology (Biblical), History of,ò in ABD (ed. 

David Noel Freedman et al.; trans. Frederick H. Cryer; 6 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 

1992), 6:483ï505, esp. 489.  

 

30. Gerhard Hasel, Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Current Debate (4th ed.; 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 158ï59. 
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according to dogmatic themes constitutes a nearly debilitating method-

ological flaw.31  

Some degree of rejection likely derives from widespread agreement 

with Gablerôs assertion of the need for strict separation between the 

disciplines of biblical and systematic theology.32 Nevertheless, syste-

matic outlines for OT theologies were commonplace both during and 

after Gablerôs era. A contemporary of Gabler, Bauer organized the very 

first OT theology according to theology and anthropology, concluding 

with a lengthy appendix on Christology.33 The OT theologies of Steudel 

and Hävernick in the mid-nineteenth century assumed a similar form.34 

Davidsonôs early twentieth century OT theology unfolded in twelve 

chapters divided among theology, anthropology, and soteriology.35 The 

appearance of Kºhlerôs and Sellinôs theologies demonstrated that it was 

fully  possible to appropriate this traditional structure for modern critical 

scholarship.36 Yet despite the publication of many more OT theologies 

since van Imschootôs in 1954ï1956, none have utilized an arrangement 

as clearly derived from systematic theological categories as his. As for 

the notion that use of systematic theological-philosophical constructs 

 
31. Elmer A. Martens, ñThe Flowering and Floundering of Old Testament Theology,ò in 

A Guide to Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (ed. Willem A. VanGemeren; Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 169ï81, esp. 177; Samuel Terrien, The Elusive Presence: 

Toward a New Biblical Theology (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978), 34; Sakkie 

Spangenberg, ñSes dekades Ou Testament-teologie (1952ï2012): Van één Spreker tot 

verskeie menslike sprekers,ò HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 68 (2012): Art. 

#1273, 1ï9, esp. 4ðòuitgediende dogmatiese struktuur.ò 

 

32. John Sandys-Wunsch and Laurence Eldredge, ñJ.P. Gabler and the Distinction 

between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology: Translation, Commentary, and Discussion of 

His Originality,ò SJT 33 (1980): 133ï58, esp. 137. 

 

33. Georg Lorenz Bauer, Theologie des Alten Testaments, oder, Abriss der religiösen 

Begriffe der alten Hebräer (Leipzig: Weygand, 1796), viiïxvi. 

 

34. Johann Christian Friedrich Steudel, Vorlesungen über die Theologie des Alten 

Testaments (Berlin: G.A. Reimer, 1840), xiiiïxiv; Heinrich Andreas Christoph 

Hävernick, Vorlesungen über die Theologie des Alten Testaments (Erlangen: Carl 

Heyder, 1848), xvïxvi.  

 

35. Andrew Bruce Davidson, The Theology of the Old Testament (ed. Seward D. F. 

Salmond; New York: Charles Scribnerôs Sons, 1914). Had Davidson lived to complete 

his theology himself, he may not have chosen the final arrangement, which he 

characterized as ñtoo abstract for a subject like ours,ò (p. 12). 

 

36. Ludwig Köhler, Theologie des Alten Testaments (3rd rev. ed.; Tübingen: J. C. B. 

Möhr, 1953), vii -xi; Ernst Sellin, Theologie des Alten Testaments (2nd rev. ed.; Leipzig: 

Quelle & Meyer, 1936), viiïviii.   
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necessarily distorts the presentation of biblical theology, apparently this 

concept has now achieved the status of conventional wisdom. However, 

two aspects of this assertion merit critical reconsideration: first, the idea 

that organizational structures derived from outside of the biblical text are 

inappropriate for use in biblical theology, and second, the charge of 

distortion itself. 

First, it is necessary to observe that every biblical theology 

manifests a structure that is liable to criticism for its artificiality or 

ñexternality.ò The diverse constellation of existing approaches to biblical 

theology attests that no broadly accepted organizing method arises 

organically from the biblical text. Each chosen system naturally high-

lights biblical materials that cohere with its own points of emphasis and 

sidelines perspectives within the canon that do not, even systems that 

treat the theology of biblical books one after another. This readily 

observable selectivity of stress is inherently idiosyncratic, ideological, 

and ñexternalò to the biblical text. Since all organizational strategies for 

biblical theologies are external impositions, rejection of the use of 

dogmatic categories on the basis of their externality is not logically 

tenable. 

Second, and more significantly, one should question whether de-

veloping a biblical theology according to concepts drawn from 

systematic theology must result in theological distortion. After all, 

theologians of all stripes unavoidably decontextualize theological ideas 

as they ñliftò them from biblical texts through interpretation and 

summarization. This decontextualization is an act of abstraction, strip-

ping away the layers of intertextual connections that powerfully inform 

the exegesis of biblical text. Next, theologians assemble and organize 

theological ideas for placement into a scholarly presentation of biblical 

theology. That is to say, whenever reorganized theological concepts 

appear within a journal article or book rather than their native biblical 

context, they experience re-contextualization. Re-contextualization binds 

together decontextualized and reorganized theological ideas with the 

theologianôs own subjective ideology. Each step in the threefold process 

of decontextualization, reorganization, and re-contextualization inherent-

ly transforms theological ideas drawn from the biblical text. If  

ñdistortionò implies departure from the internal logic of the source of 

theological ideas, then some degree of distortion is part and parcel of 

doing theology, for composing any work of biblical theology creatively 

blends alien elements into its presentation. Therefore, evidence of mis-

representation must accompany claims that a certain biblical theology 
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distorts the theological ideas under its scope of concern, otherwise the 

charge of distortion by itself carries little meaning. 

 

Segmented Exposition of Individual Theological  

Concepts within a Neoscholastic Framework 

 

Following the deconstruction of much a priori  dismissal of van 

Imschootôs theology-anthropology-soteriology approach to biblical the-

ology above, critique of van Imschootôs treatment of individual theo-

logical concepts now merits reflection. Hubbard perceived a dearth of 

interconnection of ideas in van Imschootôs work; his OT theology on 

occasion reads as if  it were a compilation of theological encyclopedia 

entries rather than a unified work of theology.37 What some readers 

identify as unevenness of presentation and the lack of a discernible plot-

line likely stems from two causes. First, van Imschootôs preparation of a 

broad collection of articles for the Bijbelsch Woordenboek showcased his 

in-depth thinking on discrete issues but did not require nesting those 

concepts within broader systems of thought. Later, when van Imschoot 

marshaled a lifetime of scholarly output in order to assemble his OT 

theology, his chosen organizational scheme did not summon the fresh 

creation of thematic unity.  

More importantly, the second cause of perceived uneven, 

segmented presentation derives from van Imschoot attending primarily to 

the concerns of his immediate audience rather than the world of biblical 

scholarship at large. A son of Catholic Flanders, Paul van Imschootôs 

upbringing, education, liturgical ministry, teaching, and scholarship each 

took place within the context of the Roman Catholic Church. All  of his 

publications issued from Catholic presses. Except for brief periods away 

from his home city, van Imschoot consistently lived within five 

kilometers of the major seminary of Ghent and Saint Bavoôs Cathedral, 

the seat of the Ghent diocese. Thus, it is unsurprising that some readers 

have sensed traces of Neoscholastic Thomism within Théologie de 

lôAncien Testament, for van Imschootôs generation of Catholic 

theologians received firm grounding in Thomas Aquinasôs philosophy.38 

Following the pattern of Summa Theologiae, the first volume of van 

Imschootôs theology leads with God as the first cause or ñprincipleò of 

all things, followed by ñGod and the World,ò ñRevelation,ò and finally 

 
37. Hubbard, ñPaul van Imschoot,ò 202; Harrington, Path, 85ï86. 

 

38. John H. Hayes and Frederick C. Prussner, Old Testament Theology: Its History and 

Development (Atlanta: John Knox, 1985), 228; Fergus Kerr, ñA Different World: 

Neoscholasticism and its Discontents,ò IJST 8 (2006): 128ï48, esp. 129. 
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ñGod and His Peopleò: essentially a movement from the general to the 

particular.39  

In contrast, Eichrodtôs OT theology focuses first upon the particular 

relationship between God and people through covenant. Then the nature 

of the special covenant relationship carries discussion forward to more 

general theological topics such as ñGod and the Worldò and ñGod and 

Man.ò40 Also opposite to the approach of van Imschoot, Barthôs develop-

ment of thought in the first two parts of Church Dogmatics starts from 

the particular, ñThe Doctrine of the Word of God,ò before moving to the 

general, ñThe Doctrine of God.ò41 Furthermore, Barthôs theology denied 

the helpfulness of all but the most indirect influence of philosophy, and 

Barthôs life setting demanded inclusion of ethics in his theology.42 Yet 

van Imschootôs decidedly Catholic approach to theology not only 

mandated philosophical undergirding, but also relieved him of the work 

of the moral theologian in drawing out ethical implications and 

applications.43 Thus from a Protestant perspective, van Imschoot turned 

on their heads the metanarratives and even some of the fundamental 

assumptions of the leading voices in mid-twentieth century biblical and 

systematic theology. 

 

The Place of Wisdom and History in OT Theology 

 

Since the significant biblical theme of wisdom does not cohere well with 

dogmatic categories, one may suppose that biblical theologies organized 

according to such categories are not likely to grant wisdom literature as 

 
39. Compare Étienne Gilson, Le thomisme; introduction à la philosophie de Saint 

Thomas DôAquin (6th rev. ed.; Paris: J. Vrin, 1965), 31ï32, 168; Marie-Dominique 

Chenu, Aquinas and His Role in Theology (trans. Paul Philibert; Collegeville: Liturgical 

Press, 2002), 137.  

 

40. Walther Eichrodt, Theologie des Alten Testaments (3 vols.; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 

1933ï1939). 

 

41. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Thomas F. 

Torrance; 4 vols.; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936ï1977). 

 

42. Harald Hegstad, ñKarl Barth,ò in Key Theological Thinkers: From Modern to 

Postmodern (ed. Staale Johannes Kristiansen and Svein Rise; Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 

2013), 65ï76. 

 

43. Johannes Lindblom, ñVad innebªr en èteologiskè syn pª Gamla Testamentet?ò STK 

37 (1961): 73ï91, esp. 78ï79. 
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independent and distinct a voice as that with which wisdom speaks 

within the biblical canon. Apart from consideration of the way van 

Imschoot himself discusses wisdom, as a general principle this critique 

appears valid. However, failure to accord wisdom literature a theological 

standing corresponding to its prominence in the canon is hardly a 

weakness specific to biblical theologies that employ a dogmatically 

influenced outline.44 In fact, the theology-anthropology-soteriology 

outline is basic and flexible enough to accommodate exposition of most 

any material.45 Indeed, van Imschootôs coverage of topics is sufficiently 

comprehensive that Harrington criticizes him not for omissions, but 

instead for ñunevenness,ò asserting that van Imschoot devotes too little 

attention to the attributes and word of God and too much to angels and 

demons, the concept of hypostasis, and the cult.46 

Alongside wisdom, the proper treatment of the dynamic of history is 

perennially a vexed issue within the discipline of OT theology. 

Regarding the state of the question in the early to mid-twentieth century, 

Eißfeldt asserted that history and theology belong on two utterly separate 

planes.47 Eichrodt contrastingly insisted that OT theology ñhas its place 

entirely within empirical-historical OT scholarship.ò48 Adherents of 

Eichrodtôs ñcross-sectionò or thematic approach to OT theology thus 

labored to anchor their thinking in history to a greater or lesser degree, 

and the activity of God within history was famously a chief concern of 

the ñBiblical Theology Movement.ò49  

 
44. Charles H. H. Scobie, ñThe Place of Wisdom in Biblical Theology,ò BTB 14 (1984): 

43ï48, esp. 43ï44; John F. Priest, ñWhere is Wisdom to Be Placed?ò JBR 31 (1963): 

275ï82.  

 

45. James Barr, The Concept of Biblical Theology: An Old Testament Perspective 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 39ï40. 

 

46. Harrington, Path, 83ï85. Even though Harrington is Catholic and his book bore a 

nihil obstat and an imprimi potest, he wrote after Vatican II  from a perspective closer to 

that of classic Protestant biblical theology than van Imschootôs. 

 

47. Otto Eißfeldt, ñIsraelitisch-jüdische Religionsgeschichte und alttestamentliche 

Theologie,ò ZAW 44 (1926): 1ï12.  

 

48. Walther Eichrodt, ñHat die alttestamentliche Theologie noch selbständige Bedeutung 

innerhalb der alttestamentlichen Wissenschaft?ò ZAW 47 (1929): 83ï91, esp. 89ðònach 

durchaus ihren Platz innerhalb der empirisch-historischen ATlichen Wissenschaft.ò 

 

49. Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), 39ï

44. Though the ñBiblical Theology Movementò itself is long past, history retains a 

significant and necessary role in all constructive models of theology. See Leo G. Perdue, 
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Though it appeared amid a groundswell of desire for biblical 

theologies that would grant history a more prominent place than in 

previous approaches, van Imschootôs theology limits the theological 

significance of history to its role as the backdrop of progressive reve-

lation.50 In marked contrast, much more closely aligned with the mid-

twentieth century zeitgeist was von Radôs tradition history-based OT 

theology. Von Radôs first volume seized the attention of biblical scholar-

ship when it appeared in 1957, and his theology decisively shifted and 

drove forward the currents of OT studies for years thereafter.51 

Especially in light of the great and lasting influence of von Radôs nearly 

contemporaneous theology, neglect or benign indifference toward van 

Imschootôs work is all the more apparent.  

Indeed, organized according to dogmatic categories, cast in the 

venerable philosophical mold of Neoscholastic Thomism with little 

narrative continuity, and out of step with works that highlighted the roles 

of wisdom and history, van Imschootôs theology likely would have 

appeared retrograde and unimaginative to Protestant theologians in his 

day. Yet now, despite the many factors that detracted from a warm 

reception for Théologie de lôAncien Testament among Protestant biblical 

scholars at the time of its publication, six decades of historical distance 

allows more dispassionate review of van Imschootôs work. Therefore, as 

an illustration of the productivity of his theological method, the 

following section examines the focal point of a great deal of van 

Imschootôs scholarly reflection throughout life: the specific theme of 

pneumatology. 

 

PAUL VAN IMSCHOOTôS PNEUMATOLOGY 

 

Spirit in the OT 

 

For van Imschoot, primitive notions encoded in the word ˥ˣ˶ provided 

the foundation for biblical conceptions of pneumatology. ñSpiritò is 

essentially air in motion, such as the wind, which ancient Hebrews may 

                                                                                                             
Reconstructing Old Testament Theology: After the Collapse of History (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 2005), 340ï45. 

50. Van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 1:1ï5. 

 

51. Gerhard von Rad, Theologie des Alten Testaments (2 vols.; Munich: Kaiser, 1957ï

1960). 
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have conceived as YHWHôs ñbreath.ò Passages depicting the action of 

the divine ñbreathò or ñspiritò are similar to those that describe the work 

of YHWHôs ñarmò or ñhand,ò though the actions of the ñSpiritò are more 

durable. Van Imschoot observed that ˥ˣ˶ typically exhibits feminine 

subject-verb agreement, thus placing ˥ˣ˶ in the class of impersonal forces 

rather than personal beings.52 Further, most of the verbs associated with 

˥ˣ˶, such as ñrushing uponò and ñfilling,ò evoke the effects of a powerful 

wind or liquid rather than the activities of a personal entity.53 

In accord with the basic understanding of ˥x ˶ as the ñbreathò of 

God, the ancient Hebrews saw the Spirit as the source of life. God would 

ñblow inò the breath of life (˫˧˧˥ ˸ˬ˷ˮ), in order to animate living beings 

(ˢ˧˥ ˷˲ˮ). During life, ancient Hebrews observed the effect of strong 

emotions upon oneôs own breathing and concluded that ˥ ˣ˶ was the seat 

of emotions, drawing the Spirit into association with the heart (˟)˪. At 

the end of life people and animals would return to dust, and God would 

take back the ˥ˣ˶. Therefore ˥ˣ˶ did not serve as a means of postmortem 

continuation of existence akin to an immortal soul.54 In this way, OT 

texts depict ˥ˣ˶ as the source of life, and certain poetic texts also portray 

the Spirit of YHWH involved in the act of creation and working within 

it. 

The Spirit was not only a wellspring of life for all people but also a 

source of psychic phenomena in the lives of a select few. The Spirit of 

YHWH enabled extraordinary, short-lived, powerful acts by judges (such 

as Samson), kings (such as Saul), and prophets (such as Hosea, who 

referred to the one who prophesies ecstatically as a ñman of the Spiritò). 

Spirit-induced psychic phenomena were often violent and could even be 

 
52. Van Imschoot noted an exception in 1 Kgs 22:21ï22 (paralleled in 2 Chr 18:20ï21), 

where a masculine verb describes the action of ˥ˣ˶. ñHumannessò (or personhood) is one 

of the primary semantic influences upon the assignment of grammatical gender in 

languages. Though grammatical gender need not imply ñmalenessò or ñfemaleness,ò it is 

possible that both the typical feminine and the exceptional masculine use of ˥ ˣ˶ carry 

semantic significance. See Marcin Kilarski, Nominal Classification: A History of its 

Study from the Classical Period to the Present (SHLS 121; Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins, 2013), 11ï27; Geoffrey Turner, ñóWisdomô and the Gender Fallacy,ò ExpTim 

121 (2009): 121ï25. Not relevant to this discussion are uses of ˥ˣ˶ as ñwindò or instances 

of ˥ˣ˶ in the construct state, such as the pronoun-like ˥ˣ˶ with pronominal suffix. 

 

53. The framework of this section derives from a synthesis of van Imschoot, Théologie de 

lôAncien Testament, 1:51ï54, 183ï200; 2:28ï35 and van den Born et al., Bijbelsch 

Woordenboek, s.v. ñGeest,ò cols. 470ï74, and ñHeilige Geest,ò cols. 474ï85. See also 

Paul van Imschoot, ñLôaction de lôesprit de Jahvé dans lôA.T.,ò RSPT 23 (1934): 553ï87, 

esp. 553ï54, 562, 575, 587. 

 

54. Paul van Imschoot, ñLôEsprit de Jahvé, source de vie dans lôAncien Testament,ò RB 

44 (1935): 481ï501, esp. 482ï87. 
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contagious, as when they manifested in Saulôs messengers and Saul 

himself in 1 Sam 19:20ï24.55 The early notion of temporary effects of 

the Spirit eventually gave way to the concept that the Spirit permanently 

invested power in certain people such as Moses, Elisha, and David for 

the sake of their respective offices. 

The prophets retained the idea of the Spiritôs permanent rather than 

transitory activity, but began to focus upon the Spiritôs work in the 

sphere of morality rather than the psychic realm. Under the Sinai 

covenant, the Spirit was a moral power that God used to accomplish his 

purposes, including fulfil ling covenant promises. The Spirit was guide 

and protector of Israel, as well as conveyor of YHWHôs orders. 

However, Israel failed to abide by the stipulations of the Sinai covenant 

and suffered exile as a result. Therefore the prophets looked to the future, 

when YHWH would faithfully save a remnant and establish a new 

covenant with them to bring about a complete religious and moral 

reform.56 

The Spirit would in fact be the hallmark of this new covenant, 

resting permanently upon the Servant, the Prophet, and the messianic 

king, endowing superhuman intellectual gifts, wisdom, understanding, 

counsel, strength, extraordinary moral qualities, and the knowledge and 

fear of YHWH. The Spirit would also grant strength in the exercise of 

judicial and military power to those who would carry out the orders of 

the king. Further, God would pour out the Spirit on the land, trans-

forming treeless deserts into orchards. Above all, the messianic age 

would also witness God pouring out the Spirit upon all people to 

establish justice and peace. The Spirit would turn the peopleôs ñhearts of 

stoneò into ñhearts of fleshò to wash away the guilt of sin, to enable the 

people to live out Godôs commands faithfully, and to ñknowò God.57 

 
55. Paul van Imschoot, ñVetus Testamentum: De libris propheticis,ò (unpublished class 

notes, 1942ï1943), 50. 

 

56. Paul van Imschoot, ñLôesprit de Jahvé, principe de vie morale dans lôAncien 

Testament,ò ETL 16 (1939): 457ï67. 

 

57. Van Imschoot, ñLôEsprit de Yahweh, source de la piété dans lôAncien Testament,ò 

17ï30; Paul van Imschoot, ñLôAlliance dans lôAncien Testament,ò NRT 74 (1952): 785ï

805, esp. 802ï4. 
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Significantly, van Imschoot wrote that this future regeneration of Godôs 

people represents the very pinnacle of OT theology.58 

After the time of the prophets, the Spirit became a mentor figure 

that actively supported the practice of discipline, virtue, and godliness. 

Thus the roles of Spirit and wisdom coalesced, especially in the Book of 

Wisdom, which seems to draw from Isaiahôs theology of the Spirit to 

describe the role of divine wisdom in the lives of many.59 Despite 

broadening the scope of the Spiritôs present work to include ñthe wise,ò 

late texts still placed the inner transformation of all the people in the 

future messianic age. 

One can summarize van Imschootôs presentation of OT pneuma-

tology as follows. First appeared the basic conception of ˥ˣ˶ as ñbreathò 

or ñwind,ò which also constituted an important substratum of all sub-

sequent Hebrew thinking on the Spirit. Before the prophets, the Spirit 

was a psychic power that operated temporarily in the lives of certain 

extraordinary individuals, and eventually worked permanently in order to 

empower the work of leaders. In the prophets, the Spirit became a moral 

force acting to fulfill  YHWHôs covenantal promises. In wisdom literature 

and other late works, the Spirit became a mentor to the wise. Finally, the 

Spirit would be the moral force that regenerates the hearts of the people 

to live rightly in the age of the Messiah. 

Van Imschoot pointedly defended this progression of thought 

against a specific alternative view of theological development, one that 

instead posited a primal notion of ˥ˣ˶ as a demonic entity that would cast 

people into temporary states of ecstasy. Following upon its conceptual 

origin in animism, the ˥ˣ˶ then developed into a supernatural fluid that 

could pour into a prophet, permanently endowing him as a ñman of the 

Spirit.ò Following the triumph of monotheism reflected in Isaiah, the 

Spirit became a designation for the immortality, majesty, and perfection 

of God. Ezekiel then transferred the divine Spirit to humans as source of 

the moral life. After the time of Ezekiel, the Hebrews viewed the Spirit 

as a divine hypostasis guiding and instructing the chosen people. 

Certainly this alternative notion that culminated in a hypostatic view 

of the Spirit argued from the same texts and thus bore marks of 

commonality with van Imschootôs OT pneumatology. However, van 

 
58. ñHier bereikt de leer van het O.T. haar toppunt.ò See van den Born et al., s.v. ñHeilige 

Geest,ò col. 477. For an extended treatment of the Spirit and the new covenant see Paul 

van Imschoot, ñLôesprit de Jahvé et lôalliance nouvelle dans lôAncien Testament,ò ETL 

13 (1936): 201ï20.  

 

59. Paul van Imschoot, ñSagesse et esprit dans lôAncien Testament,ò RB 47 (1938): 23ï

49, esp. 37, 43, 46. 
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Imschootôs presentation not only built upon a completely different 

conceptual foundation, but also ended with the Spirit of YHWH as a 

personified force rather than a personalized hypostasis. As Harrington 

noted, van Imschoot treated the concept of hypostasis at considerable 

length, so to him this was no insignificant matter. Indeed, van Imschoot 

vigorously argued against even the slightest degree of hypostasization of 

the Spirit in the OT.60 Though supposing a kind of halfway personhood 

seemingly proved useful to some theologians for developing theologies 

of the Spirit, van Imschoot charged such writers with being ñmuch too 

impressedò by the Logos of Philo, the Trinitarian doctrine of the NT, and 

parallels in ancient religions.61 Van Imschoot countered that poetic per-

sonification of the spirit, wisdom, word, name, and face of God was 

commonplace in the OT, but it neither encroached upon nor eroded 

thoroughgoing Jewish monotheism.  

If  one were only to read van Imschootôs works on the OT, it might 

appear that his pneumatology would serve only to discourage a 

systematic theologian from appropriating the witness of the OT for the 

construction of a doctrine of the Holy Spirit. After all, van Imschoot 

stressed the completely impersonal nature of the Spirit in Jewish 

thinking: hardly an identification of the Spirit of YHWH with 

dogmaticiansô Third Person of the Trinity.62 Perhaps this is one reason 

why studies in pneumatology from the past half-century, whether 

drawing upon the OT or NT or more limited biblical corpuses, typically 

cite van Imschoot only sparingly.63 

 
60. Van Imschoot (Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 1:228 n. 2) cited Heinisch as a 

scholar who considered the Spirit a hypostasis in a limited ñreligiousò sense, which one 

can find in Paul Heinisch, Personifikationen und Hypostasen im Alten Testament und im 

Alten Orient (Münster: Aschendorff, 1921), 20ï21. The fact that Heinisch had authored 

the most widely-read Catholic OT theology before van Imschootôs heightens the 

significance of this critique. See Paul Heinisch, Theologie des Alten Testamentes (Bonn: 

Peter Hanstein, 1940). 

 

61. Van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 1:235ðò. . . trop impressionnés soit 

. . .ò 

 

62. Van Imschoot allowed that, at best, one could view OT literary personification of 

Spirit as a ñstill-confused prefigurationò (ñpréfiguration encore confuseò) of NT 

trinitarian doctrine that would have surprised both the Jewish authors and readers of the 

OT. See Paul van Imschoot, ñLa sagesse dans lôA.T. est-elle une hypostase?ò CG 21 

(1934): 3ï10, 85ï94, esp. 94. 

 

63. For examples from the perspectives of both Testaments see Gordon D. Fee, Godôs 

Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Peabody: Hendrickson, 
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Spirit in the NT 

 

Though his OT works found a broader readership, Paul van Imschoot 

was principally a biblical theologian. His Bijbelsch Woordenboek entries 

and several journal articles record his reflections on the Spirit from NT 

texts and fill  out a more holistic pneumatology.64 

According to van Imschoot, intertestamental Judaism carried 

forward ideas present in late OT writings and thus served as additional 

prolegomena for NT pneumatology. In intertestamental Judaism, the 

Spirit was a divine power that granted visions and insight to the prophets, 

as well as inspiration to the authors of Scripture. Though the Spirit had 

been permanently present to provide strength for the practice of virtue, 

God withdrew the Spirit after the time of Haggai, Zechariah, and 

Malachi due to the sins of Israel. Even so, some rabbis proved worthy to 

receive the Spiritôs inspiration. Upon the announcement of Spirit-

inspired rabbinic teaching, a heavenly voice or presence of the Shekinah 

would signify divine approval. 

Van Imschoot contended that the OT concept of ˥ˣ˶ as ñbreathò or 

ñwindò remained foundational to the understanding of ˊɜŮɛŬ in the NT, 

yet the NT took a more philosophical approach to ñspirit.ò Accordingly, 

the NT writers raised the issues of ñspiritò (strong, divine power) versus 

ñfleshò (weak, human nature) and ñspiritò (Godôs power to deliver from 

sin) versus ñletterò (regulations that, by themselves, cannot defeat the 

power of sin). Even so, according to van Imschoot, NT philosophical 

thinking did not likely reach the point of subdividing the human being 

into a dichotomous or trichotomous composite. Thus when Paul wrote of 

ůɛŬ, ɣɡɢ, and ˊɜŮɛŬ, it is possible that he reflected the Hebrew 

parallelism of ˶˷˟, ˷˲ˮ, and ˥ˣ˶.65 Strikingly, van Imschoot wrote that 

most activities of the Spirit in the NTðjust as in the OTðimplied the 

actions of an impersonal force. In concord with the OT image of the ˥ˣ˶, 

                                                                                                             
1994), 906; Wilf  Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of the Spirit of God (Peabody: 

Hendrickson, 1995), 6; Wonsuk Ma, Until the Spirit Comes: The Spirit of God in the 

Book of Isaiah (JSOTSup 271; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999), 21, 25. In contrast, 

note in-depth interaction with van Imschoot in Cornelis Bennema, The Power of Saving 

Wisdom: An Investigation of Spirit and Wisdom in Relation to the Soteriology of the 

Fourth Gospel (WUNT 148; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 48ï71. 

 

64. The framework for this section derives from van den Born et al., Bijbelsch 

Woordenboek, s.v. ñGeestò and ñHeilige Geest.ò 

 

65. Van Imschoot, Théologie de lôAncien Testament, 2:35. 
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the divine ˊɜŮɛŬ was first a psychic force, second a moral force, and 

third a source of life from God. 

As a psychic force, the Spirit intervened in human lives in special 

circumstances, as in the case of Stephen. The Spirit granted prophetic 

visions and insights, exorcism of demons, spectacular healing, con-

ception of children, miracle-working faith, and spiritual discernment. At 

Pentecost the Spirit enabled the disciples to speak in languages other 

than their own. Separately, the Spirit also gave the gift of tongues: 

ecstatic speech for praise, thanksgiving, and prayer that was unintel-

ligible without the gift of interpretation.66 All  of these feats of psychic 

power were normally temporary. Even so, the NT closely linked the 

Spirit with certain offices on a more permanent basis. Prophets, teachers, 

deacons, and the apostles received the Spiritôs power to fulfill  their 

mission. Yet the supreme example of perpetual empowerment of the 

Spirit was the life of Jesus, whom the Spirit directly conceived in Mary.67 

The NT also highlighted the moral, sanctifying power of ˊɜŮɛŬ 

and closely associated Spirit with baptism. John the Baptistôs baptism 

with water anticipated the Kingdom of God, in which the Messiah would 

baptize with ñfireò and with the Spirit. Baptism with ñfireò drew upon 

prophetic imagery of purifying fire, which prepared the way for the 

moral and religious regeneration of all people.68 When a celestial voice at 

Jesusôs baptism proclaimed him to be Godôs beloved son, the 

concomitant descent of the Spirit upon Jesus meant that God plainly 

designated Jesus to be the Messiah, the one who would ñplunge people 

into sanctifying divine powerò in the messianic age by baptizing them 

with the Holy Spirit.69 The baptism of the Spirit marked the institution of 

the new covenant that Jesus sealed with his blood.70 This covenant would 

 
66. Paul van Imschoot, ñDe dono linguarum et glossolalia,ò CG 9 (1922): 65ï70; van den 

Born et al., Bijbelsch Woordenboek, s.v. ñTalenwonder,ò cols. 1480ï82. 

 

67. Van Imschoot, Jésus-Christ, 92. 

 

68. On fire as a purifying agent, see Zech 13:9 and Mal 3:2ï3. 

 

69. Paul van Imschoot, ñDe testimonio Baptistae (Jn 1, 32-34),ò CG 24 (1937): 93ï97; 

van Imschoot, Jésus-Christ, 86ï87ðòplonger les hommes dans la force divine 

sanctifiante.ò 

 

70. Paul van Imschoot, ñBaptême dôeau et baptême dôEsprit Saint,ò ETL 13 (1936): 653ï

56; van Imschoot, ñLôAlliance dans lôAncien Testament,ò 805. 
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draw Jew and non-Jew alike to worship ñin spirit and truth,ò with their 

inner beings rendered submissive to direct instruction from God.71 

The NT also expanded upon the OT concept of the Spirit as source 

of life. Through baptism in the Spirit, the people experienced ñrebirthò 

into an eternal life of freedom from sin and death. The NT depicted Jesus 

as the giver of the Spirit and closely linked ñChristò and ñSpirit.ò72 Thus 

life ñin Christò or ñin the Spiritò meant a godly life in which one would 

experience unity with Christ and fellow believers. The NT concept of a 

ñspiritualò resurrection body did not connote immateriality, but instead a 

physical body completely permeated and dominated by the divine Spirit, 

redeemed from the bondage of decay leading to death. 

Communicating an impression of the Spirit as an extension of the 

power of God, the NT noted the ñpouring outò of the Spirit and the 

Spiritôs ñquenching.ò Further, the NT related accounts of people baptized 

ñwith,ò sealed ñwith,ò anointed ñwith,ò and filled ñwithò the Spirit. 

While on one hand Paul wrote of the Spiritôs autonomous activity, such 

as ñlivingò (Rom 8:9), on the other hand he also described the concept of 

sin as if  it also had life (Rom 7:17). The author of Acts in similar fashion 

frequently personified divine power when relating the activity of the 

Spirit. 

Even so, van Imschoot noted that unlike the OT, the NT taught the 

personhood of the Spirit both implicitly  and explicitly. The letter of the 

Jerusalem Council relayed what ñseemed good to the Holy Spirit and to 

us,ò (Acts 15:28) pointing to the deliberative ability of a personal being. 

On occasion Paulôs letters likewise depicted the Spirit as a distinct actor, 

for example ñbearing witness with our spiritò (Rom 8:16), calling out 

ñAbba, Father,ò (Gal 4:6), and ñinterceding with unspeakable groaningsò 

(Rom 8:26). Parallelisms in 1 Cor 12:4ï6 and 2 Cor 13:14 make it 

doubtful that Paul would have drawn a mere personification into a 

position of equal standing with Jesus and God. In Johannine literature, 

the Holy Spirit was an intercessor who advocated for Christ to the world 

and stood by the apostles in court. In a sense, the Spirit replaced Christ 

after his ascension in order to assist the disciples, to testify about Jesus, 

to refresh their memory of Jesusôs teachings, and to glorify him. Once 

again raising the issue of grammatical gender, van Imschoot noted that 

John 16:13 employed the masculine singular demonstrative pronoun 

 
71. Paul van Imschoot, ñDe adoratione in Spiritu et veritate (Jn 422ss),ò CG 24 (1937): 

265ï69. 

 

72. Paul van Imschoot, ñDe dono Spiritus Sancti apud Jn. 2022s,ò CG 25 (1938): 3ï5. 
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əŮɜɞɠ to refer to the Spirit, thus signaling the Spiritôs personhood.73 

According to John, the Spirit was a person distinct from Father and Son, 

present and at work among the faithful. For van Imschoot, affirmation of 

the personhood of the Spirit reached its climax in Matt 28:19, in the 

command to ñmake disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.ò74 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The Problem of Diversity without Unity in Biblical Theology 

 

It is the very nature of biblical theology to separate out for finer analysis 

the many unique theological viewpoints represented within the canon. 

Yet focus upon theological diversity generates an unavoidable tension, 

for in order to convey its findings to dogmatics, biblical theology must 

also explore how these concepts flow together like tributaries into a great 

river. Nevertheless, one recurring trend in OT studies is to resolve the 

tension between diversity and unity decisively in favor of diversity, that 

is to say, to deny underlying unity.75 Unfortunately, lack of theological 

coherence in this approach renders the formation of doctrine from 

biblical sources an essentially arbitrary exercise.  

 
73. The expected neuter form is əŮɜɞ. John 16:13 also refers to the Spirit with the 

masculine singular reflexive pronoun ŬɡŰɞ. When intentional, deviation from expected 

gender agreement norms communicates a speakerôs perspective on the referent. See 

Kilarski, Nominal Classification, 25. 

 

74. Van Imschoot judged that the Comma Johanneum of 1 John 5:7ï8 had no bearing on 

trinitarian doctrine due to its absence from the most ancient Greek texts. See van den 

Born et al., Bijbelsch Woordenboek, s.v. ñDrieëenheid,ò cols. 322ï26, esp. 325ï26. As 

noted above, despite van Imschootôs vehement rejection of hypostasization of the Spirit 

in the OT, he discerned testimony to the full  personhood of the Spirit in the Matthean, 

Lukan, Johannine, and Pauline writings. Of course, denial of the Spirit as hypostasis does 

not necessarily lead to affirmation of the Spiritôs personhood. See for example Odette 

Mainville, ñDe la rûah hébraïque au pneuma chrétien: Le langage descriptif de lôagir de 

lôesprit de Dieu,ò Théologiques 2/2 (1994): 21ï39, esp. 30, 32, 39. 

 

75. See for example Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Theologies in the Old Testament (trans. 

John Bowden; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002). One may find a concise summary of 

Gerstenbergerôs manifold models of ancient Israelite religion in Erhard S. Gerstenberger, 

ñPluralism in Theology? An Old Testament Inquiry Part I: Sojourners We Are: Social 

Rootings of Biblical Witness,ò Scriptura 88 (2005): 64ï72. 
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In the midst of a theological program that makes much of the 

presence of contradictory witnesses in the biblical text, Brueggemann 

strikes a further blow against the rationale of constructive, cohesive 

biblical theology. He writes, ñI shall insist, as consistently as I can, that 

the God of Old Testament theology as such lives in, with, and under the 

rhetorical enterprise of this text, and nowhere else and in no other 

way.ò76 In the end, if  biblical theology neither reads coherent core con-

victions from biblical texts nor addresses the world beyond the text with 

any authority beyond that of rhetoric, then biblical theology is not really 

competent to perform its supposed role as a ñbridging disciplineò be-

tween biblical studies and systematic theology. 

 

Diversity within Unity in Biblical Theology: Theology ñfromò the OT 

 

In contrast to approaches to biblical theology that deny theological 

consistency and undercut real-world applicability, most recent OT, NT, 

and whole-Bible theologies accept that the chorus of distinct voices in 

the canon sing together in rich harmony rather than in cacophonous 

discord. Furthermore, they assume that a contemporary audience 

occupies the ñseatsò in the biblical canonôs ñconcert hall,ò expecting to 

unfold before them a life-impacting, gripping work of art with a 

message.77 Engagement with this ñmessageò of biblical text is a key 

concern for systematic theology, and the question remains: How may 

biblical theology best transmit its findings to systematic theology? As for 

venturing an answer to this question, the present study proposes that the 

focal point of criticism of Paul van Imschootôs theological methodðits 

connection with the concerns of systematic theologyðis precisely what 

suggests its relevance. Moreover, against the backdrop of three parting 

reflections below, the present study endorses synthesis of the fruits of 

contextually-sensitive exegesis into doctrines as a service that biblical 

theologians can, and should, perform. 

 
76. Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997), 66. Brueggemann warns repeatedly against theological 

reductionism in his work, but the ultimate effect of positing a God who is only a literary 

persona is to make systematic theology a reductio ad absurdum. See further Walter 

Brueggemann, ñThe Role of Old Testament Theology in Old Testament Interpretation,ò 

in In Search of True Wisdom: Essays in Old Testament Interpretation in Honour of 

Ronald E. Clements (ed. Edward Ball; JSOTSup 300; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 

1999), 70ï88, esp. 87. 

 

77. As Foster relates in his article, this contemporary and most receptive audience for 

biblical theology is the church. See Robert L. Foster, ñThe Christian Canon and the 

Future of Biblical Theology,ò HBT 37 (2015): 1ï12, esp. 6ï7. 
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First, for all its perceived faults, broad organization according to 

dogmatic categories indeed provides a ready means of conveying the 

results of biblical-theological inquiry to the systematic theologian 

specifically, and onward to the church generally.78 Now van Imschootôs 

OT theology is not the only such work to discuss the topic of the Spirit in 

its own right; for example Preuß reserves space under ñYahwehôs Powers 

of Activityò for treatment of ñYahwehôs Spirit.ò79 However, the fact that 

one may easily consult PreuÇôs table of contents and leaf over to this 

section is likewise a consequence of his chosen organizational scheme. A 

different method of organization, such as that of Waltke, may not 

facilitate the exposition of an explicit OT pneumatology.80 

Second, van Imschootôs pneumatology provides a test case to 

evaluate the claim that use of a systematic outline inevitably leads to 

listening ñto the echo of [oneôs] own voice.ò81 In fact, the Spirit section 

in van Imschootôs OT theology and his many journal articles on the 

subject manifest extensive interaction with ancient Near Eastern 

background, grammatical and syntactical issues, biblical content, and the 

research of scholarly colleagues in several languages. At least in the 

opinion of his contemporary Peinador, van Imschootôs biblical theology 

was the product of in-depth exegesis, synthesized into discrete themes. 

Thus, van Imschoot did not merely recapitulate the doctrinal stances of 

Neoscholasticism that were in vogue among Catholic theologians during 

 
78. A recent work spanning biblical and systematic theological concerns is Reinhard 

Feldmeier and Hermann Spieckermann, God of the Living: A Biblical Theology (trans. 

Mark E. Biddle; Waco: Baylor University Press, 2011), which its authors describe as a 

ñbiblical doctrine of God,ò (p. 12). Its chapter on the Spirit (pp. 201ï47) provides an apt 

contrast with van Imschootôs synthesizing theological method. Despite the assertions of 

the authors, it is likely that the strongly historical-critical orientation of God of the Living 

constrains granting ñunconditional priorityò in interpretation to ñthe internal logic of the 

text,ò (p. 205 n. 16) and in fact inhibits the systematization of theological concepts. 

 

79. Horst Dietrich Preuß, Theologie des Alten Testaments (2 vols.; Stuttgart: W. Kohl-

hammer, 1991ï1992), 1:183ï87. 

 

80. Bruce K. Waltke with Charles Yu, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical, 

Canonical, and Thematic Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 64. 

 

81. Max E. Polley, ñH. Wheeler Robinson and the Problem of Organizing an Old 

Testament Theology,ò in The Use of the Old Testament in the New and Other Essays: 

Studies in Honor of William Franklin Stinespring (ed. James M. Efird; Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1972), 149ï69, esp. 149. 
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his era.82 Furthermore, the tendency for scholars to achieve 

predetermined outcomes in literary analysisðto discover what they set 

out to findðis certainly not a phenomenon limited to certain methods of 

doing biblical theology. 

Third, van Imschootôs theology satisfies Stuhlmacherôs dictum that 

biblical theology must demonstrate the firm OT rooting of NT faith.83 

Regarding pneumatology, van Imschootôs depiction of the Spirit as 

psychic power, moral force, and source of life in the OT constituted the 

foundation of his NT view of the Spirit. Indeed, the OT distinction 

between the transitory presence of the Spirit in some people versus the 

Spiritôs enduring empowerment of others may cast light upon both 

temporary gifting and permanent indwelling of the Spirit after 

Pentecost.84 The centrality of the Spirit to the new covenant foretold by 

the prophets also illuminates NT pneumatology and carries significant 

implications for Christology and eschatology. Old Testament pneuma-

tology sets the stage for the doctrine of baptism, which must account for 

the concept of baptism with the Holy Spirit. Tantalizingly, van Im-

schootôs work on the relationship between wisdom and Spirit may even 

suggest an as-yet insufficiently explored avenue of wisdomôs contri-

bution to biblical and systematic theology. 

In light of differing faith commitments as well as advances in 

linguistics, ongoing recovery of knowledge of the ancient Near East, and 

ever-greater access to research in the last half-century, no doubt many 

contemporary exegetes would register dissent with some of van 

Imschootôs interpretive decisions. Since he did not complete the third 

volume of his theology, systematic theologians may want more from van 

Imschoot than the full  corpus of his writings can provide. Nonetheless, as 

review of van Imschootôs theology of the Spirit has shown, he wrote 

 
82. Máximo Peinador, ñLa integración de la exégesis en la teología: Hacia una auténtica 

«Teología bíblica»,ò in Sacra Pagina, 1:158ï79, esp. 163ï64.  

 

83. Peter Stuhlmacher, Wie treibt man Biblische Theologie? (Biblisch-Theologische 

Studien 24; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1995), 25. 

 

84. Hamilton affirms the permanent indwelling of the Spirit among post-Pentecost 

believers in a recent study. This is in pointed contrast to his view that OT believers were 

regenerate but did not experience the Spiritôs indwelling. Hamiltonôs quest to specify the 

Spiritôs location (dwelling within believers or not) thus maintains a different focus than 

van Imschootôs investigations on the Spiritôs identity and activity. Also, while Hamilton 

devotes primary attention to the Gospel of John, van Imschootôs pneumatological 

reflections developed from conceptual grounding in the OT and ranged more evenly 

through the canon of Scripture. See James M. Hamilton, Jr., Godôs Indwelling Presence: 

The Holy Spirit in the Old and New Testaments, NAC Studies in Bible & Theology 

(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2006). Hamilton does not interact with van Imschoot. 
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theology from the OT, through the NT, and onward in a form that 

doctrinal theologians can use. As such, Paul van Imschootôs contribution 

to theological method is enduring, and it may cast light upon a rarely 

traveled and largely uncharted path for contemporary biblical theologians 

to explore.  

 
The author expresses deep gratefulness to Marina Teirlinck and Peter Schmidt 

of Hoger Diocesaan Godsdienstinstituut in Ghent, Garez Rony of Groot-

seminarie Brugge, Robert Rezetko of Radboud University Nijmegen, and 

Gregory Dawes of the University of Otago for enabling access to rare resources 

in the course of research for the present study.  
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Nahum scholars typically interpret the reference to YHWHôs Thirteen 

Attributes of Mercy in Nah 1:3a as a re-reading meant to minimize 

YHWHôs mercy and emphasize his wrath. This article shows that the 

quote originates from Num 14:17ï18 while maintaining an allusion to 

Exod 34:6ï7. In this light, Nah 1:3a does not explain YHWHôs wrath 

against Assyria; rather, it explains how YHWH could pardon Judahôs 

apostasy and deliver his people. 

 

KEYWORDS: Nahum, Exodus 34, Numbers 14, hesed, massa 

 

While Nahum scholars agree that the book contains ñmajesticò poetry, 

they also usually credit it with a simplistic theme.1 Whether the commen-

tator admires or disdains the content, there is agreement that Nahum uses 

strikingly descriptive words to pronounce a basic message.2  For exam-

 
1. Robert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (trans. George Gregory; 

Boston: Crocker & Brewer, 1829), 180. Klaas Spronk correctly observes, ñOn at least 

one point all scholars who have studied the book agree: the author was a gifted poetò 

(Nahum [HCOT; Kampen, the Netherlands: Kok Pharos, 1997], 12). 

 

2. Examples of scholars who endorse Nahumôs message and praise his skill include, 

Tremper Longman, ñNahum,ò in The Minor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository 

Commentary (ed. T. McComiskey; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 2:765ï829; O. Allis, 

ñNahum, Nineveh, Elkosh,ò EvQ 27 (1955), 67ï80; R. Patterson and M. Travers, 

ñNahum: Poet Laureate of the Minor Prophets,ò JETS 33 (1990): 437ï44. Works critical 

of Nahumôs theology include, J. Smith, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 

Books of Micah, Zephaniah, and Nahum, (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1911); J. 

Mihelic, ñThe Concept of God in the Book of Nahum,ò Int 2 (1948): 199ï207; J. 

Sanderson, ñNahum,ò in The Womenôs Bible Commentary (ed. C. Newsom and S. Ringe; 

Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1992), 217ï21; G. Baumann, Gottes Gewalt im 

Wandel: Traditionsgeschichtliche und intertextuelle Studien zu Nahum 1,2ï8 (WMANT 

108; Neukichener Verlag, Neukirchen-Vluyn, 2005). For a discussion of Nahumôs 

detractors, see J. OôBrien, Nahum (2nd ed.; Readings; London: Sheffield Academic, 
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ple, ñThe book of Nahum runs the risk of being monotonous because of 

the singularity of the authorôs purpose and theme. He is intent on saying 

only one thing: Nineveh shall fall. But the variety of methods which he 

employs in saying this one thing are quite remarkable and lend great 

force to his message.ò3 In the opinion of this author, the prophet ill-

deserves the reputation for theological simplicity. To adequately 

substantiate that statement would require more space than allotted here. 

This article only addresses how the presupposition of Nahumôs simplistic 

theme of vengeance has affected the interpretation of Nah 1:3a: ñYHWH 

is slow to anger and great in power, but he will not leave the guilty 

unpunished.ò4 Nahum commentators have reached near consensus that 

Nah 1:3a adapts YHWHôs revelation of his Thirteen Attributes of Mercy 

(Exod 34:6ï7) in order to mete out vengeance against Assyria. This 

interpretation, however, misses the subtlety and intricacy of the 

reference. Specifically, it will be argued that scholars have: (1) failed to 

recognize that Nahum primarily quotes from Num 14:17ï18, (2) 

misinterpreted Nahumôs inclusion of  ˥˩˘˪ˣˡˠˣ, (ñand great in powerò) and 

(3) misconstrued Nahumôs excision of ˡ˯˥˘˟˶ˣ (ñand great in loving-

kindnessò).5 Because of these errors, commentators have not recognized 

                                                                                                             
2009), 101ï20. OôBrien perceptively comments, ñNahum, according to these interpreters, 

is a violent, nationalistic book, one morally repugnant to modern persons. Its moral 

inferiority, however, does not mask its literary artistry. Nahum is a bad book written 

wellò (p. 105). 

 

3. P. Robertson, The Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah (NICOT; Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 26. Other expressions of the one-simple-theme theory appear 

in M. Floyd, ñThe book of Nahum is largely concerned with a particular historical event: 

the fall of Nineveh to combined forces of the Babylonian and Medes in 612 BCEò (Minor 

Prophets, Part 2 [FOTL 22; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000], 4); G. Johnston, ñGod will 

judge the wicked (both empires and individuals) who inflict military destruction on His 

people and the world as a whole (Nah. 1:2ï8)ò (ñNahumôs Rhetorical Allusions to Neo-

Assyrian Conquest Metaphors,ò BSac 159 [2002]: 22); D. Clark and H. Hatton, ñthe 

theme of Nahumôs prophecy is restricted to a single topic, the fall of Ninevehò (A 

Translatorôs Handbook on the Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah [Helps for 

Translators; New York: United Bible Societies, 1989], 1). A. George associates the 

simplicity of Nahum to the structure of the book in Michée, Sophonie, Nahum (2nd ed.; 

Paris: Cerf, 1958), 78. 

 

4. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are mine. 

 

5. The deficiency of this translation is acknowledged, per N. Glueck: ñl ˯˥ cannot be 

adequately translated in many languages, including Englishò (Hesed in the Bible 

[Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1967], 267). 
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that while Nah 1:3a has implications for Nineveh, it primarily refers to 

Judahôs apostasy. 

 

THE THIRTEEN ATTRIBUTES 

 

The account of YHWHôs self-revelation on Mount Sinai ñis found no 

less than seven times completely and more than twenty times partly in 

the Old Testament.ò6 Understandably, scholars therefore assume that 

Nahum adapts Exod 34:6ï7. A typical comment to this effect comes 

from Marvin Sweeney: 

This statement was made by YHWH to Moses at the time that 

YHWH revealed the divine self to Moses following the Golden 

Calf incident at Sinai. In the Exodus narrative, it serves as a 

statement of YHWHôs mercy and justice, and thereby explains the 

capacity for judgment against those in Israel who abandoned 

YHWH for an idol as well as YHWHôs capacity to show fidelity to 

those who show fidelity to YHWH. The Nahum version of this 

statement is clearly shortened, and represents an attempt to 

interpret the statement in relation to the rhetorical needs of Na-

hum, i.e., it emphasizes YHWHôs power and capacity for justice 

against an enemy but it does not include the statements 

concerning YHWHôs mercy. This is in contrast to the version of 

the statement that appears in Jon 4:2 which emphasizes YHWHôs 

mercy because divine mercy is a major concern of the book of 

Jonah. Essentially, Nahum (like Jonah) borrows, rereads, and 

modifies a well-known statement from tradition to make a point 

about YHWHôs character.7  

Sweeney represents established opinion in three ways. First, he makes no 

mention of Num 14:17ï18.8 Second, Sweeney credits Nahumôs revisions 

 
6. Klaas Spronk, ñNahum, and the Book of the Twelve: A Response to Jakob 

Wöhrle,ò JHebS 9 (2009): 4. 

 

7. Marvin Sweeney, The Twelve Prophets (Berit Olam; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 

2000ï2001), 2:428. Similarly, Spronk believes, ñThe poet put his own stamp on the 

traditional formulae. The original positive message was óvengefully reappliedô to 

underline the announcement of YHWHôs anger coming upon his enemiesò (Spronk, 

Nahum, 36). 

 

8. Almost all commentators attribute this reference to Exod 34. A few of these also note 

the similarities with Num 14 without making any further note of the Numbers passage.  

For instance, K. Cathcart links Nah 1:3 and Exod. 34:6 but then adds, ñA similar list of 
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to vengeance against Assyria. Third, he asserts that Nahum edited these 

words in a manner contrary to the original quote. This article will now 

examine Nah 1:3a in light of Num 14:17ï18 and Exod 34:6ï7 and argue 

that Nahum primarily quotes Num 14. Once this is established, it will be 

shown that the quote refers more to Judahôs apostasy than Ninevehôs 

destruction; the quote sets the events of Nahum in the context of Israelôs 

rebellions in Exod 32 and Num 14. 

 

NUMBERS 14 

 

A comparison of Nah 1:3a, Exod 34:6ï7, and Num 14:17ï18 yields two 

conspicuous similarities between Nahum and Numbers not present in 

Exodus. First, both Nah 1:3 and Num 14:18 begin, ˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞ ˢˣˢ˧ 

(ñYHWH is slow to angerò). Even though the same words are found in 

Exod 34:6, there the name sx ˢ˧ is doubled and then ˭ˣˮ˥ˣ ˫ˣ˥˶ ˪˞ (ña 

compassionate and gracious Godò) separatesˢˣˢ˧  from ˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞. 

Contrary to Spronkðwho notes ñthe uncommon word orderò of   ˨˶˞ ˢˣˢ˧

˫˧˲˞ in Nah 1:3 and attributes it to ñthe fact that the poet wanted to link 

these lines to previous stropheòðthe ñuncommon word orderò suggests 

that Nahum begins by quoting Numbers instead of Exodus.9 

 Second, and more importantly, Nah 1:3a contains the phrase 

˥˩˘˪ˡˠˣ. Almost all scholars treat these words as an original insertion by 

the prophet, rather than a quotation from Num 14:17. For example,  

                                                                                                             
attributes is found in Num. 14:18; Ps. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13ò (Nahum in the 

Light of Northwest Semitic [BibOr 26; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1973], 45). E. 

Achtemeier includes, ñHowever, lest the reader of Nahumôs words think Godôs hesitancy 

is due to lack of power, the prophet, in the manner of Numbers 14:17 and Romans 9:22, 

emphasizes also Godôs mightò (NahumïMalachi [IBC; Louisville: John Knox, 1986], 

12). A. Pinker and W. Maier do link Nah 1:3a and Num 14:17ï18. Pinker hypothesizes 

that Nahum quoted Num 14:17ï18 instead of Exod 34:6ï7 because the wording from 

Numbers proved more adaptable to the acrostic structure of Nah 1:2ï8: ñOn the Genesis 

of Nahum 1:3a,ò Hiphil 4 (2007): 3ï4. Maier appears to link ˥˩˘˪ˡˠˣ to Num 14:17, in the 

statement, ñFor Yahweh is ógreat in powerô (Num 14:17)ò (The Book of Nahum: A 

Commentary [St. Louis: Concordia, 1959; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980], 156). 

Unfortunately, he makes no comment clarifying how Nah 1:3 relates to Num 14. R. 

Patterson remarks upon the similarity to Num 14:17 but sees a stronger tie to Ps 147:5, 

which reads, ˥ ˩˘˟˶ˣ ˣˮ˧ˮˣˡ˞ ˪ˣˡˠ (ñGreat is our Lord and great in powerò). See R. Patterson, 

Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah: An Exegetical Commentary (Richardson, Tex.: Biblical 

Studies, 2003), 36. 

 

9. Spronk, Nahum, 36. 
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˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞ . . . occurs frequently in Scripture (near parallels to this 

verse are found in Exod. 34:6; Num. 14:18; Neh. 9:17; Ps. 86:15; 

103:8; 145:8; Jer. 15:15; Joel 2:13). In these contexts, how-

ever,˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞  is followed by affirmations of divine love or fealty 

rather than the affirmation ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠˣ (but of great power). The 

difference between these usages may be accounted for by the 

context here being one of judgment.10  

 

This is understandable if one assumes that Nahum quotes Exod 34, as 

that passage contains no form of either of these words. However, they do 

occur in Num 14:17:   ˢ˸˰ˣ˪ˡˠ˧˧ˮˡ˞ ˥˩ ˞ˮ˘ (ñAnd now, please let the power 

of the Lord be greatò). Rather than reinterpreting YHWHôs Attributes, 

the prophet merely reordered the quotation from Num 14:17ï18 by 

inserting a phrase from verse 17, minus the entreaty ˞,ˮ into the middle of 

the quotation from verse 18.   

Two less pronounced aspects of Nah 1:3 suggest ties to Exod 

34:6ï7 not present in Num 14:17ï18. The quotation in Nah 1:3 begins 

and ends with s ˣˢ˧ . In Exod 34:6, ñthe covenant name of God is repeated 

twice, precisely as in Nahum,ò but in Exodus, the name is doubled at the 

beginning, while in Nahum, s ˣˢ˧ begins and ends the line.11 Also, the 

beginning of Nah 1:2, ˢˣˢ˧ ˫˵ˮˣ ˞ˣˮ˵ ˪˞  (ñYHWH is a jealous and 

avenging Godò), is reminiscent of ˞ˣˢ ˞ˮ˵ ˪˞ ˣˬ˷ ˞ˮ˵ ˢˣˢ˧  (ñYHWH, 

whose name is jealous, he is a jealous Godò) in Exod 34:14. The 

linguistic comparison suggests that Nahum blended aspects of Num 14 

and Exod 34; yet, the syntactic ties to Num 14 are stronger than those to 

Exod 34. 

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NAHUMôS VERSION 

 

The understanding that Nahum quoted Num 14 makes the prophetôs 

editing appear less arbitrary. To demonstrate this, the Hebrew text of 

both passages appears below, with strikethrough marks across the words 

that occur in Num 14:17ï18, but not in Nah 1:3a. 

 

 

 

 

 
10. Longman, ñNahum,ò 789. 

 

11. Robertson, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah, 63.  
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˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞ ˢˣˢ˧  ˢˣˢ˧ ˢ˵ˮ˧ ˞˪ ˢ˵ˮˣ ˥˩˘˪ˡˠˣ(Nah 1:3a) 

 

ˢ˸˰ˣ ˘˪ˡˠ˧˞ˮ  ˥˩˶ˬ˞˪ ˸˶˟ˡ ˶˷˞˩ ˧ˮˡ˞  ˫˧˲˞ ˨˶˞ ˢˣˢ˧ ˭ˣ˰ ˞˷ˮ ˡ˯˥˘˟˶ˣ

˰˷˲ˣ  ˢ˵ˮ˧ ˞˪ ˢ˵ˮˣ˫˧˰˟˶˘˪˰ˣ ˫˧˷˪˷˘˪˰ ˫˧ˮ˟˘˪˰ ˸ˣ˟˞ ˭ˣ˰ ˡ˵˲  

(Num 14:17ï18) 

This comparison shows that (1) all of the words in Nah 1:3a occur in 

Num 14:17ï18, (2) the quote in Nahum begins and ends with ˢˣˢ˧ while 

Num 14:17ï18 names s ˣˢ˧ only once, (3) Nahum includes only select 

portions of Num 14:17ï18, (4) the particle ˞ ˮ has been removed from 

between ˪ ˡˠ˧ and ˥ ,˩ and (5) ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠˣ has been inserted between the two 

clauses from verse 18. The remainder of this article will explore the 

purpose for these changes.  

 The above task begins negatively; these changes do not support 

the belief that the prophet sculpted the quote to excise mention of 

YHWHôs mercy and to emphasize the vengeance against Assyria, as is 

typically argued:   

 

In most of these passages the emphasis is upon Godôs mercy, his 

slowness to anger, and his willingness to forgive. Nahumôs em-

phasis, however, is quite different. While he acknowledges this 

traditional confession about the nature of Yahweh, he shapes the 

statement to support his own borrowed portrait of Yahweh as an 

enraged God of harsh vengeance. In contrast to all the other 

occurrences of this confessional statement w◖rab Ỡesed or ûg◖dôl 

ỠǕsed, ñand great in loving kindness,ò Nahum has ûg◖dôl kôaỠ, 

ñbut great in strength.ò This shifts the thought from Godôs merci-

ful willingness to forgive back to Godôs majesty, and the shift is 

completed by the following statement that Nahum shares with 

Ex. 34:7 and Num. 14:18: ñAnd Yahweh will certainly not acquit 

the guilty.ò12  

 

This argument fails on both pointsðneither the excision of ˥˘˟˶ˣˡ˯ , nor 

the insertion of ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠˣ supports this conclusion.  

 It can be agreed, without controversy, that Nahum pronounces 

YHWHôs vengeance upon Assyria. According to Nah 1:12ï13, 2:1 [1:15 

NRSV], and 2:3 [2:2], the restoration of Judah and Jacob provide one 

motive for this vengeance. With this understanding, however, it cannot 

 
12. J. Roberts, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox, 1991), 50. 
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be maintained that Nahumôs message of vengeance motivated the 

removal of l ˯˥. Works devoted to the meaning of ˡ˯˥ consistently link 

YHWHôs ˡ˯˥ to his vengeance against the enemies of his people: ñGodôs 

might, exercised for the sake of his people, is virtually identical with his 

Ỡesed.ò13 Psalm 136 provides a vivid example of this. The word l ˯˥ 

appears in each of the psalmôs twenty-six verses. In verses 10ï21 it is 

YHWHôs judgment for the sake of his people that demonstrates his l ˯˥. 

Most notably, in Ps 136:10 YHWH showed his l ˯˥ by killing Egyptian 

children. Another example comes from Ps 143:12, where the psalmist 

invoked YHWHôs ˡ˯˥ as the basis for the annihilation of the psalmistôs 

enemies. ñEarly commentaries proposed emendations for Ỡesed on the 

ground that extermination and destruction could scarcely be considered 

an expression of Godôs mercy. . . . Although God is usually asked in his 

Ỡesed or ԃǝmet to deliver the psalmist, he is regularly to do this by 

shaming or destroying the enemy.ò14 As often acknowledged, the He-

brew word l ˯˥ defies translation into English. To render it as loving-

kindness, imbue it with the modern idea of loving-kindness, and then 

deem the word inconsistent with Nahumôs message does not do justice to 

the term or explain its absence from Nahum.15 The concept of ˡ˯˥ 

matches Nahumôs vengeance against Nineveh. 

 Attributing the addition of ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠˣ merely to vengeance fails for 

similar reasons. While a few Nahum commentators note a connection to 

Num 14, none remark upon the significance for interpreting Nahum. In 

Numbers, Moses interceded for Israel by asking that YHWHôs power 

would be great, enabling his mercy. In a commentary on Numbers, 

Baruch Levine makes this point and draws the proper correlation to 

Nahum: ñThe precise connotation of kôͧ h (normally óstrength, powerô) 

in this verse requires comment. The sense here is óforbearance, re-

straint,ô namely, the strength to restrain the use of destructive power. 

Moses appeals to God, with some indirection, not to unleash his wrath 

against his people. This nuance is expressed in Nah 1:3: óYHWH is long 

tempered and of great forbearance (ugedol kôͧh).ôò16 Timothy Ashley 

 
13. Glueck, Hesed, 82. 

 

14. K. Sakenfeld, The Meaning of Hesed in the Hebrew Bible: A New Inquiry (HSM 17; 

Missoula, Mont.: Scholars, 1978), 220ï21. 

 

15. This is not to dispute the validity of ñloving-kindnessò as a translation. It is to 

acknowledge the limitations of the translation and to note that modern conceptions of 

ñloving-kindnessò differ from ancient Hebrew ones. 

  

16. B. Levine, Numbers 1ï20: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 

(AB 4; New York: Doubleday, 1993), 366. 
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also links YHWHôs power to his mercy: ñWhat Moses means is that 

Yahweh should show his great power by revealing, once again, his heart 

of mercy and forgiveness.ò17 In Num 14:17 the phrase ˥ ˩ ˞ˮ˘˪ˡˠ˧ has the 

opposite connotation to the one ascribed by Nahum commentators.  

The theory that the prophet shaped his quote to emphasize Godôs 

vengeance fails at one more point. The quotation in verse 3 ceases after 

assuring the reader that YHWH will not acquit the guilty. Therefore, 

Nahum also lacks the generational curseðñvisiting the iniquity of the 

fathers upon the descendants to the third and fourth generationsò (Num 

14:18)ðthat both Numbers and Exodus include. Nahumôs application of 

Exod 34 and Num 14 demonstrates more theological nuance than just a 

vengeful motive.   

 Having provided evidence against the prevailing opinion, this 

article now asserts that the prophet knit together the quotation to put the 

prophecy in the context of the rebellions in the wilderness and at Mount 

Sinai. The salient similarities between Exod 34, Num 14, and Nahum 

commend this interpretation. Both Exod 34 and Num 14 follow events 

where the Israelites offended YHWH so gravely that he vowed to 

obliterate them. In both cases, Moses immediately interceded and stayed 

total annihilation. In both instances, Godôs wrath consumed a multitude, 

despite Mosesô prayer. 

 Nahum does not use Exod 34 and Num 14 contrary to their 

original contexts; instead, Nahum crafts the quote to identify the 

prophecy as a third manifestation of the same circumstance. In Numbers, 

Exodus, and Nahum, YHWHôs covenant people acted faithlessly to the 

degree that his wrath burned against them, but it did not destroy them. 

Nahum compares Israelôs (2 Kgs 15:19) and Judahôs (2 Kgs 16:17) 

covenants with Assyria to the worshiping of the golden calf in Exod 32 

and the rebellion of Num 14. This explains the judgment suffered at the 

hands of Assyria as well as the deliverance from Assyria.   

 Since commentators typically miss, or disregard, the reference to 

Num 14:17, they construe ˥˩˘˪ˡˠˣ as a statement of wrath. As shown 

above, this interpretation does not fit with Num 14. It does not fit with 

Exod 34 either. After the golden calf, Moses also used the phrase˪ˣˡˠ ˥˩˟  

in the midst of his plea that YHWH not exterminate the Israelites (Exod 

32:11). Therefore, in both Num 14 and Exod 32, Godôs great power is 

not at odds with his mercy but enables it. 

 
17. T. Ashley, The Book of Numbers (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 257.  



COOK: The Thirteen Attributes in Nahum                               35 

 Why then would Nahum remove ˞ ˮfrom the phrase? The word 

˞ ˮhas the context of ñentreaty or exhortation.ò18 In Nahum the phrase 

lacks ˞ ˮ because it comes in an announcement, not an entreaty. The 

prophet Nahum heralded YHWHôs deliverance rather than pleading for 

it.   

 Therefore, the phrase has developed from Numbers to Nahum. 

What Moses asked in Numbers happens in Nahum. Nahum announces it 

as fact. YHWH is ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠ. Nahumôs poetry proclaims that Mosesôs prayer 

from Num 14:17ï19 has crossed centuries to bring about YHWHôs 

mercy on his rebellious people.  

The classification of Nahum as a   ˞˷ˬ(Nah 1:1) strengthens this 

hypothesis. In the ñseminal workò on the term ˞˷ˬ,19 Richard Weis 

concludes: 

 

Except for Nahum 1:2ï3:19 the exemplars of the genre maŜŜǕᾹ 

that survive in the final form of the Hebrew Bible are used to 

expound the manifestation in human events and affairs of the 

divine plan/intention revealed in some previously communicated 

expression of the divine will. This previously communicated 

revelation is always outside the maŜŜǕᾹ.20 

 

By beginning the prophecy in this way, the book of Nahum removes the 

need for Weis to qualify his definition. Nahum also ñexpound[s] the 

manifestation in human eventsò of YHWHôs revealed willðto have 

mercy upon Judah and Jacob, despite their rebellion.21   

 
18. ñ˞ ˓ˮ,ò TWOT, BibleWorks 8. 

 

19. M. Boda, ñFreeing the Burden of Prophecy: MaŜŜǕᾹ and the Legitimacy of Prophecy 

in Zech 9ï14,ò Bib 87 (2006): 342. 

 

20. R. Weis, ñThe Genre MaŜŜǕᾹ in the Hebrew Bibleò (PhD diss., The Claremont 

Graduate School, 1986), 273; emphasis his. Endorsements of Weisôs analysis include, D. 

Christensen, Nahum: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 24F; 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 152ï53; Sweeney, Twelve Prophets, 2:423; 

M. Floyd, ñThe MAśśAᾹ (maŜŜǕᾹ) as a Type of Prophetic Book,ò JBL 121 (2002): 403. 

  

21. Nahum contains other fulfillments of ñpreviously communicated revelation.ò 

Unfortunately, explanation of this is beyond the scope of the present work. The assertion 

by Spronk that ñthe words of Nahum can often be read as a reinterpretation of oracles in, 

for instance, Isa. 5:24ï30; 10:5ï19; 14:24ï27; and 30:27ï33ò (Spronk, Nahum, 7ï8) 

demonstrates that Nahum may be read as a fulfillment of various prophecies regarding 

Assyria.  
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 This hypothesis counters the widespread belief that ñIn the three 

chapters of Nahum there is not a hint of criticism of the Judah of the 

seventh century BCE, nor a whisper of threat of judgment against the 

people for their sins (at least in the book as it stands now).ò22 Over a 

hundred years ago, J. M. P. Smith criticized Nahum because, ñinstead of 

grieving over the sin of Judah and striving with might and main to warn 

her of the error of her ways that she herself, might turn and live, Nahum 

was apparently content to lead her in a jubilant celebration of the 

approaching death of Assyria.ò23 However, careful attention to how 

Nahum begins demonstrates this is not the case. 

 After Moses recited YHWHôs self-revelation in Num 14:18, he 

continued with the petition, ñplease forgive the iniquity of this people as 

the greatness of your loving-kindness and as you have lifted this people 

from Egypt until now.ò Nahum begins by allusion, demonstrating how 

YHWH has pardoned his people. The intercession of Moses remains 

effective. YHWH patiently endured Judahôs apostasy and adultery with 

Assyria. His power to forbear proved sufficient to spare them. He did 

not, however, leave the guilty unpunished, as YHWH ñafflictedò (Nah 

1:12) Judah for nearly a century before breaking off the Assyrian ñyokeò 

(1:13).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This article contends that Nahum scholars typically misinterpret the 

reference to YHWHôs Thirteen Attributes of Mercy. Instead of 

recognizing that Nahum primarily quotes from Num 14:17ï18, they 

interpret Nah 1:3a as a statement of YHWHôs wrath against Nineveh. 

The article demonstrated that the lack of mention of YHWHôs ˡ˯˥ cannot 

be attributed to a desire for vengeance against Assyria. It was also shown 

that the insertion of ˥ ˩˘˪ˡˠˣ comes from Num 14:17 as a statement 

supporting YHWHôs mercy, rather than contradicting it. The allusions to 

Num 14 and Exod 34 place Nahum in the context of two of Israelôs most 

serious rebellions. Therefore, the version of the Thirteen Attributes in 

Nah 1:3a serves to explain how YHWH could have mercy on his 

rebellious people and bring them deliverance from Assyria: ñYHWH is 

 
22. R. Mason, Micah, Nahum, Obadiah (OTG 28; Sheffield, England; JSOT, 1991), 57. 

 

23. Smith, Critical, 281. 
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slow to anger and great in power, but he [has not left] the guilty 

unpunished.ò 
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In the OT there are two accounts of theophany recorded in Exod 19ï20 

and Deut 4ï5. Some scholars thus argue that Deut 4 is constructed in 

such a way as to show that hearing is superior to sight. This paper 

argues that the senses of sight and hearing are used together to attain 

knowledge of God and that this interrelation between seeing and 

hearing is intended. The account of theophany on Mount Sinai is used 

as an example to show that seeing and hearing are often mingled to 

complement each other. The presence of God is experienced through 

hearing the voice of God and seeing God speaking out of fire, cloud, 

and smoke on the mountain. There is no sign to prove that one sense is 

superior to the other in the account of theophany. They are both means 

by which to experience God. 

 

KEYWORDS: senses, sight, hearing, theophany, knowledge of 

God, epistemology 

 

It is through human senses that one perceives God and the world. Thus a 

range of verbs relating to the five senses is found in the OT,2 but not all 

of the senses receive the same emphasis in terms of number of occur-

rences. In ancient society (as in modern times), seeing and hearing were 

the most prominent senses and are sometimes called the ñhigh senses.ò3 

 
1. I sincerely thank the editors and the anonymous JESOT reviewers for their insightful 

feedback and comments which helped improve this articleôs clarity and argument; 

however, I am responsible for all remaining flaws. 

 

2. Avrahamiôs study explores all of the senses in the OT. Y. Avrahami, The Senses of 

Scripture: Sensory Perception in the Hebrew Bible (LHBOTS 545; New York: T&T 

Clark, 2012). 

 

3. The sense of sight is regarded as the highest sense and the lowest one is usually touch. 

See R. Jèutte, A History of the Senses: From Antiquity to Cyberspace (Oxford: Polity, 

2005), 63. The sense of hearing is seen as ñthe bridgeò between the ñhighestò sense of 

 

mailto:sunny@teamtc.tw
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This is the same case as in the OT. These two senses are the most 

significant ones in the epistemic process. There is, however, a debate of 

whether the sense of sight is superior to the sense of hearing or whether 

the sense of hearing is superior to the sense of sight in the OT.  

In 1960 Boman proclaimed the idea that hearing was the crucial 

sense by means of which the Israelites learned about the world. He 

argued that, for the Hebrew, the sense of hearing was the most important 

sense ñfor the experience of truth (as well as various kinds of feelings), 

but for the Greek it had to be his sight.ò4 Even though Barr argued 

against this view in 1961,5 Stephen Geller in his article repeats it and 

argues that Deut 4 is constructed in such a way as to show that hearing is 

superior.6 Carasik picked up this issue years later and again used Deuter-

onomy to argue that it is seeing, not hearing, which has the central place 

in the Israelitesô understanding of how people acquire knowledge about 

the world.7 He asserts that Bomanôs argument ñcomes not from an 

analysis of Israelite modes of thought, but from the attempt to contrast 

óHebrew mentalityô with óGreek mentality.ôò 8 

                                                                                                             
sight and the ñlowerò senses of smell, taste, and touch. M. M. Smith, Sensory History 

(Oxford: Berg, 2007), 41. 

 

4. T. Boman, Hebrew Thought Compared with Greek (London: SCM, 1960), 206. Jay 

accepts the view that vision was central for the Greeks as well. See M. Jay, Downcast 

Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993), 36. 

 

5. In his book, Barr explains the intellectual background of Bomanôs concept. J. Barr, The 

Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 46ï58. See 

also, J. Barr, Biblical Words for Time (London: SCM, 1962), 137ï42. 

 

6. S. A. Geller, ñFiery Wisdom: Logos and Lexis in Deuteronomy 4,ò Prooftexts 14 

(1994): 103ï39. He argues, ñDt 4 has established a context in which óseeingô and 

óhearingô are contrasted rather than combined in the common hendiadys. Not only does 

he oppose the terms to each other, but also orders them religiously: óhearingô is promoted, 

óseeingô demoted in significance as regards revelation, and, by extension, all religious 

experienceò (p. 113). 

 

7. M. Carasik, Theologies of the Mind in Biblical Israel (New York: Peter Lang, 2005), 

38. 

 

8. Ibid., 33. For criticism of Bomanôs work, see W. K. Bechtold, ñThe Eyes of Both of 

Them Were Opened: A Rhetorical-Theological Analysis of the Theme of Visual 

Perception in the Narrative of Genesisò (PhD diss., Midwestern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, 2014), 8. 
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The question that arises from this debate is whether this division 

of epistemology into either visual or auditory is legitimate. If one 

embraces the view that a particular sense is primary in the epistemic 

process, then he or she is suggesting that one sense is superior to the 

other in epistemology. Many biblical narratives, however, suggest 

otherwise. Sight and hearing are often complementary. For example, in 

Jacobôs story, God made himself known to Jacob through a vision in a 

dream. The account of his dream is as followed: 
 

And he dreamed [and behold (ˢˮˢˣ)] there was a ladder set up on 

the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and [behold (ˢˮˢˣ)] the 

angels of God (˫ ˧ˢ˪˞ ˧˩˞˪ˬ) were ascending and descending on 

it. And [behold (s ˮˢˣ)] the Lord stood (˟ ˴ˮ) beside him and said, 

ñI am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of 

Isaac. . . . Know [and behold (s ˮˢˣ)] that I am with you and will 

keep (˶ ˬ̅)9 you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this 

land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have 

promised you.ò (Gen 28:12ï15)10 

 

The visual aspect of Jacobôs dream is described by four clauses 

beginning with s ˮˢ.11 While the first three clauses beginning with ˢˮˢ 

(Gen 28:12, 13) are followed by visual images, namely, a ladder, the 

angels of God, and the Lord himself, the last one (Gen 28:15) is actually 

followed by Godôs utterance. The repetition of ˢˮˢ rhetorically shifts 

Jacobôs (and also the readersô) attention from what he sees to what he 

hears. 12 The visual elements provide sound evidence for Jacob to trust in 

the promise that he heard from God. Jacobôs perception of God will not 

be complete if he only sees God without hearing his words. In this 

passage, we see the interrelation of seeing and hearing. Both are signi-

ficant in the epistemic process. 

 
9. This is the only place in Genesis where God is the subject of ˶ˬ̅, and before that this 

verb is usually used to refer to men keeping Godôs covenant or commandments. 

Bechtold, ñVisual Perception,ò 164. 

 

10. All translations are working from the NRSV unless otherwise noted. 

 

11. For the function of this term sˮˢ, see F. I. Andersen, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew 

(The Hague: Mouton, 1974), 95. 

 

12. Bechtold, ñVisual Perception,ò 165. 
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Similarly, in Job 42:5ï6, we see the juxtaposition of the senses 

of seeing and hearing.13 Jobôs knowledge of God is not based solely on 

the sense of hearing or seeing but on both. Only after he hears and sees 

God, he gains adequate knowledge of God. 

In the book of Zechariah, the prophet sees many visions but he 

does not understand them until Godôs angelic interlocutor explains their 

meaning to him. In other words, Zechariah needs both senses of seeing 

and hearing to comprehend Godôs will. Some might argue that this shows 

hearing is the primary sense of perceiving God.14 However, without 

seeing these visions, Zechariah cannot perceive the divine fully. Besides, 

the fact that the phrase ñI looked up and sawò repeats throughout the 

book of Zechariah (Zech 1:18; 2:1; 5:1, 9; 6:1; 12:10) and the word ˭ ˧˰ 

(ñeyeò) appears 17 times while ˢ˞˶ (ñto seeò) appears 20 times, all 

indicate that the sense of sight is emphasised. For Zechariah, seeing vis-

ions and hearing angelôs words are both indispensable in understanding 

Godôs will. 

Thus, I argue that it is illegitimate to emphasise one sense over 

the other in Hebrew epistemology because sight and hearing are often 

used together in a significant way. In many instances these two senses 

are combined, such as in ñhearing the voice of the signò (Exod 4:8) or 

ñseeing the soundò (Exod 20:18).15 This suggests that this interrelation 

between seeing and hearing is intended, in particular, in the epistemic 

process. 

In the following two parts of this article, I will first briefly sur-

vey the use of sight and hearing in relation to knowledge and show that 

both senses are seen as a way of acquiring knowledge in an epistemic 

process. Then I will use the account of theophany on Mount Sinai as an 

example to show that there is not a primary sense in attaining knowledge 

of God and dividing them is therefore unproductive because by doing so, 

one fails to grasp the significance of the interrelation between seeing and 

hearing and knowing God. 

 
13. For detailed analysis of this passage, see below. 

 

14. G. W. Savran, ñSeeing Is Believing: On the Relative Priority of Visual and Verbal 

Perception of the Divine,ò Biblical Interpretation 17 (2009): 326. 

 

15. The combination of different senses is not uncommon. For synesthesia of senses, see 

L. E. Marks, The Unity of the Senses: Interrelations among the Modalities (New York: 

Academic Press, 1978). 
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SIGHT, HEARING, AND KNOWLEDGE 

 

Sight and Knowledge 

 

The verb s ˞˶ (ñto seeò) occurs 1,299 times in the OT. The word ˭˧˰ 

(ñeyeò) occurs 868 times. This makes the sense of sight the most 

frequently referred to of the senses. For the Israelites, vision was not only 

the most important means by which to perceive the world but was also a 

metaphor for understanding.16 The vast number of occurrences of ˢ˞˶ 

and ˭ ˧˰ and the complexity of their usage makes it impossible to examine 

all the verses. As a result, I will focus mainly on the literal use of this 

verb, that is, seeing with physical eyes. The passages that I quote are 

selective but try to cover nearly every stage of Israelôs history to show 

that the sight-knowledge relationship emerges throughout the OT. 

In the OT, seeing (s˞˶) and knowing (˰ ˡ˧) are closely related.17 

For example, in Josh 3:3ï4, Joshua comments to the people: 

 

When you see (˫˩˸ˣ˞˶˩) the ark of the covenant of the LORD 

your God being carried by the levitical priests, then you shall set 

out from your place. Follow it, so that you may know (ˣ˰ˡ˸) the 

way you should go, for you have not passed this way before. 

 

In order to know where to go, the Israelites have to depend on 

their vision. In this instance, vision is the only way of obtaining 

knowledge. Similarly in Josh 3:7, the Lord said to Joshua, ñThis day I 

wil l begin to exalt you in the sight (˧ˮ ˧˰˟) of all Israel, so that they may 

know (˭ ˣ˰ˡ˧) that I will be with you as I was with Moses.ò Although the 

verb of seeing is not used, ñin the sight ofò implies the act of seeing. 

Through seeing the exaltation of Joshua, the Israelites will know that 

God is with him.18 

We find the juxtaposition of sight and knowledge in the Prophets 

as well. For example, in Ezek 14:23, ñThey shall console you, when you 

see (x ˞˶˸) their ways and their deeds; and you shall know (˫˸˰ˡ˧) that it 

 
16. Carasik, Theologies, 43. Simcha Kogut offers a suggestion as how to interpret ˢ˞˶. 

He suggests that when it is followed by a ñsingle constituent,ò it means ñto seeò whereas, 

if it is followed by a clause, it means ñto perceive.ò S. Kogut, ñOn the Meaning and 

Syntactical Status of sˮˢ in Bibilcal Hebrew,ò ScrHier 31 (1986): 133ï54. 

 

17. E.g., Exod 3:7; Lev 5:1; Num 24:16; Deut 29:3; 33:9; Isa 32:3. Note that in most of 

these occurrences, the sense of hearing appears as well. 

 

18. See also Josh 3:10ï11. 
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was not without cause that I did all that I have done in it, says the Lord 

God.ò19 Observers will know the appropriateness of Godôs actions when 

they see the ways and deeds of the recent arrivals (the survivors).20 

Similarly in Ezek 6:13, ñAnd you shall know (˫˸˰ˡ˧) that I am the LORD, 

when their slain lie among their idols around their altars, on every high 

hill, on all the mountain tops, under every green tree, and under every 

leafy oak, wherever they offered pleasing odor to all their idols.ò21 Even 

though the verb of sight is not used, the vivid description of the green 

tree and the leafy oak shows that the sense of sight to which is being 

appealed. Knowledge of God is often expressed in relation to seeing a 

mighty act of God. Hence, Balaam describes himself as ñthe one who 

hears the words of God and knows the knowledge of the Most High, who 

sees (s ˤ˥˧) the vision of the Almightyò (Num 24:16). 

Carasik points out that ˰˧ˡˣˢ (to make known), the Hiphil of ˰ˡ˧ 

(to know), indicates that ñit is God who causes, or is asked to cause, 

someone to know.ò22 This is a correct observation, but, very often, when 

God makes himself known, he does it in a public and outward way which 

can be seen with human eyes. God makes himself known through his 

might and power (Jer 16:21) in visible acts. This is shown in Ezek 20:9, 

ñBut I acted for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned in 

the sight of the nations among whom they lived, in whose sight (˫ˢ˧ˮ˧˰˪) 

I made myself known ( ˣˮ˧˸˰ˡ) to them in bringing them out of the land of 

Egypt.ò In Ezek 39:21ï22 God says, ñI will display my glory (ˣ˟˩ˡ ) 

among the nations; and all the nations shall see (x˞˶ˣ ) my judgment that I 

have executed, and my hand that I have laid on them. The house of Israel 

shall know (x ˰ˡ˧) that I am the Lord their God, from that day forward.ò 

All these passages indicate that sight and knowledge are closely related. 

 
19. It has been thought that the ñyouò in Ezek 14:22ï23 refers to the Babylonian exiles, 

but Brownlee argues that the ñyouò are the refugees from Jerusalem, whom Ezekiel met 

while he was in Egypt. W. H. Brownlee, Ezekiel 1ï19 (Waco: Word Books, 1986), 209. 

Cooke points out that ñyouò could mean survivors who will bring their sons and 

daughters or that the sons and daughters are the survivors. G. A. Cooke, A Critical and 

Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936), 154; M. 

Greenberg, Ezekiel (2 vols.; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983), 2:261. 

 

20. D. I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1ï24 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 

452. 

 

21. Cf. Deut 12:2; Hos 4:13. 

 

22. Carasik, Theologies, 40. 
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Next we look at several texts in Exodus which also point to the 

sight-knowledge relationship. In the OT, Godôs glory is characteristically 

visible,23 and thus is always used together with ˢ˞,˶ as in Exod 16:7: ñin 

the morning you shall see (˫˸ ˧˞˶) the glory (ˣ˟˩ˡ ) of the LORD.ò This is 

the first theophany recorded and it happens because of the Israelitesô 

complaint. The glory of God appears in a cloud and the whole congre-

gation sees it (Exod 16:10).24 God hears their complaint and will give 

them meat and bread, as a result of which they ñshall know (˫˸˰ˡ˧ˣ) that I 

am the LORD your Godò (Exod 16:12). On the basis of this firsthand 

experience, the Israelites will come to know that YHWH is their God. 

It is not only human knowledge that is connected to sense 

perception; divine knowledge is also expressed using anthropomorphic 

sense perception. In Gen 18:21 God says, ñI must go down and see 

(ˢ˞˶˞ˣ) whether they have done altogether according to the outcry that 

has come to me; and if not, I will know (s˰ ˡ˞).ò This shows that even for 

God, ñseeing is believingò25 and his knowledge is confirmed by seeing.26 

The Psalter praises the Lord because God sees and knows: ñI will exult 

and rejoice in your steadfast love, because you have seen (˸˧˞˶) my af-

flic tion; you have taken heed (˸˰ ˡ˧) of my adversities . . .ò (Ps 31:7). 

Divine perception is also described in Exod 3:7, ñThen the Lord said, óI 

have observed (s ˞˶) the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have 

heard (˧ ˸˰ˬ̅) their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know 

(˧˸˰ˡ˧) their sufferings.ôò Divine perception and divine knowledge are 

also indications that God is present with the Israelites in Egypt.27 

Our study shows that sight is considered as a way of acquiring 

knowledge in Hebrew epistemology, and is consistently so in nearly 

every stage of the history of Israel. We now turn to the relationship 

between hearing and knowledge. 

 
23. The visibility of Godôs glory is also recorded in Exod 24:17. This shows that the 

visual aspect of Godôs glory is emphasised. As Savran points out, the glory of God is 

described as ña visible and palpable manifestation of the divine.ò G. W. Savran, 

Encountering the Divine: Theophany in Biblical Narrative (JSOTSup 420; London: T&T 

Clark, 2005), 49. 

 

24. The manifestation of Godôs glory proves Godôs presence in the exodus from Egypt. 

Durham argues that Godôs glory is equal to Godôs presence. See J. I. Durham, Exodus 

(WBC 3; Waco: Word Books, 1987), 220. 

 

25. Carasik, Theologies, 40. 

 

26. For a thorough study on the sense of sight in Genesis, see T. Sutskover, Sight and 

Insight in Genesis: A Semantic Study (HBM 56; Sheffield: Sheffield Pheonix, 2013). 

 

27. T. B. Dozeman, Commentary on Exodus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 126. 
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Hearing and Knowledge 

 

The sense of hearing, like the sense of sight, plays a part in Hebrew 

epistemology.28 Hearing as a way of acquiring knowledge may be 

observed in Job 5:27, ñSee, we have searched this out; it is true. Hear 

(ˢˮ˰ˬ̅), and know (˰ )l it for yourself.ò Also, in Jer 6:18, ñTherefore hear 

(ˣ˰ˬ̅), O nations, and know (˧˰ˡˣ), O congregation, what will happen to 

them.ò In these two instances hearing is connected to acquiring know-

ledge. 

Hearing is understood by the Hebrews as one means of knowing. 

People hear in order to get certain knowledge. When it comes to the 

knowledge of God, hearing is also an important means, especially in 

relation to the signs that God performed. Though signs are mostly seen, 

they can also be heard, namely in the form of a report, by those who are 

far away. This is witnessed in Isa 33:13, where the Lord says, ñHear 

(ˣ˰ˬ̅), you who are far away, what I have done; and you who are near, 

acknowledge my might.ò Moses also says that the Egyptians will hear 

how God leads Israel out of Egypt, leading them ñin a pillar of cloud by 

day and in a pillar of fire by nightò (Num 14:13). To see a sign is a direct 

experience. To hear a report of a sign is an indirect experience. For those 

who do not see the signs themselves due to distance or time, they can 

still hear a report of these signs through the testimony of the Israelites 

(Ps 126:2). The signs that YHWH has performed then become a 

testimony to YHWH as the true God, and the proper response to that 

testimony is the acknowledging of God in worship as the true God. Thus, 

in Ps 22, there is a culmination of this, an expectation that the nations 

will hear and accept the testimony to YHWH: ñAll the ends of the earth 

shall remember and turn to the LORD; and all the families of the nations 

shall worship before himò (Ps 22:27).29 

It is natural for people to visualise what they hear in words.30 

Thus, hearing the report of signs should have the same effect as seeing 

 
28. M. Malul, Knowledge, Control, and Sex: Studies in Biblical Thought, Culture, and 

Worldview (Tel Aviv-Jaffa: Archaeological Center Publication, 2002), 145. 

 

29. W. Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997), 129. 

 

30. C. R. Hallpike, The Foundations of Primitive Thought (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), 

159. 
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those signs, that is, the report should lead them to honour God as the true 

God. This effect of hearing a report of signs is shown in the book of 

Joshua, where hearing of signs is recorded several times. First, the ac-

count of the people of Jericho hearing of the miracle of the drying up of 

the water of Red Sea reads: 

 

For we have heard (xˮ˰ˬ̅) how the Lord dried up the water of the 

Red Sea before you when you came out of Egypt, and what you 

did to the two kings of the Amorites that were beyond the 

Jordan, to Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. As soon 

as we heard (˰ˬ̅ˮˣ) it, our hearts melted, and there was no 

courage left in any of us because of you. The LORD your God is 

indeed God in heaven above and on earth below. (Josh 2:10ï11) 

 

Then all the kings of the Amorites heard of the miracle of the 

drying up of the waters of the Jordan River. This is recorded in Josh 5:1: 

 

When all the kings of the Amorites beyond the Jordan to the 

west, and all the kings of the Canaanites by the sea, heard (˰ˬ̅˩) 

that the LORD had dried up the waters of the Jordan for the 

Israelites until they had crossed over, their hearts melted, and 

there was no longer any spirit in them, because of the Israelites. 

 

The last example from Joshua is from chapter 9. When the 

inhabitants of Gibeon heard (x˰ ˬ̅) what Joshua had done to Jericho and 

to Ai (Josh 9:3), they came to make a covenant with Israel. They said to 

Joshua and the men of Israel: 

 

Your servants have come from a very far country, because of the 

name of the Lord your God; for we have heard (xˮ ˰ˬ̅) a report of 

him, of all that he did in Egypt, and all that he did to the two 

kings of the Amorites who were beyond the Jordan, to Sihon the 

king of Heshbon, and to Og king of Bashan, who lived in 

Ashtaroth. (Josh 9:9ï10) 

 

Hearing is, for the Hebrews, a way of acquiring knowledge. 

Knowledge of God is gained through hearing Godôs words and also 

through hearing reports of the miraculous acts of God. These reports 

appear in the form of testimony, thus an appeal to testimony can be seen 
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as another means of knowledge also.31 The sense of hearing is as signi-

ficant as the sense of sight in the epistemology. 

 

Sight, Hearing and Knowledge 

 

Sight and hearing are also used together in the epistemic process, such as 

in Gen 18:21, Exod 3:7, Num 24:16, Isa 6:9ï10, and Job 42:1ï6. We will 

look at two passages in detail and show how these two senses are used 

complementarily in Hebrew epistemology. We first look at Job 42:1ï6: 

 

Then Job answered the LORD: óI know (˸ ˰ˡ˧) that you can do all 

things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. ñWho is 

this that hides counsel without knowledge?ò Therefore I have 

uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, 

which I did not know. ñHear (˰ ˬ̅), and I will speak; I will 

question you, and you declare (˰˧ ˡˣˢˣ) to me.ò I had heard of you 

by the hearing of the ear ( ˰ˬ̅˪  ˭ˤ˞˨˧˸˰ˬ̅ ), but now my eye sees 

you (˨ ˸˞˶ ˧ˮ˧˰); therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and 

ashes.ô 

 

Jobôs perception of God is mainly verbal, for God speaks to him 

out of the whirlwind. Thus his knowledge of God (Job 42:1) is based on 

his hearing of Godôs utterance (Job 38ï41).32 Yet his hearing is not the 

only means in the epistemic process, because his vision of God is what 

transforms his doubt to certainty (Job 42:5ï6).33 Thus Samuel Balentine 

concludes that Job ñhas now not only heard but also seen something 

about God . . .ò34 But the question remains, although Job claims that his 

eyes have seen God, there is no reference in Job 38ï41 about Jobôs 

vision of God. Thus, some take ñmy eye sees you (˨˸˞˶ ˧ˮ˧˰)ò meta-

phorically as a first-hand divine experience, which is in contrast with 

 
31. Brueggemann, Theology, 119. 

 

32. There is a debate of the meaning of ˭ˤ˞ ˰ˬ̅. See further in Savran, ñSeeing,ò 337ï

338. 

 

33. Reyburn argues that ñnow my eye sees theeò expresses Jobôs knowledge of God as 

ñan eye witness.ò W. Reyburn, A Handbook on the Book of Job (New York: United Bible 

Societies, 1992), 772. 

 

34. S. Balentine, Job (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2006), 693. 
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ñhearing,ò a secondary experience passed on by tradition or hearsay. 

However, as Savran points out, when ˢ˞˶ is used with ˭ ˧˰, it refers to 

actual sight and when this phrase is used together with hearing, the sense 

of seeing and hearing are usually parallel or complementary.35 If ˢ˞˶ 

refers to actual sight, then Job 42:5 is indeed a theophany text.36 Job did 

see God for the whirlwind is an indication that God reveals himself to 

Job.37 It is through seeing and hearing God that Jobôs knowledge of God 

is made complete. 

In Isa 6:9ï10 we also see an important statement about the 

relationship between seeing, hearing, and knowing. However, in order to 

understand this passage we should consider its context. At the beginning 

of Isa 6, Isaiah ñsaw (s ˞˶˞) the Lord sitting on a throneò in the temple 

and seraphs were attending him (Isa 6:1ï2). Isaiah hears the voice of 

seraphs proclaiming the holiness of God (Isa 6:3). He then identifies 

himself with his people of ñthe unclean lips.ò In his fear, he affirms the 

fact that ñmy eyes (˧ ˮ˧˰) have seen (x˞˶) the King, the LORD of hostsò (Isa 

6:5). God removes the sins of Isaiah by touching his mouth with a live 

coal (Isa 6:6). Once Isaiah is purified, the voice of the Lord calls out, 

ñWhom shall I send, and who will go for us?ò Isaiah responded, ñHere 

am I; send me!ò It is at this point that the message of Isa 6:9ï10 is given. 

This introduction helps us to understand the blindness and deaf-

ness in Isa 6:9ï10. In Isa 6:1ï6, Isaiah sees God and hears his words. 

First, he sees God sitting on the throne and does not harden his heart, but 

recognises that he is a sinner living among the people of unclean lips. 

Because of his repentant response, his sin is then forgiven. After he sees 

God, he hears the words of God. Again, rather than being insensitive, he 

responds immediately to Godôs calling.38 He is an example of one who 

sees and hears and understands (˰ˡ˧). We now take a closer look at Isa 

6:9ï10: 

 

 
35. Savran, ñSeeing,ò 336. 

 

36. M. Burrows, ñThe Voice from the Whirlwind,ò JBL 47 (1928): 117ï32 128; J. G. 

Williams, ñDeciphering the Unspoken: The Theophany of Job,ò Hebrew Union College 

Annual 49 (1978): 60; Savran, ñSeeing,ò 338. 

 

37. E. M. Good, In Turns of Tempest: A Reading of Job, with a Translation (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1990), 340; E. L. Greenstein, ñA Forensic Under-standing of 

the Speech from the Whirlwind,ò in Texts, Temples and Traditions: A Tribute to 

Menahem Haran (ed. M. V. Fox; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1996), 241ï58. 

 

38. G. V. Smith, ñSpiritual Blindness, Deafness, and Fatness in Isaiah,ò BibSac 170 

(2013): 172. 
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Go and say to this people: ñKeep listening (˰ˣˬ̅ ˣ˰ˬ̅), but do 

not comprehend (x ˮ˧˟˸); keep looking (x ˞˶ ˣ˞˶ˣ), but do not 

understand (˰ ˡ˧).ò Make the mind of this people dull, and stop 

their ears, and shut their eyes, so that they may not look with 

their eyes (x ˧ˮ˧˰˟ ˢ˞˶), and listen with their ears (˰ˬ̅˧ ˣ˧ˮˤ˞˟), and 

comprehend with their minds, and turn and be healed. 

 

In this passage Isaiah asserts that the senses that used to be a 

means to mediate the knowledge of God cannot function properly, and 

this inability to understand and to know is due to the Israelitesô obduracy, 

spiritual impotence, and unresponsiveness. In this regard, sense per-

ception is used metaphorically. But if we take the introduction of Isa 

6:1ï6 into consideration, we may come to a different conclusion. 

In the narrative, Isaiah physically sees God and hears Godôs 

words. Since Isa 6:9ï10 follows immediately after Isaiahôs vision of 

God, it is legitimate to see Isaiah as an example of the one who sees, 

hears, and understands. Thus, the seeing and hearing in Isa 6:9 may be 

understood as physical seeing and hearing. Yet the seeing and hearing in 

verse 10 must be metaphorical, for Isaiah cannot physically blind the 

eyes and dull the ears of the people. This is how Uhlig understands it. He 

interprets the imperative verbs in Isa 6:9 as ñliteral imperatives,ò and he 

considers the imperatives in Isa 6:10 as ñfigurative imperatives.ò39 We 

should note that Isaiah never makes it explicit whether he is referring to 

physical or spiritual blindness and deafness. In Isa 6:9ï10, it could mean 

both. Thus we have here another example of how sight, hearing, and 

knowledge are related. 

 

THEOPHANY ON MOUNT SINAI  

 

We have shown that sight and hearing are both seen as a means of 

gaining knowledge of God, and there are many different ways of know-

ing God, such as seeing Godôs signs and hearing the report of Godôs 

mighty acts. Yet the most direct and significant event when God made 

 

39. T. Uhlig, ñToo Hard to Understand? The Motif of Hardening in Isaiah,ò in Inter-

preting Isaiah (ed. D. G. Firth and H. G. M. Williamson; Leicester: IVP Academic, 

2009), 68. 

 

 



  WANG: The Visual and Auditory Presentation of God                     51 

himself known is the event that took place on Mount Sinai. God shows 

himself to the Israelites so that they can know him more closely. 

The following study of this account of the theophany on Mount 

Sinai will show that the senses of sight and hearing are both indispens-

able in knowing God. One is not subservient to the other. We will look at 

two groups of passages in turn: the narratives in Exod 19ï20 and Deut 4ï

5. 

 

The Visual Presentation of God (Exod 19ï20) 

 

In Exodus, the narrative of the theophany contains extensive visual 

elements, such as smoke, fire, and cloud (Exod 19:16ï18) and thus is 

often regarded as visual centered.40 However, even when it seems to 

focus mainly on the sense of sight, auditory elements are mentioned. 

This can be seen in Exod 20:18, where we find the mixing of seeing and 

hearing modes of perception: 

 

When all the people witnessed (˫˧˞˶) the thunder (˸ ˪ˣ˵ˢ) and 

lightning, the sound (˪ˣ˵) of the trumpet, and [saw (˞˶˧ˣ)] the 

mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a 

distance. 

 

In the OT, ˸ ˪ˣ˵ (thunder) can also be a reference to ñthe voice of 

God,ò as in Exod 9:23 and in Ps 29:3.41 But because of the use of 

lightning, thunder is often regarded to be the best translation here.42 

Since thunder cannot be seen, some English versions translate the verb 

˫˧˞˶ as to ñwitnessò (NRSV) or ñperceiveò (RSV, ASV).43 Even 

Samaritan Pentateuch (100 B.C.) tries to soften this by adding the verb of 

 
40. M. Z. Brettler, ñóFire, Cloud, and Deep Darknessô (Deuteronomy 5:22): 

Deuteronomy's Recasting of Revelation,ò in The Significance of Sinai: Traditions About 

Sinai and Divine Revelation in Judaism and Christianity (ed. L. T. Stuckenbruck, H. 

Najman and G. J. Brooke; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 24. 

 

41. U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967), 118. 

 

42. M. Carasik, ñTo See a Sound: A Deuteronomic Rereading of Exodus 20:15,ò 

Prooftexts 19 (1999): 261. See also W. H. Propp, Exodus 19ï40: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary (AB 2A; New York: Doubleday, 1999), 180. 

 

43. Whether it is translated as ñthunderò or ñthe voice of God,ò the best verb to go with it 

would be ˰ ˬ̅ (ñto hearò) rather than ˢ˞˶ (ñto seeò). The LXX, however, translates it 

literally as ñto sound.ò 
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hearing: ñThe whole people heard the thunder and the blare of the horn, 

and saw the lightning and the smoking mountain.ò44  

However, there is no strong reason against our understanding of 

˫˧˞˶ literally as ñto see.ò That is, the people saw what is audible, the 

thunder and lightning.45 Rabbi Akiba also understood this verse literally. 

He believes that what people have seen is what thought to be audible.46 

This is also how Philo interprets the Sinai event. In Decalogue 46ï47 he 

stresses, 

 

Then from the midst of the fire that streamed from heaven there 

sounded forth to their utter amazement a voice, for the flame 

became articulate speech in the language familiar to the 

audience, and so clearly and distinctly were the words formed by 

it that they seemed to see rather than to hear them. What I say is 

vouched for by the law in which it is written, ñAll the people saw 

the voice,ò a phrase fraught with much meaning, for it is the case 

that the voice of men is audible, but the voice of God truly 

visible. Why so? Because whatever God says is not words 

( ɛŬŰŬ) but deeds (ɟɔŬ), which are judged by the eyes rather 

than the ears.47 

 

Some scholars are not critical of Philoôs use of ñseeing the 

voiceò rather than ñhearing the voiceò because this is how LXX reads 

literally in Exod 20:18, əŬ ˊɠ  ɚŬɠ ɟŬ Űɜ űɤɜɜ (And all people 

saw the voice).48 Thus not many scholars pay much attention to this 

 
44. S. D. Fraade, ñHearing and Seeing at Sinai: Interpretive Trajectories,ò in The 

Significance of Sinai: Traditions About Sinai and Divine Revelation in Judaism and 

Christianity (ed. L. T. Stuckenbruck, H. Najman and G. J. Brooke; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 

252. 

 

45. If we read the beginning of the verse as an extended circumstantial clause, then ˫ ˧˞˶ 

modifies not only ñthunder and lightingò but also ñthe sound of the trumpet.ò In my view, 

this is the most natural reading of the clause. Cf. Proppôs translation: ñSeeing the sounds 

and the torches and the hornôs sound and the mountain smoking . . . ò Propp, Exodus, 

2:181. 

 

46. Cited from Fraade, ñHearing and Seeing,ò 253. 

 

47. Philo, Decal. 46ï47; trans. F. H. Colson, LCL VII, 29ï31. 

 

48. NIV, KJV, NRSV and NLT all translate Űɜ űɤɜɜ/  ˵ˢˣ˸˪ in Ex 20:18 as ñthe 

thunder.ò  
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verse. It is not possible to discuss this issue in depth here, but it is very 

likely that Philoôs privileging of sight made him prefer a literal reading 

of LXX, ñseeing the voiceò to rendering it ñseeing the thunderings and 

lightningsò (KJV, NRSV, NIV). Also, his understanding of Godôs 

speech, as being radically different from human speech serves as a 

foundation for interpreting Godôs voice as visible. Most importantly, the 

speech of God can be interpreted as the thought of God, which only the 

eyes of the soul can see. The Logos of God is ñinterpreted by the power 

of sight residing in the soul, whereas those which are divided up among 

the various parts of speech appeal to hearingò (Migr. 48). As Philo says, 

ñthe voice of mortal beings is judged by hearing, the sacred oracles 

intimate that the word of God is seen as light is seen . . . virtue shining 

with intense brilliance, wholly resembling a fountain of reasonò (Migr. 

47). Thus for Philo, when speaking of human and divine relationships, 

sight and hearing are not ñmodes of sense perceptionò but are ñas 

perceptual models that symbolised the relationship between human and 

divine.ò49 Philo presents a ñsynesthesiaò by which the eyes of the soul 

are capable of apprehending the voice of God because although God is 

beyond human experience, is accessible to human eyes somehow.50 

Propp, however, argues that ñseeing thunderò is the Bibleôs 

classic example of ñzeugma,ò when a verb or adjective logically 

modifies only one of a pair of nouns and thus causes incongruity. He 

adds, ñObviously, the people saw only the lightning and smoke; they 

heard the sounds.ò51 This explanation still does not answer the question 

of why the verb s ˞˶ is used instead of ˰ˬ̅. 

Rashi and Iban Ezra offer other suggestions. Rashi agrees that 

they indeed ñsawò a sound, something impossible to see in any other 

situation.52 Ibn Ezra, on the other hand, proposes that this might be due 

to the confusion of the human senses in ñIsraelite parlance and 

experience.ò53 Nevertheless, the Israelites do make a clear distinction 

 
49. D. Chidester, Word and Light: Seeing, Hearing, and Religious Discourse (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1992), 43. 

 

50. Ibid. 

 

51. See Cassuto, Exodus, 252. 

 

52. Ibn Ezra, The Commentators' Bible: Exodus (trans. M. Carasik; Philadelphia: The 

Jewish Publication Society, 2005), 164. 

 

53. Ibn Ezra, Exodus, 164. Also cited by Carasik, ñSee a Sound,ò 262. 
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between the human senses in other passages.54 The fact that this 

paradoxical language is again found in Exod 20:22, ñThe LORD said to 

Moses: Thus you shall say to the Israelites: óYou have seen (˫˸˧˞˶) for 

yourselves that I spoke with you from heaven,ôò indicates that this 

paradoxical language is intended. Thus ñseeing soundò would be 

understood to emphasise the unusual character of the theophany. A 

similar example can be found in 1 Kgs 19:13, where Elijah responds to 

what he hears by covering his face instead of covering his ears. The 

effect on both senses in this theophany is comparable to the Sinai event.55 

The integral use of seeing and hearing is not uncommon in the OT. For 

example, the psalmist in Ps 19:1ï5 describes a visual revelation using 

terms which are associated with hearing while, in Ps 19:9ï12, he 

expresses the verbal revelation of the Torah in terms of seeing.56  

We can see that in this visual presentation of God, the auditory 

elements remain significant. Sight and hearing are both indispensable in 

the epistemic process. This paradoxical use of sensory language is 

intentional for both theological and psychological reasons. Psycho-

logically, we can use language ñto translate one sensory mode into 

another.ò57 Therefore, we can visualise what we hear in words. 

According to Hallpike, there must be some kind of ñlogicalò mechanism 

which allows us to transform sight messages into sound messages.58 The 

paradoxical language creates an impact with ñzeugma,ò as Propp 

suggests, which shows how extraordinary this theophanic event is.  

Theologically, seeing God is an impossibility, yet the Israelites 

have ñseenò the voice of God and remain alive.59 This radical and 

 
54. Carasik argues, ñthe Deuteronomic school had a well-developed epistemology that 

distinguished carefully between the realms of seeing and hearing.ò Carasik, ñSee a 

Sound,ò 262. 

 

55. Savran, Encountering, 219. 

 

56. S. L. Klouda, ñThe Dialectical Interplay of Seeing and Hearing in Psalm 19 and Its 

Connection to Wisdom,ò BBR 10 (2000): 194. 

 

57. Hallpike, Foundations, 159. 

 

58. Ibid. 

 

59. The biblical evidence shows that some people have seen God. For example, the 

psalmist speaks of the certainty of seeing God (Pss 11:7; 17:15; 27:4, 13; 42:2). See also, 

Numb 12:8; Exod 24:9ï11. But seeing God is also said to be an impossibility for it is 

fatal (Exod 33:20; cf. Exod 19: 21; Judg 6:22; 13:22). I do not try to solve this problem 

here, since several scholars have already investigated the theme of seeing God in the OT. 
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revolutionary expression of the vision of God is affirmed in Deut 5:24, 

ñToday we have seen that God may speak to someone and the person 

may still live.ò ñSeeingò the voice of God is a totally new experience for 

the Israelites and its purpose is to evoke their fear of God (Exod 20:21). 

More importantly, ñseeingò the voice of God strongly implies a close 

relationship, as Moses emphasises to the Israelites in Deut 5:4, ñThe 

LORD spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out of the fire.ò The 

phrase, ñface to face,ò does not mean that the Israelites literally saw 

Godôs face.60 What it implies is a personal relationship between the Lord 

and the Israelites. As Carasik puts it, the significance of the revelation at 

Horeb is that ñIsrael could see the revelationðnot merely the accom-

panying phenomena, but the actual revelation.ò The announcement of 

commandments is a direct, personal experience.61 We may then conclude 

that by mixing the hearing and seeing modes of perception, the author 

seems to suggest that the revelation of God ñrequires the full sensory 

attention of its receiver.ò62 

 

The Auditory Presentation of God (Deut 4ï5) 

 

It is widely accepted that the Deuteronomist(s) knew Exodus.63 

That means we have two accounts of Sinai theophany events. Many 

scholars believe that the Deuteronomists rework the Exodus material in a 

way as to downplay the ocular experience and thus highlight the auditory 

experience.64 However, I will show that in this auditory presentation of 

                                                                                                             
M. S. Smith, ñ'Seeing God' in the Psalms: The Background to the Beatific Vision in the 

Hebrew Bible,ò CBQ 50 (1988): 171ï83; A. S. Malone, ñThe Invisibility of God: A 

Survey of a Misunderstood Phenomenon,ò EvQ 79 (2007): 311ï29; A. T. Hanson, ñThe 

Treatment in the LXX of the Theme of Seeing God,ò in Septuagint, Scrolls and Cognate 

Writings (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 557ï68. On the physical presence of the divine, 

J. Barr, ñTheophany and Anthropomorphism in the Old Testament,ò Supplements to 

Vetus Testamentum 7  (1960): 31ï38. 

 

60. J. H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: The Jewish 

Publication Society, 1996), 61. 

 

61. Carasik, ñSee a Sound,ò 263. 

 

62. Fraade, ñHearing and Seeing,ò 267. 

 

63. Carasik, ñSee a Sound,ò 258; Brettler, ñDeuteronomy 5:22,ò 16. 

 

64. For a list of scholarship, see Fraade, ñHearing and Seeing,ò 252 n18. Brettler agrees 

that seeing and hearing are both important in bringing faith, but argues that the author of 
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God, one still finds visual elements which are indispensable in episte-

mology. 

Compared with the narrative of theophany in Exodus, 

Deuteronomy adds some details, such as the Lord spoke ñat Horeb out of 

the fireò (Deut 4:12, 15; 5:24).65 It also emphasises the fact that the 

Israelites ñsaw no form, only a voiceò (Deut 4:12, 15). While the Sinai 

event in Exodus is dominated by the visual, the recasting of the Sinai 

theophany in Deut 4 is often regarded as audio-centric.66 Geller is a 

proponent of this view and argues that Deut 4 gives emphasis to hearing 

over seeing.67 Deut 4:12 is often quoted in support of this view: 

 

Then the LORD spoke to you out of the fire. You heard (˫˧˰ˬ̅) 

the sound (˪ ˣ˵) of words but saw (˫˧˞˶) no form; there was only 

a voice (˪ ˣ˵). 

 

This statement is repeated again in Deut 4:15ï16 in order to 

combat the possibility of idolatry.68  

 

Since you saw (˫˸˧˞˶) no form when the LORD spoke to you at 

Horeb out of the fire, take care and watch yourselves closely, so 

that you do not act corruptly by making an idol for yourselves in 

the form of any figureðthe likeness of male or female. 

 

This passage is a combination of two ideas: the earlier tradition 

that God speaks from heaven and the prohibition of idols (Exod 20:22). 

                                                                                                             
Deuteronomy 5 reworked Exodus material to show that hearing is believing. Brettler, 

ñDeuteronomy 5:22,ò 25. 

 

65. Although some suggest that Sinai and Horeb are two different places, it is most 

plausible that these two refer to the same place. Cf. J. G. McConville, Deuteronomy 

(AOTC 5; Leicester: Apollos, 2002), 107. 

 

66. Savran, ñSeeing,ò 326. 

 

67. See his discussion, S. A. Geller, Sacred Enigmas: Literary Religion in the Hebrew 

Bible (London: Routledge, 1996), 30ï61. For audio-centricity in the Deuteronomistic 

History, see H. Avalos, ñIntroducing Sensory Criticism in Biblical Studies: 

Audiocentricity and Visiocentricity,ò in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in 

Biblical Studies (ed. H. Avalos, S. J. Melcher and J. Schipper; Atlanta: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 2007), 50ï55. 

 

68. See the discussion in Geller, Enigmas, 39ï49. 
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Because God spoke from heaven and no form was seen, they should not 

make any image of him. This passage suggests no material presence of 

the Lord.69 God reveals himself by the sound of word only.70 

When Moses addresses the Israelites to remind them about the 

mighty saving act of God, he also emphasises the sense of hearing. He 

says in Deut 4:32ï33: 

 

For ask now about former ages, long before your own, ever since 

the day that God created human beings . . . ask from one end of 

heaven to the other: has anything so great as this ever happened 

or has its like ever been heard of (˰ˬ˷ˮˢ)? Have any people ever 

heard ( ˷ˢ˰ˬ) the voice of a god speaking out of a fire, as you 

have heard ( ˷˸˰ )ˬ, and lived? 

 

All these verses in Deut 4 suggest that the auditory aspect is 

emphasised when recasting the theophany narrative. If we turn to Deut 5, 

we find extensive use of auditory terms, such as speak (˶˟ˡ), hear ( ˷˰ )ˬ 

and voice (˪ ˣ˵). Brettler thus argues that in Deut 5, revelation is only an 

auditory experience.71 We should take a closer look at Deut 5:22ï25: 

 

These words the LORD spoke (˶ ˟ˡ) with a loud voice (˪ ˣˡˠ ˪ˣ˵) to 

your whole assembly at the mountain, out of the fire, the cloud, 

and the thick darkness, and he added no more. He wrote them on 

two stone tablets and gave them to me. When you heard 

(˫˩˰ˬ̅˩) the voice (˪ ˣ˵ˢ) out of the darkness, while the mountain 

was burning with fire . . . and you said, ñLook (ˣˮ˞˶ˢ), the LORD 

our God has shown us his glory and greatness, and we have 

heard ( ˷ˣˮ˰ˬ) his voice out of the fire. Today we have seen (ˣˮ˧˰˶) 

that God may speak to someone and the person may still live. So 

now why should we die? For this great fire will consume us; if 

we hear ( ˷˪˰ˬ) the voice of the LORD our God any longer, we 

shall die. 

 

Indeed, we see in this passage a strong emphasis on the sense of 

hearing, such as the ñLORD spoke with a loud voiceò (v. 22), ñyou heard 

the voice out of the darknessò (v. 23), ñGod may speak to someoneò (v. 

 
69. S. R. Driver, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteronomy (ICC; 

Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1895), 66. 

 

70. M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1ï11 (AB 5; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 204, 213. 

 

71. Brettler, ñDeuteronomy 5:22,ò 25. 
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24) and ñwe hear the voice of the LORD.ò Unlike in Exodus, where 

people are afraid of seeing God, in this passage people are afraid of 

hearing God. Despite the emphasis on hearing, there are appeals to visual 

images. For example, Godôs voice came out of ñthe fire, the cloud, and 

the thick darknessò (v. 23). When they have heard God, they have also 

seen ñthe mountain was burning with fireò (v. 23). The verb of sight is 

also used twice (v. 24). This shows that the sense of sight and hearing are 

being used in a parallel and complementary way. The fact that Deut 5 

empahsises their fear of hearing God is to show that just as ñseeing is 

believing,ò ñhearing is also believing.ò Both sight and hearing are direct 

experiences of God and thus are equally significant. 

In other parts of Deuteronomy we also find the emphasis of 

visual aspect. For example, Moses continuously reminds the Israelites of 

the events that ñyour own eyes sawò (Deut 7:19) or uses the phrase, 

ñbefore your eyesò (Deut 1:30). Also, there are many occasions when the 

verbs used are of hearing but the description is visual. For example, in 

Deut 4:36, ñFrom heaven he made you hear his voice to discipline you. 

On earth he showed you his great fire, while you heard his words coming 

out of the fire.ò72 Note that the verb ˰ ˬ˷ is used with the vision of fire. 

The auditory revelation of God is combined with the visual revelation.  

As we can see, some scholars argue from Deut 4 and 5 that God 

is present through the medium of his word, which is often compared with 

Exod 19ï20. However, word (hearing) and event (seeing) are not 

separated here. The God who speaks is also the one who acts in signs and 

wonders (Deut 4:32ï33). Israel knows God through his mighty acts, 

which are interpreted in ñword-encounters.ò This fusion of speech and 

act is close to Isa 40ï55, in which God first says that he will deliver his 

people and then manifests his divine power (Isa 41:26ï27; 43:9, 12).73 

Our examinations of these biblical passages show that the visual 

and auditory elements in theophany need not be seen as two separate 

elements.74 On the contrary, they complement each other. Thus, 

McConville disagrees that Deuteronomy ñrepresents a shift from vision 

 
72. This verse solves the contradiction between the traditions that God descended upon 

Mount Sinai (Exod 19:20) and that God spoke out of heaven (Exod 20:22). M. Weinfeld, 

Deuteronomy 1ï11, 213; Tigay, Deuteronomy, 56. 

 

73. McConville, Deuteronomy, 115. 

 

74. Savran, Encountering, 16. 
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to word.ò Rather, he thinks that ñword and actual encounter with 

Yahweh belong inseparably together.ò75 

Looking at these two accounts of Sinai events, one might argue 

that there is a shift from visual (Exodus) to auditory (Deuteronomy) 

because there is a transition from experiential language to scribal lan-

guage, in particular if a later date is ascribed to Deuteronomy material. 

However, as Deut 6 shows, Godôs words are to be heard (Deut 6:4ï6), 

but at the same time to be written, namely, to be seen (Deut 6:9).76 

Hearing and seeing represent two different ways of perceiving God but 

together they provide ñthe comprehensive biblical description of 

cognition.ò77 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In the OT the senses of sight and hearing are both used in 

relation to knowledge. God makes himself known through his might and 

power in visible acts. Hearing is also understood by the Hebrews as one 

means of knowing. People hear in order to get certain knowledge. God is 

also depicted as the one who hears, sees and knows. Both seeing and 

hearing are used to describe theophany, and they are often mingled to 

complement each other. The presence of God is experienced through 

hearing the voice of God and seeing God speaking out of fire, cloud, and 

smoke on the mountain. There is no sign to prove that one sense is 

superior to the other in the account of theophany. They are both means 

by which to experience God. Our examinations of these biblical 

narratives show that the senses of seeing and hearing are not to be 

divided nor should we regard one sense as primary mode of perceiving 

God. These two senses are both indispensable in Hebrew epistemology 

and only through the attention of both senses, one can acquire a full 

revelation of God and thus show a proper response, that is to fear God. 

 

 

 

 

 
75. McConville, Deuteronomy, 107. 

 

76. As Carasik points out, ñwe hear speech through the ear, but see writing with the eye.ò 

Carasik, ñSee a Soundò: 258. 

 

77. Ibid. 
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The Oxford Handbook of The Psalms edited by William P. Brown. 

Oxford: Oxford University, 2014. xix + 661 pp., US $150.00 hardcover.  

 

William P. Brown begins the preface of this volume by describing it as 

including the ñlikes of St. Jerome and Chuck Norrisò (ix). This de-

scription alone is an encouragement for one to read through the massive 

volume, which includes essays that are both scholarly and concerned 

with the life of the church (thus, St. Jerome), as well as those that are 

hard-hitting and provocative (like Chuck Norris). The Oxford Handbook 

of The Psalms (hereafter OHP) features forty-two essays, by the same 

number of contributors, which cover the complexities of Psalter studies. 

Many of these essays reflect summaries of longstanding agreements 

while some provide new directions and insights, with the latter inviting 

further testing and prodding.  

 The volume begins with an introductory essay by Brown and 

concludes with two appendices by Peter W. Flint, a subject and names 

index, and a textual index. The bulk of the volume is divided into ten 

parts with each part containing essays generally related to the designated 

topic. Brown notes that the overarching movement of the volume is from 

ñSitze im Leben to Sitze in unserem Lebenò (p. x).  

 The first part of the volume includes three essays related to the 

ancient Near Eastern background of the Psalter. The writers of these 

essays point out parallels and backgrounds from Mesopotamian, Canaan-

ite, and Egyptian sources, and deal with matters related to religion, 

genre, dependency and/or parallels, structure, and motifs. These essays 

are insightful and helpful for developing a fuller understanding of the 

cognitive environment from which many psalms blossomed.  

 The second part delves into the language of the Psalms. This 

section contains five essays. The first essay works through the variety of 

psalmic verse found in the Psalter. This essay is a helpful introduction 

for understanding the multiple artistic means in which authors sought to 

convey ideas and emotions. The second essay, ñThe Psalms in Poetry,ò 

introduces the reader to the influence the Psalter has had on English 

poetry. This essay shows how so many poets have found and continue to 

find ñin Davidôs words the motiveðand metaphorðfor their own new 

songsò (p. 110). The final three essays in this section flesh out how 

different types of language play a role in the Psalter. The writers of these 

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-oxford-handbook-of-the-psalms-9780199783335?cc=ca&lang=en&
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essays focus on the language of lament, praise and metonymy, and 

wisdom. The discussion of wisdom language was of particular interest. 

Diane Jacobson concludes that we know intuitively that there is 

something to the relationship between wisdom and the Psalter. ñBut, in 

truth, the nature of that something is as elusive as everò (p. 155).  

 The third part contains three essays, each focusing on an ancient 

version of the Psalter. The Aramaic Psalter, the Septuagint Psalter, and 

Jeromeôs Psalter are the topic of the respective essays. The fourth part 

moves into the discussion of the composition and compilation of the 

Psalter. The first essay argues that the Levitical singers arranged the 

different collections with a clear prophetic bias as a means of creating ña 

bridge between the First and Second Templesò (pp. 208ï9). The second 

essay provides a case-study on the ordering of Pss 136ï150 as a means 

of attempting to discover the thinking behind the arrangement. The third 

essay compares the varied arrangements of the Psalter in the Qumran 

material with that of the Masoretic tradition. Part five of the volume 

contains four essays that offer a sampling of current work being carried 

out in the areas of history of interpretation and reception history. The 

first three essays contain discussions of interpretation and reception in 

the Jewish, Christian (the NT period), and Islamic traditions. The last 

essay contains a case-study of the reception of Ps 91.  

 The sixth part of the volume is by far the largest part. This 

section contains ten essays related to tradition and emerging inter-

prettative approaches of the Psalter. This group of essays contains ap-

proaches that range from literary studies, genre and form studies, studies 

on particular motifs (e.g., temple psalms, non-temple psalms, and 

kingship), use of rhetoric, and feminist interpretation. All of the essays 

are thought provoking and helpful for understanding the multivalent 

nature of the Psalter. However, three essays stood out as fresh and 

emerging approaches. The first is the essay ñAncient Near Eastern 

Iconography and the Psalmsò by Joel LeMon. This essay focuses on the 

ñtheology of metaphorò and how an understanding of the larger ancient 

world of imagery may provide insight into ñtheologically significantò 

themes within the Psalter (p. 379). The second essay that stood out was 

the essay ñPoetic Attachmentò by Brent Strawn. In this essay, Strawn 

begins by offering an introduction to psychology and psycholinguistics 

and their application to the Bible. Strawn makes use of psychoanalytic 

psychology to ñshed light on (a) the ancient ópsychic attitudesô or 

óseasons of lifeô reflected in the Psalter and (b) how the Psalms ódo 

somethingô psychological, even now, when we take them upò (p. 407). 

My insight from this essay is based on the idea that the Psalms speak to 
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all readers in a very emotional way at different times and seasons of life. 

Thus, Strawn provides a place for any reader to begin to understand or at 

least gain a glimpse into the therapeutic nature of the Psalter and to find 

ñattachment to God by means of poetryò (p. 418). The final essay that 

stood out is ñFeminist Interpretation of the Psalmsò by Melody Knowles. 

In this essay, Knowles first looks at feminine images used to describe 

God, then she surveys references to women in the Psalter, and finally she 

offers a brief history of how women have used the Psalms. I find this 

essay beneficial because it is a reminder that all too often a masculine 

evaluation (even if it is not recognized) is normative.  

 Part seven contains three essays revolving around culturally 

based interpretations. These essays focus on the African American, 

Asian American, and Latin American cultures. These essays go hand-in-

hand with my observations related to feminist interpretation. Because the 

Psalter contains a great deal of literature that touches on emotions 

common to all of humanity, we may do well to listen to how different 

cultures read and understand these poetic texts. Part eight contains two 

essays, both of which relate to theologies of the Psalms, one from a 

Jewish perspective and one from a Christian perspective. Both essays 

survey the works and methods of their respective religion and both seem 

to conclude that the Psalter is too diverse and polyphonic to have a single 

perspective or method.  

Part nine contains two essays addressing anthropological 

identities in the Psalms. Brueggemann argues that the Psalter recognizes 

ñthat the human person is complex, problematic, and wondrousò which is 

reflected in the Psalmsô ñdaring range of poetic extremitiesò (p. 516). He 

shows that Psalms is a place where a ñdialogic transactionò between God 

and humanity takes place (p. 516). In Creachôs essay he argues that the 

anthropology of the Psalms categorizes humanity in two categories: the 

righteous and the wicked. The tenth and final part of the volume consists 

of six essays centered on the practicing of the Psalms. The topics range 

from preaching and singing the Psalms, using the Psalter in pastoral care, 

the monastic use, and the ecological use of the Psalter.  

This volume is intended for both scholar and student, and I find 

this volume to be valuable for both of its designed audiences. Scholars 

may find some of the essays simplistic and a rehashing of longstanding 

and well-known methods and practices. Many students may find some of 

the essays overly complex and requiring a wide range of background 

information to understand. However, I would suggest this is the beauty 

of this volume. The volume could function as a helpful reminder for the 

scholar, as well as prompting new directions for research. The volume 

will push the student to find tremendous value in the true diversity of the 

Psalter. One helpful feature of the volume is the bibliography at the end 
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of each essay. These bibliographies can function to point the scholar and 

student to recent works. In the end I would agree with Brownôs 

assessment that the volumeôs ñvariety of offerings aptly addresses the 

Psalterôs own diversityò (p. ix).  

  

JOSHUA E. STEWART  

Luther Rice College and Seminary 

 

 

 

Joshua 1ï12 by Trent C. Butler.. Second Edition. WBC 7A. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011. 561 pp., US $54.99, hardcover.  

 

Joshua 13ï24 by Trent C. Butler. Second Edition. WBC 7B. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014. 362pp., US $49.99, hardcover.  

 

Butlerôs new, two-volume commentary on Joshua is a revision of his 

1983 Word Biblical Commentary. The original commentary was only 

344 pages in a single volume; this revised edition is over 900 pages 

divided into two volumes. The introduction to the commentary ballooned 

from a modest 25 pages in the earlier edition to 151 pages in the present 

edition. All the bibliographies have been supplemented with additional 

material. For example, on the ñConsequences of Covenant Curse (7:1ï

8:29),ò the original commentary had a little more than a page of 

bibliography divided into ñArchaeology and Geographyò and 

ñExegesis.ò The revised edition more than doubles the list to three-and-a-

half pages. This is typical of the whole commentary; bibliographies are 

expanded in every case; some have as many as five times the entries. 

These expansions are not simply works published since 1984; many of 

the additions predate the original commentary. 

Butler begins the introduction to the commentary by surveying 

the texts and versions of Joshua. This section has been completely 

rewritten since, as Butler recognizes, a great deal of work on the text of 

Joshua has been done since 1983 (p. 1:35). He therefore has tripled the 

bibliography for this section and provided a detailed chart indicating the 

various textual differences in the MT and LXX. Some of these variations 

in the textual tradition are mechanical errors, but these copyist errors can 

only account for a small percentage of variations. He suggests a few 

variants are the result of misunderstanding the meaning or syntax of the 

original or avoiding ñunacceptable language.ò Most of the variants Butler 

lists are literary improvements, homiletical interpretations, or exegesis. 

http://www.zondervan.com/joshua-2-volume-set-7a-and-7b
http://www.zondervan.com/joshua-2-volume-set-7a-and-7b
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Given the range of textual issue in the book, Butler asks if the task of the 

scholar is to work with the oldest manuscripts preserved in the Bible (the 

MT), or should the text be reconstructed to an ñoriginal formò? While the 

question remains open, Butlerôs approach in the commentary will be to 

translate and interpret the MT, commenting on divergence in the 

traditions where necessary.  

The largest section of the introduction is a review of critical 

research on Joshua. As Butler comments in his authorôs preface, this was 

a controversial section of the earlier commentary since he adopted some 

elements of Nothôs Deuteronomistic Historian. Since the language of 

Deuteronomy reappears in Joshua, he ñraised hacklesò among conserva-

tives who wondered how his methodology could be compatible with a 

strong commitment to inerrancy. Since the 1983 commentary, several 

conservative scholars have published commentaries which recognize the 

influence of Deuteronomy on Joshua and Judges. Butler specifically 

mentions David Howard (Joshua, NAC) and Daniel Block (Judges, 

NAC), as well as K. Lawson Younger (Joshua, NIVAC) as examples of 

evangelicals who are exploring these connections once considered part of 

the dreaded historical-critical method.  

The last section of the introduction is a theology of Joshua. 

Butler observes Joshua marks a transition from Torah to prophecy as 

well as a transition from Moses in the wilderness to the settlement of 

Canaan. While he covers several theological topics in this section, the 

most important question for students of Joshua concerns the nature of 

God. He is a jealous and angry God who orders the destruction of his 

enemies, yet he gives good gifts to his people and ushers them into the 

land which he promised to their ancestors. After surveying the literature 

on war in Joshua, Butler suggests war was a normal fact of life in the 

ancient world which always involved the deity. The ñbanò was not 

invented by Israel, nor was Israel the only nation to violently destroy 

their enemies. But for Israel war often was the result of the wrath of God, 

a theme which runs throughout Scripture (1:181). Joshua in no way 

endorses nor encourages violence or military engagement in the modern 

sense.  

The commentary itself proceeds in a similar fashion to other 

volumes of the WBC series. Sections of Joshua begin with a biblio-

graphy, new translation, and detailed notes on the text. In the textual 

notes Butler interacts extensively with Michaël N. van der Meer 

(Formation and Reformulation, Brill 2004) and Klaus Bieberstein 

(Josua, Jordan, Jericho, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995). Following the 

translation, Butler makes a series of comments on the ñform/struc-

ture/settingò of the text. In this section he discusses traditions and 

sources behind the text as well as their redaction which resulted in the 
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final form of Joshua. With respect to form, Butler interacts with the long 

history of form criticism of the book of Joshua, but more importantly the 

section includes comments on the literary nature of the section. For 

example, Butler describes the story of Rahab in Josh 2:1ï24 as a ñtrue 

spy story complete with folklore elements, humor and narrative tensionò 

(p. 1:249) and that ñsuch a story would be told around military campfires 

or at the city wall accompanied by snickers and sneers and laughterò (p. 

1:252). In most cases new charts have been added to visually present the 

setting and structure of pericopae.  

The body of the commentary proceeds verse by verse, comment-

ing on the MT. One of the editorial features of the revised commentary is 

to use only an authorôs last name where possible rather than citing both 

the author and title. This reduced clutter in the text and the footnotes and 

makes for a readable commentary. Following his exegetical comments, 

Butler concludes with an ñExplanationò drawing theological insights 

from the text. In these short reflections he primarily grounds the teaching 

of the pericope in the context of Joshua and highlights their contributions 

to OT theology. Occasionally Butler draws connections to the NT where 

necessary. This is the case for the Rahab story, for example, since Heb 

11 alludes to the story of Josh 2 as an example of faith.  

Since the geographical material in the second volume is not 

theologically rich, Butler provides a wealth of data on the names of the 

locations listed in the tribal boundaries. After surveying several expla-

nations for the extensive lists of boundaries and cities in Josh 12ï19, 

Butler concludes these boundaries are ideals, ñchallenging premonarchial 

Israel to complete the conquering taskò (p. 2:42). For each tribal 

boundary, he offers a chart with the biblical name, the modern location in 

Arabic and Hebrew, and a second column with alternate suggested 

locations, a map reference, and relative distance from a landmark. He 

also includes a column indicating whether the location has a Late 

Bronze/Early Iron Age presence. The last column in the chart is labeled 

both ñalternate locationò and ñdestruction level date,ò yet no locations 

are given a destruction level date so it is not clear why the column is 

labeled as it is.  

As Butler observes, ñscholarship has virtually exhausted itself 

seeking to recover the historical settings of the various listsò in the 

second half of the book (p. 2:188). In doing so, they have missed the 

theological reason these lists appear in the book of Joshua. Butler 

connects receiving the land to Israelôs call to live in the land and receive 

the blessings of the Deuteronomic covenant. This reading of the long, 

dry lists of boundaries and city names is a helpful corrective to com-
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mentaries interested in only the geographic and archaeological data. 

Butler has renamed the last section of Joshua ñIdentifying Israelò (20:1ï

24:33). In the original commentary this was a short 25-page section 

called ñLife in the Land.ò Since a major goal for Butler in this revised 

commentary is to demonstrate the Deuteronomistic Tradition, this ma-

terial is developed in much more detail than the earlier commentary. For 

example, when describing Josh 23 in the original commentary, he stated 

ñEvery verse of the chapter displays Deuteronomistic theology and 

vocabularyò (1983, 253). In the revised commentary Butler provides a 

two-page chart listing twenty-seven examples of vocabulary appearing in 

Deuteronomy. He lists references to this data in both Deuteronomy as 

well as key places in the rest of the JoshuaïKings. The chart is followed 

by a detailed survey of various attempts in scholarship to describe the 

sometimes complicated redaction process. 

Several new excurses appear in the revised commentary. First, a 

six-page excursus on ñYahweh War in Tradition and Theologyò serves as 

a supplement to the destruction of Jericho. As he does throughout the 

commentary, this excursus surveys the literature and observes the way 

YHWH War fits into the world of the ancient Near East. He points out 

YHWH War is an important element of the Israelite experience, demon-

strating that YHWH has a strong passion of justice and holiness. Butler 

offers a second short excursus on Ỡerem, the ban. He compares the ban in 

Deuteronomy and Joshua to other ancient Near Eastern examples and 

points out that in Joshua the ban is a test on obedience (p. 1:384). The 

third excursus is on the Philistines and includes three-and-a-half pages of 

bibliography. Butler briefly describes the archaeology and history for 

most of the major Philistine cities in this section. 

This is one of several OT WBC volumes revised since Zonder-

van took over the series a few years ago. There are a few cosmetic 

changes that make a great deal of sense. First, the introductory pages 

now use Arabic numerals rather Roman numerals. It was always 

frustrating in the old WBC series to cite pages by lengthy Roman 

numeral. Second, all of the excurses in the commentary are printed on 

gray pages, making them easy to find. One unfortunate change to the 

series is that Zondervan has printed the hardback edition of this book 

without a slip jacket. This simple cosmetic change likely saved the 

publisher money and made the book less expensive to the consumer, but 

I personally have never liked the look of printed boards on a hardback 

book. An additional change is that the paper is not as high quality as the 

earlier Word editions. However, these criticisms are simply a reflection 

of the cost of printing a book today. 

In conclusion, Trent Butler has greatly improved his earlier 

commentary on Joshua. This revised edition is one of the best critical 
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commentaries on Joshua and provides extensive bibliographies which 

will guide future students of Joshua for many years to come. His 

judicious support for a Deuteronomistic History is an important step 

forward for evangelical OT scholarship, although it is a step some more 

conservative readers may find challenging. Although he regularly 

investigates written and oral sources for Joshua and their subsequent 

redactions, Butlerôs focus on narrative criticism limits his comments to 

the final form of the text. This commentary is clearly written from an 

evangelical perspective and a commitment to the Bible as the Word of 

God, yet this faith commitment does not detract in the least from Butlerôs 

scholarship.  

 

PHIL LONG 

Grace Bible College 

 

 

 

The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current State of 

Scholarship edited by Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford. Ancient Israel and 

Its Literature 20. Williston, VT: SBL, 2014, xv + 267 pp., US $36.95, 

softcover. 

 

Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford is Carolyn Ward Professor of OT and Bib-

lical Languages at McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University in 

Atlanta, Georgia. She is the author of Reading from the Beginning: The 

Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter (Mercer University Press), Introduction to 

the Psalms: A Song from Ancient Israel (Chalice Press), and is a co-

author of The Book of Psalms in the New International Commentary on 

the Old Testament series (Eerdmans). Since 2010 marked the twenty-

fifth anniversary of Gerald Wilsonôs landmark monograph on The Edit-

ing of the Hebrew Psalter, the Society of Biblical Literature decided that 

it would dedicate two of its annual meeting sessions in 2011 to the 

massive methodological field that Wilsonôs work pioneered. This edited 

volume on The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms: The Current 

State of Scholarship is largely made up of those presentations, although 

the desire to diversify beyond American scholars prompted deClaissé-

Walford to invite additional contributions from Germany, South Africa, 

Canada, and England. The end result is a compilation of academic 

articles from a group of scholars that is diverse in terms of denomination, 

gender, points in their career, and geographical locale.  

https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/pubs/062620P.pdf
https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/pubs/062620P.pdf
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Since Gerald Wilsonôs 1985 monograph, the field of shape and 

shaping of the Psalms has exploded with growth, but an updated work 

that interacted with the enormous field has been needed once again. For 

this reason, the bibliographic information is worth the price of the book, 

as each of the sixteen chapters includes detailed footnotes and also 

concludes with a bibliography specific to the particular article. The 

diverse nature of the contributors only adds to the comprehensive nature 

of the footnote and bibliographic material.  

In the preface and introductory chapter of her work, deClaissé-

Walford rightly points to Brevard Childs and James Sanders as scholars 

who shared an interest in the final form of the text and who jointly 

influenced Wilsonôs approach. She also helpfully distinguishes the meth-

odological elements of each scholarôs approach. For Childs, the editors 

who compiled and transmitted the texts of the Old Testament deliberately 

obscured the layers in the text to prevent them from being moored in the 

past, with the result that the product of the process rather than the process 

was to be the norm for interpretation (pp. xi, 3). For Sanders, layers of 

historical tradition rooted in communities of faith could be discovered, 

but the final form was also of primary importance for interpretation (pp. 

xi, 4). However, deClaissé-Walford omits the qualification that Childs 

did also consider the layers of accretion in a text as a tentative source of 

depth-dimension in biblical interpretation. More significantly, she often 

conflates the methodological terminology of Childs and Sanders, refer-

ring to both as ñCanonical Criticismò (e.g. pp. x, xi, 3, etc.), whereas 

Childs insisted on the term ñCanonical Approach.ò Since he was adamant 

that his approach was not simply another kind of criticism, but a whole 

new way of appropriating the tools of criticism, this change in wording 

would have better represented Childs. These few notes aside, deClaissé-

Walfordôs introductory chapter provides the student with an extremely 

helpful overview of the shape and shaping field of inquiry to date, adding 

further summaries of pre-1985 works that influenced Wilson and con-

tinue to influence this field (pp. 5ï6), before summarizing Wilsonôs 

Editing and overviewing the most important contributions to the field in 

the past twenty-five years (pp. 6ï9). If I have already suggested that the 

bibliographies that conclude each chapter are worth the price of the book, 

this chapter is of even greater foundational value as an updated summary 

of the shape and shaping field as a whole. 

The fifteen additional chapters are written from various points of 

view on the shape and shaping continuum. Nasuti shares Childsôs interest 

in moving from final form forward to its interpretation by later Jewish 

and Christian communities, and McCannôs semi-autobiographical chap-

ter complements the introductory work of deClaissé-Walford, as he 

overviews the field with an emphasis on Wilsonôs predecessors. These 
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chapters are followed by further interactions with the work of Wilson 

(Wallace on Wilson and the characterization of David in Book 5, Flint on 

Wilsonôs contribution toward understanding the Book of Psalms in light 

of the Dead Sea Scrolls), various methodological approaches (Gersten-

berger on the dynamics of praise in the ancient Near East, Gericke on 

perceived examples of intra-psalmic theological pluralism within an 

intentionally shaped Psalter, Magonet on reading the Psalms as liturgy), 

topical studies in the psalms (Petrany on wisdom psalms, Botha on a 

perceived antimaterialism in the Book of Psalms, Jacobson on the terms 

ñawakeò and ñcontendò in the Book of Psalms), micro- and macro-

structural studies of the shape of the Book of Psalms (Wittman on the 

portrayal of foreign nations in Pss 2 and 149 and how this relates to the 

emphasis on Godôs kingship in the Psalter, Brown-Jones on the Asaphite 

collection, Ndoga on theocracy in Book 4, Tucker on the role of the foe 

in Book 5), and conclude with an article by Rolf A. Jacobson on the 

likely future of Psalms studies.  

Although the diversity of the chapters will almost certainly mean 

that some will immediately appeal to the reader, it is also possible that 

the less directly relevant work will challenge the reader to develop a 

cross-methodological approach by exposing them to various interpretive 

strategies under the banner of shape and shaping. By way of personal 

example, while Wallaceôs extremely thoughtful and insightful work was 

of direct relevance to my own research, the work of Magonet provided a 

helpful challenge, reminding me to consider liturgical intentionality as a 

possible explanation of the shape of portions of the Book of Psalms.  

Although the diversity among the bookôs contributors offers 

many strengths to the reader, it should be remembered that the disparity 

of perspective also bears witness to competing presuppositions among 

them. On the one side, Wallace clearly writes with a concern for the Sitz 

im Buch and consequently argues that the oft-neglected superscriptions 

should be interpreted as components of a unified final form (p. 198). On 

the other hand, the work of Gericke assumes that competing religious 

perspectives are present in the redaction and composition of the Psalter, 

and to no oneôs surprise, this presupposition leads him to ñuncoverò 

numerous examples of what he calls ñintra-Psalmic theological 

pluralismò (p. 44). Perhaps the varying conclusions spring less from the 

respective contributorôs intellectual rigor and more from their respective 

presuppositions. 

These cautions notwithstanding, I heartily recommend this 

volume to those working in the field of the shape and shaping of the 

Psalter. The early articles provide an up-to-date introduction and sum-
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mary of the field, and the latter articles continue the conversation in 

many directions. The work will almost certainly become a staple in 

Psalms research for years to come. 

 
IAN J. VAILLANCOURT  

Wycliffe College, University of Toronto 

 

 

 

Consider Leviathan: Narratives of Nature and the Self in Job by Brian R. 

Doak. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014. pp. 302, US $39.00. 

 

This book contributes to Joban studies by highlighting the connection 

between nature, especially plant and animal worlds, to the journey of self 

in Jobôs experience of moral struggle and innocent suffering. Literature 

on Job often draw attention to its legal and courtroom metaphor to ad-

dress the issue of theodicy. Doakôs work brings a fresh new lens to the 

discussion by adding the interdisciplinary dimension and intersection of 

anthropology, theology, and ecology to view the Joban self as well as the 

contents of the dialogue between Job and his friends and the divine 

speech.  

The prologue introduces the rationale behind the book, citing 

examples of how Job evokes the world of flourishing and dying plants 

and animals to speak of human suffering and how the speeches of God 

center on nature and ecology. In chapter 1, ñConsider the Ostrich,ò Doak 

defines the language of ñselfò as not limited to the human world but also 

applied to the natural world. He also provides a review of previous 

scholarly literature on the book of Job in relation to its eco-

anthropological concerns. In chapter 2, ñEco-Anthropologies of Wisdom 

in the Hebrew Bible,ò Doak gives a sweeping scholarly review of 

wisdom as floral and faunal knowledge from ancient Near Eastern texts 

as well as the HB. The key texts in the HB include Gen 1:26ï28, Deut 7, 

11, Judg 9:8ï15, 2 Kgs 14:9, Isa 5:1ï7, and passages from Proverbs and 

Psalms. Drawings and illustrations accompany many of these expla-

nations, which provides a helpful visual element to the argument. Doak 

builds a strong case in demonstrating how the plant and animal functions 

to define and reflect the human self.  

In chapter 3, ñEco-Anthropologies in the Joban Dialogues,ò 

Doak focuses on the dialogues between the three friends and Job. The 

three friends use nature imagery such as the growth of the plants and the 

creation of animals as analogies for human order and suffering. Job, on 

the other hand, inverts the friendsô analogies and challenges the 

traditional beliefs that Godôs activity can be accurately perceived through 

http://fortresspress.com/product/consider-leviathan-narratives-nature-and-self-job
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a logical image of the physical order. Jobôs protests reveal the dis-

crepancy between the divine and the human conditions as well as the 

disjunction between the human self and plant life (for instance, Job 

29:18ï20). In chapter 4, ñEco-Anthropologies in the Joban God-Speech,ò 

Doak argues that the purpose of the divine speech is not to avoid the 

problem of innocent suffering but to serve as a direct engagement of the 

bookôs nature metaphor. The condition of the plants and animals 

symbolizes the condition of the human self and Israel itself. Doak lists 

and cites specific animals to present the divine speech, such as lions, 

ravens, mountain goats, deer, wild asses, wild oxen, ostriches, horses, 

hawks, and vultures and associates them to the predicament of the human 

self. He then draws attention to the two mythic animals, Behemoth and 

Leviathan. Their invincible bodies form a stark contrast to the torn and 

suffering Joban body. We learn of the danger of the natural world and 

Godôs pleasure in it. Doak thinks that Godôs answer to Job does not come 

from the order and security that nature brings. On the contrary, nature 

helps one see his own peculiar place in the ecology of Godôs world.  

Finally, in chapter 5, ñNatural Theologies of the Post-Exilic Self 

in Job,ò Doak situates Job in the post-exilic Yehud among its contem-

poraries, Haggai, Zechariah, and Isa 40ï66. At a time when the nation of 

Israel faces threats from various sides, its nature has been affected and 

devastated by the nationôs fate. Against the ecological backdrop of this 

postexilic condition, the journey of the Joban self in connection with the 

nature imagery makes a lot of sense.  

The book is well researched with solid evidence from both the 

texts and pictorial illustrations of the ancient Near East and the HB. The 

points of the interconnectedness between ecology, anthropology, and 

theology are well argued. The last chapter of linking the ecological 

theology to the historical setting of postexilic Israel also opens up a new 

way for readers to understand the historical context of the Joban nar-

rative. Although the interconnectedness between nature and people in the 

HB and the ancient Near East is not something new, the connection 

between nature and Job is a fresh perspective. The drawback of the book 

is its lack of a bibliography to check references. The current index is a 

mixture of both authors and subjects. For the sake of clarity, it would be 

better to separate the two. The treatments on the prologue, dialogue, and 

divine speech are thorough. However, the session on the Elihu speech is 

only given a two-page consideration. Since Elihu also connects nature 

with humanity, especially in Job 37, it deserves a proper place and space 

in the book. Overall, this book provides a welcome addition to the 
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literature of the book of Job and will serve as an important resource for 

students and scholars in the Joban study.  

 

CHLOE SUN 

Logos Evangelical Seminary 

 

 

 

The Book of Exodus: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation edited 

by Thomas B. Dozeman, Craig A. Evans, and Joel N. Lohr. Supplements 

to Vetus Testamentum 164. Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014. xx + 669 

pp., US $264.00, hardcover. 

 

The Book of Exodus, edited by Thomas B. Dozeman, Craig A. Evans, 

and Joel N. Lohr, is a recent addition to Brillôs Supplements to Vetus 

Testamentum series. This volume brings together some of the leading 

scholars in the field of Exodus and Pentateuch studies. This review 

emphasizes a few significant articles and provides a brief critique of the 

summarized works. 

The collected essays in this volume address three major subjects 

within Exodus scholarship: composition, reception history, and inter-

pretation. While the three topics are approached through a variety of 

methodologies and viewpoints, the overall structure of The Book of 

Exodus is divided into four parts. Part I addresses the general nature and 

function of Exodus within the Pentateuch. This section emphasizes 

arguments that designate Torah as Tetrateuch, Pentateuch, or Hexateuch. 

Part II addresses issues of Exodus interpretation including essays that 

emphasize the influence of reception history on exegesis. Several authors 

focus their discussion on the influence of Deuteronomy on the 

interpretation of Exodusðarguments primarily rooted in the acknow-

ledgement of Exodusôs Deuteronomistic and Post-P reception history. 

Part III addresses the textual transmission and reception history of 

Exodus. Part IV, which I think is the most interesting section of the book, 

is where Walter Brueggemann and Terence E. Fretheim each contribute 

an essay that attempts to bring together the arguments of Parts II and III 

in order to lay an intriguing foundation for formulating a theology of 

Exodus. It is regrettable that the volume does not contain a concluding or 

summary essay. 

Three essays especially noteworthy in The Book of Exodus are 

ñReading Exodus in the Tetrateuch and Pentateuch,ò ñExodus in the 

Pentateuch,ò and ñThe Promise of the Land As Oath in Exodus 32:1ï

33:3.ò I deal with each of them briefly below. 

http://www.brill.com/products/book/book-exodus
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William Johnstoneôs chapter, ñReading Exodus in the Tetrateuch 

and Pentateuch,ò revisits his thesis, previously presented in other essays 

outside this volume, ñthat the reminiscences in Deuteronomy enable the 

recovery of a matching account of events in Exodus and Numbers that a 

later edition has overlaidò (p. 1). He argues that the version of the 

Decalogue in Deut 5:6ï21 recalls ñthe influence [the] Decalogue . . . had 

on the composition of the óSinai pericopeô in Exod 19ï40ò (p. 1). 

Johnstone concludes that the account in Deuteronomy and its deviations 

are attributed to a later edition when compared to Exodus. His article is 

well argued and convincing. However, in his comparative analysis of the 

two decalogues, he only compared the MT and did not consider any 

other ancient witnesses. It would be interesting and helpful for his overall 

argument if he had considered other ancient sources in his comparison. 

Konrad Schmidôs chapter, ñExodus in the Pentateuch,ò empha-

sizes the significance and prominence of Exodus in the HBðespecially 

the Pentateuch. There are many allusions to Exodus in the books that 

follow the Pentateuch (e.g., Josh 2:8ï11; 5:1; 9:9; 24:2ï8; Judg 2:1; 

2:11; 6:8ï9; 10:11; 11:13; 19:30; 1 Sam 4:8; 6:6; 8:8; 10:18; 12:6; 15:2; 

2 Sam 7:8; 1 Kgs 8:16; 8:51; 9:9; 2 Kgs 17:7, 36). In order to explore the 

redactorôs rationale as to where Exodus is placed in the narrative, Schmid 

evaluates the history of the Documentary Hypothesis and determines that 

scholars who use this method arrive at conclusions that are inadequate 

for fully understanding the function of Exodus within the Pentateuch. 

Through his use of redaction criticism, he concludes that there is a high 

probability that Exodus functioned as an independent literary piece that 

was later combined with the canonical Pentateuch. Schmidôs method-

ology also leads him toward a reevaluation of Exodus sources. He 

concludes that Exodus was a continuation of pre-Priestly material, as ñP 

seems still to struggle with the sequence of Genesis and Exodus and the 

mediation of the different theological perspectivesò (p. 57). While 

Schmidôs article is innovative, his evaluation of source criticism is 

difficult to follow. I found it hard to determine exactly which sections of 

Exodus and the Pentateuch he determines as pre-P, P, and/or post-P. Yet, 

it is clear that he argues that ñthe basic narrative blueprint of the 

Pentateuch is Pò (p. 57). 

Suzanna Boorerôs chapter, ñThe Promise of the Land As Oath in 

Exodus 32:1ï33:3,ò is an evaluation of the promised land oath as a 

central area of Pentateuchal study. She revisits Rolf Rendtorffôs argu-

ment that the land oath texts (Exod 13:5, 11; 32:13; 33:1) are identified 

as Dtr texts. Regarding narrative structure, Boorer argues: ñExodus 32:13 

is an integral element of Exod 32:7ï14ò (p. 263). Summarized, Exod 
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32:7ï14 is an expansion of an earlier narrative contained in Exod 32: 

Exod 32:1ï6, 5aa, 19ï24, 30ï34, Exod 32:7ï14. These sections com-

ment on Exod 32:30ï34 and elevate ñYHWHôs knowledge over that of 

Moses, rather than the other way around as implied in Exod 32:31ò (p. 

263). With this structure in mind, she then fully engages with Rendtorffôs 

Dtr text source theory. However, she is unable to draw any specific 

conclusion that determines if Exod 32:1ï33:3 was of a pre-Dtr, Dtr, 

and/or post-Dtr source. As each section of the land oath text must be 

evaluated individually, she concludes that it is difficult, and perhaps 

impossible, to determine a single source for the whole section. 

The Book of Exodus presents significant advancement in the 

scholarly discussion of the book of Exodus, most notably in its debate 

over the reception history of Exodus. I highly recommend this volume to 

those who are interested in Exodusôs reception history that deviates in 

conclusion and argument from the traditional historical scholarship of the 

corpus. I would also encourage those who are interested in method-

ologies such as the Documentary Hypothesis or the New Documentary 

Hypothesis to investigate this work, paying particular attention to Part II. 

As a volume within Brillôs Supplements to Vetus Testamentum series, 

this work is rather expensive; however, I would say that its contents and 

level of scholarship are worth the investment. 

 

ANDREW W. DYCK 

McMaster Divinity College 

 

 

 

Joshua 1ï12: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary by 

Thomas B. Dozeman. AB 6B. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015. 

627 pp., US $100.00, hardcover. 

 

The Anchor Bible commentary series is well known for bringing to-

gether quality textual analysis and innovative interpretations of Scripture, 

making the volumes useful to a wide variety of readers. Thomas Doze-

manôs commentary on Josh 1ï12 represents an addition to the Anchor 

Bible that will further the solid reputation of the series. Dozeman, who 

serves as professor of OT at United Theological Seminary, seeks to 

provide an interpretation of the book of Joshua based on the bookôs 

dominant theological themes. The result is a commentary that takes 

seriously Joshuaôs message of establishing a place for the worship of 

YHWH, as well as the unique difficulties the book of Joshua presents to 

contemporary readers. 

http://yalebooks.com/book/9780300149753/joshua-1-12
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 Dozeman follows the typical layout of the Anchor Bible series. 

He begins his volume with a thorough introduction, followed by an 

expansive bibliography, a fresh translation of the book of Joshua, and 

notes and comments on the text. Dozemanôs commentary makes the most 

of this structure. His introduction equips readers with the core of his 

approach to interpreting the book of Joshua and situates his approach 

within the history of Joshuaôs interpretation. Appendices focusing on the 

translation of the MT and LXX and geographical terms in the MT and 

LXX buttress Dozemanôs introduction with additional background 

research. 

 Dozemanôs goal in his introduction is to introduce his research 

and the place of his research in the history of the interpretation of the 

book of Joshua. While he provides a brief discussion of the date of 

Joshuaôs composition and the text of Joshua, little attention is given to 

other introductory issues such as the historicity of the Joshua narrative, 

the canonical place of the book of Joshua, the character of Joshua, or 

guidelines for reading Hebrew narrative. Dozemanôs omission of such 

material from his introduction demonstrates the intention of his com-

mentary to contribute something new to the interpretation of Joshua 

rather than serve as an introduction to the book of Joshua for students or 

pastors.  

 In his introduction, Dozeman posits that the book of Joshua is a 

postexilic ñSamaritan myth of origin, in which the promised land is 

heavily populated with kings and royal city-states requiring holy war to 

empty the land of its urban cultureò (p. 31). Such a setting for the 

composition of Joshua leads Dozeman to conclude that Joshua functions 

as a polemic against the urban life of the postexilic period and a call to a 

rural, utopian living out of the covenant. Dozeman seeks to demonstrate 

how several major theological themes in the book of Joshua support his 

identification of the purpose of the book of Joshua. He notes that the 

procession of the ark to Ebal and Gerizim in Josh 8 indicates the arrival 

of the ark at its cultic destination near Shechem (p. 378). The resting of 

the ark at Shechem demonstrates the Samaritan influence on the narrative 

(p. 50). Dozeman also finds great significance in the fact that the 

ñgenocideò mandated by the ban (˫˶˥ ) is only executed upon the royal 

cities. Dozeman believes the focus upon the destruction of royal cities in 

Joshua comes as a result of ñthe sense of alienation from the urbanization 

of the Persian Empireò (p. 77). The book of Joshua, therefore, is a charge 

for the people of God in the Persian period to recreate the promised land 

by rejecting the city-states of the empire and establishing an urban utopia 

in which the only cities are the Levitical cities prescribed in Josh 20ï21. 
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Even Jerusalem is included in this polemic, thus the note that it continues 

to be inhabited by Jebusitesðand thus is contaminated (Josh 15:63). 

 Dozemanôs interpretation of the book of Joshua is well situated 

within his proposed setting of the composition of the book. He resists the 

temptation to interpret the book of Joshua in a way that has no 

substantive connection to the setting of Joshuaôs composition. The result 

is a compelling interpretation of the book of Joshua that possesses a high 

degree of internal cohesion.  

 Though Dozemanôs interpretation of Joshua is compelling, it is 

not without significant difficulties. At the heart of Dozemanôs argument 

is his assertion that the ark finds its cultic resting place at Shechem after 

the covenant ceremony in Josh 8. The ark coming to rest at Shechem is 

never made explicit in the text of Joshua. That the ark continued to 

accompany the army of YHWH seems a reasonable implication of the 

text, at least equally if not more reasonable than the ark coming to rest at 

a cultic center in Shechem. If one considers the possibility that the ark 

continued to accompany Israel, then the implication would be that the 

procession of the ark encompassed all of the Transjordan through the 

northern and southern campaigns of Josh 10ï11, not just northern Israel 

as Dozeman asserts. Dozemanôs assertion that the book of Joshua is a 

polemic against urban life and a call to rural also contains significant 

flaws. Such an interpretation fails to account for Joshuaôs statement in 

his farewell address that the cities the Israelites conquered have become 

part of their inheritance (24:13). If the book of Joshua is a polemic 

against royal cities, one must question why only Jericho and Hazor are 

destroyed, while the majority of conquered cities are inhabited by the 

Israelites. 

 Although significant issues arise from Dozemanôs hypothesis 

about the composition and purpose of Joshua, his commentary represents 

excellent scholarship and a bold and thought provoking interpretation. 

Dozemanôs comments on the text of Joshua provide readers with 

excellent linguistic and textual analysis, which are of great benefit 

regardless of whether one adopts his broader interpretation of Joshua. 

Dozemanôs attention to textual detail in his comments, and his detailed 

discussion of the differences between the LXX and MT of Joshua in his 

appendices make Dozemanôs commentary a veritable treasure for those 

concerned with textual and linguistic issues in the book of Joshua. 

 

CORY BARNES 

New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary 
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Do We Need the New Testament? Letting the Old Testament Speak for 

Itself by John Goldingay. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2015. 183 

pp., US $22.00, softcover. 

 

John Goldingay is David Allan Hubbard Professor of OT at Fuller 

Theological Seminary, where he has taught since 1997. Prior to his 

teaching post at Fuller, Goldingay taught OT and Hebrew at St. Johnôs 

Theological College in Nottingham, England. He has had an extensive 

publishing career, and some of his recent works include the 17-volume 

OT for Everyone series (2010ï2015), The Theology of the Book of Isaiah 

(2014), and a three-volume Old Testament Theology (2003ï2009). 

Goldingay has also written commentaries on Daniel, Isaiah, and Psalms. 

 In short, this book is an apologetic on letting the OT (or First 

Testament, as he calls it) speak for itself. Goldingay answers the question 

posed by the title of the book (Do we need the NT?) with a resounding 

ñYes!ò but his primary aim is to examine the age-old issue of the 

relationship between the two testaments by discovering what the 

Scriptures themselves have to say. To that end, the chapters of the book 

are organized around topics that Goldingay traces throughout both 

testaments.  

 In Chapter 1, ñDo We Need the New Testament?,ò Goldingay 

presents a general survey of the uniqueness of the NT. After examining 

topics such as salvation, mission, theology, hope, promise and 

fulfillment, spirituality, ethics, and the general narrative framework of 

both testaments, he concludes that the NT does not offer much that is 

different from the OT. He does not hesitate to suggest that there are not 

many differences between the two testaments. Indeed, the tone of the 

chapter is set in its opening pages with the statement ñin a sense God did 

nothing new in Jesusò (p. 12). To be fair, Goldingay acknowledges that 

there are aspects of newness in the NTðsuch as the embodiment of God 

in visible form and the resurrection hope of rising to a new lifeðbut the 

reader will not walk away convinced of the necessity of the NT, only that 

it does not supersede the OT.  

 Chapters 2 and 3 examine the importance of Jesus and whether 

the Holy Spirit was present in OT times, respectively. Both chapters 

provide a fairly reasonable and accurate presentation of the evidence. 

Goldingayôs emphasis in chapter 2 is not on who Jesus was or what he 

said; his uniqueness lies in the way he said things and, more precisely, 

what he did. Some may see difficulties with separating Jesusôs identity 

from his work, but this does not seem to be a problem for Goldingay (p. 

47). Chapter 3 is a well-argued survey of the Holy Spirit in both testa-

http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=2469
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=2469
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ments. I believe it is a helpful, and mostly positive, corrective on modern 

misunderstandings of the Spirit.  

 Probably the most beneficial and intriguing material in this book 

comes from chapters 4 and 7. In both chapters Goldingay takes 

informative forays into the field of memory. The focus of chapter 4 is to 

highlight what he calls ñmiddle narrativesò in both testaments. Narrative 

is a way that cultures articulate a memory of the past. In reaction to the 

clichéd use of words like ñmetanarrativeò and ñgrand narrative,ò 

Goldingay opts for middle narrative and defines this as stories that 

ñarticulate a memory of the past on a smaller scaleò which express 

theological insights and ñimply a grand theological narrativeò (p. 71). 

His basic conclusion is that ñthe New Testament middle narratives 

embrace the First Testament grand narrative and nuance it in light of 

Jesusò (p. 89). Chapter 7 traces out the implications of the function of 

memory and history and how this relates to an understanding of the faith, 

hope, and life/ethics of Israel. Overall, both chapters are valuable for 

what they present, but this reader failed to see a strong connection of 

these chapters to the thesis of the book. 

 Chapter 5 examines how Christians over the centuries have 

thought wrongly about Hebrews. The two examples he uses are sacrifice 

and the models of faith (Heb 11). While I strongly agree with his premise 

that Christians misread the OT at times, I disagree with Goldingayôs 

interpretation of both topics in Hebrews. First, he adamantly argues that 

Heb 11 is not about individual faith in action, but he does not go on to 

offer a preciseðor, for that matter, substantialðargument as to what the 

passage is about. Second, my critique of his conclusion that ñthe new 

covenant has surely not been establishedò (p. 98) lies in the evidence of 

the literary context of Heb 8ï9 (the text clearly makes the connection 

between the new covenant and Jesusôs blood sacrifice, a point Goldingay 

fails to address). Again, I believe he presents an excellent point on 

hermeneutics, but his exegesis does not contribute favorably to the 

chapterôs aim. 

 Goldingay offers an apologetic for using or bringing back the 

Psalms (especially imprecatory psalms) into Christian worship in chapter 

6. In chapter 8 he examines some ethical distinctions between the testa-

ments (e.g., faulting the NT for its acceptance of slavery). Chapter 9 is 

Goldingayôs reaction to various methods (historical criticism, theological 

interpretation), warning about emphasizing Christocentric, Trinitarian, 

and ñrule of faithò oriented interpretations. The book ends with a 

concluding chapter that summarizes his thesis and his purpose. 

 In summary, Goldingay has produced a readable survey of the 

relationship between the testaments. His content is thought provoking at 

times, and at other times just provocative. Positive contributions of the 
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book include the role of memory for understanding biblical culture and 

theology and his offering a corrective for faulty hermeneutics by letting 

the Scriptures speak for themselves. Much of what he writes is helpful, 

although at times some arguments seem forced or unsubstantiated. 

Occasionally, a text is taken out of context (Jesus instructing people to 

hate others [p. 31]; failing to account for the literary context of the new 

covenant in Heb 9 [pp. 97ï99]). Overall, Goldingay offers a solid case 

against the theological inferiority of the OT. Do We Need the New 

Testament? is a welcome corrective for those insisting that the OT does 

not speak to Christians today. The book would be a great addition to the 

library of seminary students, pastors, and informed laypeople.  

 

JUSTIN LANGFORD 

Louisiana College  

 

 

 

Abschied von der Priesterschrift?: Zum Stand der Pentateuchdebatte 

edited by Friedhelm Hartenstein and Konrad Schmid. Veröffentlichun-

gen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für Theologie 40. Leipzig: 

Evangelische Verlaganstalt, 2015. 220 pp., ú38,00, softcover. 

 

Abschied von der Priesterschrift? is a collection of essays by leading 

European scholars on the question of the nature of the Priestly narrative. 

Whereas the volume A Farewell to the Yahwist? (2002) debated whether 

a continuous non-Priestly narrative including the Patriarchal and Exodus 

traditions exists, in the case of the Priestly narratives, the existence of 

this continuous narrative combining the Patriarchal and Exodus traditions 

is not doubted. Rather, the debate centers over its character either as an 

independent source or a redaction. The article by Christoph Levin (ñDie 

Priesterschrift als Quelle: Eine Erinnerungò) begins with a history of 

research on the Priestly writings, which shows that the state of the 

question has remained the same for the last two hundred years, with the 

same points being debated in favor of and against the Priestly narrative 

as a source or redaction. Levin affirms the main reasons to consider the 

Priestly writings to be an independent source, that is, because of the 

theology of the gradual revelation of the name of YHWH (Exod 6:2ï8) 

and the rejection of sacrifice before Sinai, which would be disrupted if 

the Priestly account were a redaction including the non-P portions in 

GenesisïExodus. Levin argues for the classic Documentary Hypothesis, 

according to which a redactor combined J and P, preserving them as 

http://www.eva-leipzig.de/product_info.php?info=p3447_Abschied-von-der-Priesterschrift-.html
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completely as possible and variously using one or the other as a base to 

which the other was supplemented. In an analysis focusing on the 

Patriarchal narratives, Erhard Blum (ñNoch einmal: Das literargeschicht-

liche Profil der P-Überlieferungò) advocates that neither the concept of a 

source nor a redaction alone can do justice to the complexity of the 

Priestly material, but rather it is best understood as a ñcompositionò in 

which independent Priestly traditions have been combined with and 

modified in light of the non-P traditions to form a unified Priestly 

conception of history paralleling the non-P composition.  

Jan Christian Gertzôs text-critical investigation of the Primeval 

History and particularly of the Toledot-formulae (ñGenesis 5: Priester-

liche Redaktion, Komposition oder Quellenschrift?ò) suggests that the 

Priestly Primeval History can be read as an independent source. 

Nevertheless, Gertz follows Blum in contending that each thematic block 

of Pentateuchal tradition has to be assessed independently to determine 

the character of its Priestly material, as the Priestly Patriarchal narratives 

appear to be redactional, whereas the Exodus narrative appears to form 

an independent source. The articles by Christoph Berner (ñDer literar-

ische Charakter der Priesterschrift in der Exoduserzählung: Dargestellt 

an Exodus 1 bis 14ò) and Thomas Römer (ñVon Moses Berufung zur 

Spaltung des Meers: Überlegungen zur priesterschriftlichen Version der 

Exoduserzählungò) debate the nature of the Priestly texts in Exod 1ï14. 

Berner defines what he perceives to be the base layer of P, and discusses 

how it would relate to the non-P material looked at from the perspective 

of P as a source and P as a redaction. According to Berner, the fact that 

many non-P texts are now considered to be post-P removes the 

traditional objection to the redactional model that P and non-P must be 

independent sources since they contain doublets (e.g., the relationship of 

Exod 3ï4* to Exod 6:2ï7:7). Though the P material can be read as an 

independent source in relation to non-P, this requires the additional 

hypothesis that material from P has been omitted (such as the birth of 

Moses) and that a post-P redactor has modified P. Römer on the other 

hand argues that P in Exod 1ï14 is an independent source, which best 

accounts for its intentionally structured theological links to Gen 1 and 17, 

and developing theology of the revelation of the divine name culminating 

in Exod 6:2ï8. For Römer, the best explanation for the double traditions 

of the plagues in Exod 7ï11 and the crossing of the Sea in Exod 14 is 

that P is an independent source, and it is reasonable to presume that a P 

account of the birth of Moses has thus been omitted. 

Eckart Ottoôs ñPriesterschrift und Deuteronomium im Buch 

Levitikus: Zur Integration des Deuteronomiums in den Pentateuch,ò 

recounts Ottoôs Fortschreibung-theory on the formation of the 

Pentateuch, according to which the Priestly Sinai materials and the 
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Deuteronomic Moab materials are two poles around which the 

Pentateuch gradually coalesced. The Holiness Code plays a pivotal role 

in mediating between a Priestly Grundschrift extending from Gen 1 to 

Exod 29:46, Priestly Fortschreibungen that develop in phases in Exod 

25ïLev 16, and the Deuteronomic law and is therein representative of the 

end redaction of the Pentateuch. After the Priestly materials and H were 

combined with the Deuteronomic laws, the frame around the Deutero-

nomic law continued to develop and was influenced by H. The 

framework of Deuteronomy presents Moses as the scribal interpreter of 

the Sinai Torah and legitimates Moses as the prophetic figure who takes 

the role of mediating first-person prophecy of YHWH from Lev 26. 

Christoph Nihanôs article focuses on the formation and place of Lev 26 

in the Pentateuch, which has traditionally been a battleground for 

competing models of Pentateuch formation (ñHeiligkeitsgesetz und 

Pentateuch: Traditions- und kompositionsgeschichtliche Aspekte von 

Levitikus 26ò). According to Nihan, Lev 26 belongs to the final 

redaction that formed Leviticus as a book and framed the Sinai revelation 

with its connections to Exod 19ï20, but it does not represent the 

Pentateuchal redaction. The purpose of the chapter is to integrate Priestly 

and Deuteronomic covenant traditions and subordinate the authority of 

prophecy to the authority of Moses as the first prophet. 

These detailed studies of key aspects of the Priestly texts by 

leading scholars provide a helpful overview of the current state of 

research on the subject, with the essays largely reflecting main points 

that the authors have argued more extensively elsewhere. The essays are 

testimony to the fact that despite almost two hundred years of research 

on the character of the Priestly literature, the same questions are being 

debated with no clear resolutions in sight. There is agreement, however, 

that the way forward can only proceed on detailed textual analysis, with 

openness to considering different parts of the Priestly narrative having a 

different character. Only an overall analysis of the Priestly narrative that 

takes account of all the data can produce an overarching model of how 

the Priestly narrative should be understood. 

 

PAAVO TUCKER 

Asbury Theological Seminary 

 

 

 

Adam, Eve, and the Devil: A New Beginning [English] by Marjo C. A. 

Korpel and Johannes C. de Moor. Hebrew Bible Monographs. Sheffield, 

http://www.sheffieldphoenix.com/showbook.asp?bkid=271
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England: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2014. xi + 332 pp., US $95.00, hard-

cover. 

 

In their creative reading and speculative interpretation of KTU 1.100 and 

KTU 1.107, Marjo Korpel and Johannes de Moor reconstruct what they 

believe to be an underlying Adamic Myth from Ugarit that has up until 

now eluded scholars. They then relate this myth, as the background, to 

the fall narrative in Gen 3 as well as numerous allusions in the rest of the 

OT, NT, and parabiblical materials. They admit, however, that their 

theory is based on ñfragile evidenceò and will need to be tested in future 

research (p. 236). The two main tablets on which it is based, including 

KTU 1.100, which is well preserved but reinterpreted, and KTU 1.107, 

which is badly damaged, reconstructed, and translated with significant 

conjecture, are supplemented with the posited existence of a third tablet, 

based on a reference from Philo of Byblos. All of this leaves an 

admittedly conjectural theory with significantly speculative influence on 

biblical and extra-biblical passages. 

The first chapter lays the methodological foundation in which 

they present their understanding of the similarities and differences 

between the biblical narratives and the mythological texts, particularly 

Ugaritic. The second chapter presents their evidence and conjecture 

primarily from the Ugaritic corpus. They begin with the few clear 

Ugaritic references to creation, including the Canaanite deity El (or Ilu) 

as the high creator god. This unique link to the Israelite creation story 

provides the only extrabiblical creator with the same name as Elohim in 

Gen 1. From the reference to ñheaven and floodò (KTU 1.179:9; KTU 

1.100:1), which appears to be a pair of primordial deities, they detect the 

common ANE creation event of separating the waters from the waters to 

form an atmosphere in the original creation myth, which they also 

extrapolate to have been done by Ilu. Additional identified parallels with 

the biblical material include Ilu as potter of a person, from clay or soil, 

and creation by word (though in this case, commanding the birth of 

monsters, not part of the cosmos).  

They develop the most significant and conjectural part of the 

thesis in the remainder of chapter 2. Here they suppose an original myth 

of the Canaanite deity orrǕnu (¹rǾn or ¹rǕn) in connection with a 

reconstructed Adam myth regarding the loss of immortality. The 

reconstructed story line includes the rebellion of orrǕnu against Ilu, 

who casts him out of the divine mountain. Using KTU 1.100 and 1.107, 

which are usually translated and understood as incantations against snake 

bite (for recent translations and notes, see Dennis Pardee, Ritual and Cult 

at Ugarit, 172ï91, or N. Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit, 378ï87, 

391ï94). Korpel and de Moor perceive a very different story line, 
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however, in which the outcast orrǕnu poisoned the Tree of Life with 

serpent venom to make it a Tree of Death. Adammu, a god 

commissioned to come to earth and recover the Tree of Life, is instead 

bitten by orrǕnu in the form of a snake (possibly the giant serpent, 

Leviathan). All of this occurs between the twin peaks of Ararat in the 

vineyard of the gods. On deathôs door, Adammu is somehow delivered 

from death by Ġapġu, but he is no longer immortal. Thus mortal man 

begins. orrǕnu apparently repents and detoxifies the tree himself, after 

which orrǕnu becomes the compassionate divine executioner. The now 

mortal Adammu is accompanied by his once goddess wife Kubaba, and 

they now pursue immortality through procreation. 

In chapter 3 the authors compare other ancient creation accounts 

from Egypt, Mesopotamia, Iran, and Greece. Similarities noted include 

such things as the existence of multiple (different) accounts in each 

tradition of the primordial history (relating that to Gen 1 and 2), creation 

by word or creation of mankind from clay, and the use of the potterôs 

wheel. There was a common theme of rebellion against the high god by 

another god, relating to the understanding presented of orrǕnu. The 

parallels noted were of general character, however, and the differences 

distinct enough that the authors could not presume direct dependence. On 

the other hand, they suspect a common ñsubstratum of oral traditionò (p. 

103).  

Chapter 4 compares the reconstructed myth with the HB begin-

ning in Genesis but continuing throughout the OT. They come to the 

study with the previous conclusion that the current text of Gen 1ï11 was 

edited late in Israelôs history from earlier mythological accounts, with 

Gen 1ï4 being self-consciously written as an introduction to the whole 

HB. With that in mind, they list eleven differences and twelve 

similarities with the other ancient writings, including key differences like 

the name of God (˫˧ˢ˪˞) in Gen 1 (similar but exactly the same as Ugarit 

and different from all others), the importance of the Sabbath, and the 

unique use of ˞ ˶˟ among other things. Key similarities include the close 

relation of ˢ˪˞˫˧  to the Ugaritic use of s ˣ˪˞ as creator, the pre-existence 

of the deep (ñfloodò) before creation begins (1:2), and creation by word 

alone. In Gen 2ï4 they again draw out a list of eleven differences and 

some eighteen similarities. A significant number of these similarities are 

related to their understanding of the recreated Adamic myth (especially 

their understanding of Eve, immortality, or orrǕnu) or some marginal 

interpretations of the Hebrew text. They also work through Gen 5ï9, Isa 

14, Ezek 28, and Ezek 29ï32. 



  BOOK REVIEWS                                                            85 

The final chapters briefly examine remaining parallels in and out 

of the Bible. Chapter 5 looks at the parabiblical texts, including a large 

focus on Enoch and even a glance at Islam. Chapter 6 surveys the NT for 

passages that may be related in some way to the Canaanite myth 

uncovered by the authors, mostly relating to Satan and the sin of Adam. 

They find parallels in the Gospels, two passages in Acts, and a few 

references in Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Hebrews, Timothy, 1 John, 

and Revelation. Of course orrǕnu and Adam figure prominently in 

these. Chapter 7 concludes with a summary of the main findings and the 

previously referenced warning that it is all preliminary and subject to 

further investigation. In the appendices, they offer their construction and 

translation of KTU 1.107 and KTU 1.100. This is helpful to compare 

with Dennis Pardeeôs or Nick Wyattôs translations mentioned above. 

Their proposal brings a wide variety of data to bear on the issue 

of the back story of Gen 1ï4. The modest gains in helpful analysis of the 

Ugaritic materials, and other ANE texts is offset by the overly creative 

and speculative readings of the texts. Their favoring of speculative 

interpretations extends to the Hebrew text as well, so that along with 

supporting the late views on composition, they offer minimal gain for 

those of us with a more traditional view. 

 

JOHN SODEN 

Lancaster Bible College 

 

 

 

Genesis by Tremper Longman III. Story of God Bible Commentary. 

Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016. xviii + 593 pp., US $45.99, 

hardcover.  

 

Tremper Longmanôs commentary on Genesis does not disappoint as the 

inaugural OT volume in Zondervanôs The Story of God Bible Com-

mentary series. The OT series is a biblical-theological treatment that 

examines each book in its original context, then seeks to apply that book 

to the modern Christian life. The authors seek to accomplish this task by 

examining passages from three perspectives: ñListen to the Story,ò which 

looks at the passage itself, as well as possible biblical and extra-biblical 

connections; ñExplain the Story,ò which does just thatðexplains the 

meaning of the passage in its original context; and ñLive the Story,ò 

which looks at how the biblical text can and should be applied to the life 

of the church, particular in regards to Christocentric preaching, teaching, 

and hermeneutics (p. xv).  

http://www.storyofgodseries.com/buy/
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 After a chapter of prolegomena typical to biblical commentaries 

(authorship, genre, structure, historical background, etc.), each sub-

sequent chapter addresses a unit of text under each of the headings listed 

above. This division into chapters and then sections makes for easy 

digestion and use of the material in teaching and preaching. For example, 

Longmanôs chapter on the Akedah is sixteen-pages long and addresses 

the original meaning of the passage, its relationship to the surrounding 

literary context, whether God tests Christians today, the relationship 

between faith and obedience, and how Christ is the fulfillment of the 

Akedah. Of course, much more could be said about each of these issues; 

however, much less will have to be said in a fifty-minute class period or 

thirty-minute sermon. My point is that Longman models for pastors and 

professors an excellent way to communicate the most important parts of 

this text to their respective audiences.  

 Although certainly not a requirement of biblical scholarship, 

another helpful feature of this commentary is that it is well written. 

Longman crafts prose that makes the reader want to continue in the 

endeavor. Finally, the bookôs indexes (subject, author, and Scripture) are 

a helpful feature, as they usually are in such works. My only quibble here 

is that the subject index is a mere one and one-half pages and covers only 

one hundred or so subjects. Additionally, some of the subjects, such as 

ñtree of the knowledge of good and evilò and ñauthorship and date,ò are 

overly obvious and the references are somewhat unhelpful. These two 

subjects in particular point the reader to the commentaryôs section on 

Gen 3 and the bookôs introduction, respectivelyðexactly where the in-

tended audience would think to look first. 

 In the commentaryôs acknowledgements Longman recounts the 

story of how the series came to be. It is an encouraging tale of 

collaboration between Longman and editors at Zondervan to actualize 

Longmanôs desire for a robust commentary that ñnot only examined the 

ancient message of the Old Testament but also looked at the text from a 

New Testament perspective to describe its continuing relevance for 

Christian life and, most importantly, how this ancient text anticipated the 

coming of Jesusò (p. xi). As an OT professor at a small liberal arts 

college, this is the very thing I try to accomplish on a daily basis, and this 

commentary made that a much easier task earlier in the semester as I 

worked through the book of Genesis with my OT survey students. I 

cannot recommend it more highly as a tool for teaching the Bible in the 
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pulpit and at the lectern. I am greatly anticipating the future volumes in 

this series.  

 

RUSSELL L. MEEK 

Louisiana College 

 

 

 

Psalms: An Introduction and Commentary by Tremper Longman III. 

TOTC. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2014. 479 pp., US $24.00, 

softcover.  

 

Tremper Longman III, esteemed author of An Introduction to the Old 

Testament and the Robert H. Gundry Professor of Biblical Studies at 

Westmont College in Santa Barbara, California, has produced a first-rate 

commentary on the Psalms in the new and revised TOTC commentary 

series. A commentary on the whole of the Psalms is not for the 

fainthearted, and Longman acknowledges his debt to evangelical lumi-

naries like Derek Kidner.  

His introduction establishes his approach to the Psalms as ñnot 

only the heart of the Old Testamentò but also ña pivotal witness and 

anticipation of Jesus Christò (p. 9). Throughout his commentary Long-

man traces these theological connections both to the context of the OT 

and also to the trajectory of the Christ. He mounts a balanced defense of 

the titles of the Psalms, indicating that, while not part of the original 

composition, they were added to the text before the close of the 

canonical period (p. 24). Regarding the old saw concerning Davidôs 

authorship related to such titles, he quotes N. T. Wright saying that while 

we cannot for certain prove that the Psalms go back to David, we also 

cannot prove that they do not. Overall Longman is concerned to treat the 

Psalms, as C. S. Lewis insisted, not merely as ñdoctrinal treatisesò but 

ñpoems intended to be sung.ò However, Longman argues, while they are 

not doctrinal treatises, ñthe Psalms do teach doctrine.ò He cites 

Athanasius approvingly: The Psalms are ñan epitome of the whole 

Scriptures,ò and also Martin Luther that the Psalms are ña little Bible, 

and the summary of the Old Testamentò (p. 47).  

He resists a strict, rigid structure to the Psalms, instead seeing 

them as beginning with an invitation to a temple experience of worship 

(and a warning for the unrighteous) and ending with a celebratory praise, 

moving ñfrom lament to praiseò overall. Psalms 1 and 2, then, are ñthe 

first of a two-part introduction to the Psalterò (p. 55). But it is more than 

merely passively introductory in general; ñPsalm 1 stands like a Levitical 

gatekeeper, warning the wicked to proceed no furtherò (p. 55).  

http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=4285


88           Journal for the Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 5.1 

 

 

Many readers will turn to Longmanôs exegesis of their favorite 

and well-known, much-beloved Psalms, like Ps 23. He encourages us 

that ñPsalm 23 has rightly found its place in the hearts of Christian 

readers. . . . Christians cannot read Psalm 23 that explores God as 

shepherd of his people without thinking of Jesus Christò (p. 137). He 

takes a contextually laden approach to the common translation of the end 

of Ps 23 as ñforever.ò That, he says, ñgives a wrong impression.ò It is 

literally ñfor length of days.ò However, if we read Ps 23 ñin the light of 

the New Testament [it] indicates that it is true that the psalmist and 

others who put their trust in God will live in his presence foreverò (p. 

137). On the other hand, while he indicates a developmental view of the 

teaching regarding the afterlife in the OT, when it comes to the plain 

teaching of Ps 49, he says, ñGlimpses of the afterlife are rare in the Old 

Testament, but the psalmist here certainly affirms that, in the case of the 

upright, and specifically himself, death will not have the ultimate sayò (p. 

215).  

For Longman, the Psalms are a ñliterary sanctuary, a holy textual 

place where worshippers speak in the very presence of God.ò This means 

that as Ps 1 was the ñgateway,ò so the last psalm, Ps 150, ñconcludes the 

final doxologyò (p. 479).  

Throughout there are some juicy, heart-moving, and theo-

logically rich analyses. ñThe book of Psalms does not only want to 

inform our intellect, but to stimulate our imagination, arouse our 

emotions and stir us on to holy thoughts and actionsò (p. 9). There is a 

firm commitment to historicity: ñTaking the authorship ascriptions and 

the historical titles seriously, psalms were written in response to the 

composerôs experience of Godôs presence or absence during a specific 

historical episode in lifeò (pp. 31ï32). There is insight regarding the 

understanding of the conventions of Hebrew poetry: ñThe first con-

vention of Hebrew poetry is terseness, a word pointing to the poetôs 

desire to communicate a message using as few words as possibleò (p. 

42). Ongoing confidence in the power of the Psalms to affect us 

emotively: ñThe psalmistôs experience of the presence of God 

recalibrated his perspective. He now realized that present realities are not 

ultimate realitiesò (p. 276). His understanding of the spiritual nature of 

the imprecatory Psalms is telling: ñ[T]hey allow us turn our anger over to 

God for him to act as he sees fitò (p. 52).  

All in all, this is a significant work of scholarship, accessible to 

the general audience, which provides both a compelling framework and 
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an applicatory trajectory that is Christ-focused, all of which will gratify 

the judicious reader.  

 

JOSH MOODY 
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Cantos and Strophes in Biblical Hebrew Poetry III Psalms 90ï150 and 

Psalm 1 by Pieter van der Lugt. OTS 63. Leiden: Brill, 2013. xiv + 620 

pp., US $249.00, hardcover. 

 

The publication of this book completes the trilogy of the Cantos and 

Strophes in Biblical Hebrew Poetry series (OTS 53/57/63, Brill, 2006, 

2010, 2013), van der Lugtôs magnum opus on the investigation of higher 

poetic structures in the Psalter. This book, consisting of four chapters, 

begins with methodology, followed by a study of Books IV and V of the 

Psalter (and Ps 1), and concludes with a systematic classification of the 

different types of canto and strophic structures found in the Psalms. 

Van der Lugtôs methodology is defined by two primary and two 

complementary keys. The first primary key is the identification of 

ñformal devicesò that mark transitions from one strophe, or canto, to the 

next (a canto is a series of strophes, which consist of two or three 

verselines each; pp. 2ï3). He classifies eight categories of words that 

denote the beginning of a strophe (e.g., vocatives, interrogative particles, 

imperatives), and four that mark the end of a strophe (e.g., the Hebrew 

term ñselahò; pp. 3ï4). The second primary key involves an exhaustive 

study of verbal repetitions in the poem. Crucial in this aspect is how the 

repetitions occur as poetical features (e.g., linear or chiastic arrange-

ments) at the strophic level across the entire poem (p. 5), thereby 

reinforcing any strophic or canto structures identified. Two other 

complementary keys include quantitative analyses (counting of words or 

cola to reveal deliberate structured units based on symbolic numbers) and 

thematic collaborations within the texts.  

An additional feature of this book involves the structural study of 

the entire Songs of Ascents (pp. 422ï40). Van der Lugt argues that the 

Songs of Ascents can be structured into three main sections: Pss 120ï25; 

126ï31; 132ï34 (p. 424). He arrives at this conclusion based on unique 

verbal repetitions that occur in these sections.  

 In the final chapter of this book, van der Lugt consolidates and 

systematizes all the psalms in the Psalter into three main types of cantos. 

Type I consists of balanced or almost regular patterned cantos, which are 

most common in the Psalter. Type II consists of a series of cantos of 

http://www.brill.com/products/book/cantos-and-strophes-biblical-hebrew-poetry-iii
http://www.brill.com/products/book/cantos-and-strophes-biblical-hebrew-poetry-iii



