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 Térael. Because this puts-issat one remove from the assertions the'

OldTestament'é’heoiogy

; asked to say that God actualiy did or said or commanded what the
~OT says he did; only-that people. thought he had done so, OT
study becomes the study of the history of Israelite religion, social =
life, and institutions. Since this makes no direct claims on our -
own religious- allegiance, we can be much calmer and cooler -
~about it than we could if we thought the-OT was a source of R
- direct information’ about God that had to be believed by rehgmus o
- people, just as it stood.! o

Old Testament Theology

JOHN BARTON But the loss here may be as great as the gain: In gammg an -
ohjective knowledge of religious beliefs in Israel, we seem to lose
the Bible as a book of faith. The OT ceases to be a problem by

- becoming, from the believer’s point-of view, an irrelevance. The -
I ~ history of - the religious beliefs of the-ancient Israclites is an

AR C : ‘ o S interesting subject for scholars to-study, but it is not clear why
- Most Christians probably read the Old Testament to learn about - ‘students of theology ~ still less ordinary believers = should
" "God. They expect it to tell them what God is like, what he has -
~ done and what he requires of them. But those who approach the " -
cOF in thig way are soon disappointed. They find that the God it -
- shows them is, at best, something of 2 mixed blessing. Although
“at times he 1s-loving, gentie and trustworthy, at others he seems .
. capricious, -harsh and unfecling The things he is said to have’
" done include not only bestowing miraculous blessings (chiefly on *
~the people of Israel), but-also destroying whole nations without .
- pity;-and the conduct he demands, though it puts a high value on -
justice, often’ seems-to lack compassion. The information about ©
‘God we get from the OT séems fairly ambiguous, and we would -
" be hard put to it to recogm?e in 1t the God in whom }ews or
. Ghrlstlans How believe. .. .
.+ In oné way the crmcal study of the OT descnbed in the-_-
'-';prevmus chapters alleviates the chscomfort A critical approach_ -
. /shifts the emphasis away from readmg the OT to-discover what
- God is like; and on to studying itin order to discover what the
- ancient Israclites thought he was like. Instead of learning’ what-_'
- God has done; we learn what the authors or the communities
“who produced the various OT books believed he had done; and by:
_ appiymg historical methods we can someétimes discover what the:
~actual events were that they interpreted as ‘acts of God'. Rather -
. than extracting from the Bible a catalogue of moral duties, we’
-ty to.understand how ideas about ethics developed in ancien

-usefulness will need to go beyond what merely historical study 3
.- can offer. It is the attempt to provade this that is usually described -
as Old Testament Theology

: .-II :

. One poss1b1hty for reumtmg the OT w1th Christxan theology may
- - becalled the ‘winding quest’ approach.” This says- that the OT
- does niot give us-direct information about God; but by showing "
“us the various stages through which' the: relzgious awareness ‘of

thé Israelite people passed, it enables us to see how- they were:
-prepared for the fuller ‘revelation’ of God brought by Jesus: The

~were all more’ of les§ imperfect but which none thé - less were

-and the theology of the New Testamient. :
~‘Thus the ‘religions quest’ ‘of ancient Iqrael ¢an be seen‘as a .
gradual progress towards the truth: The blood-thirsty religion'and -
‘morality of the'book of Judges; for example; represents an- early

stage of religibus -awareness that was gradually:left behind as-
- higher.insights v inte  God’s ' natire “madé themselves known

textitself makes about God, the problem of the more ‘scanidalous’.

; ‘of the Pentateuch. can be fitted well - into ‘such “a theory’ of
parts of the O f becomes that much less acute. We are ot bemg_

_progresswe rcveiatlon The sources (], E; D-and P). derive from

g8 i
o '

'_ - concern themselves with the O, if this is all it can inform them . 3
" about. If the OT is to continue to be important for theology, its

OT.is the record of various-attémpts to-understand God, which =~

‘necessary steps on’ the path that eventuaﬂy Ied to! Ghnstlamty s

throtigh the teaching of the prophets. The four-source hypothesis - g




. Begi_nn%ng Ok%Testémeht-S‘{udy -

distinct phases within the history of ancient Israel, characterized .-
by -different types of religious thought, -with J (the earliest .-
~source) reflecting an early and anthropomorphic idea of God, -
and P {the latest) a much more refined, transcendental and -
- monotheistic faith. e : :

"~ So the OT bears-witnéss to’ an enormous variety of religious
‘insights and convictions, many of which strike us as.crude or
‘unacceptable but which were all necessary in paving the way for
the pure monotheism that lies at the root-of both Judaism and
. Christianity.” Without the warlike spirit exemplified in Judges,
" ‘people would never have come to a serious awareness of the
" holiness of God, nor of his total. and-exclusive. commmands .~
- however wrong they may have been to think that these demands
" meant-destroying those who worshipped other gods. Without the
I ritualistic religion of temple and sacrifice, we should never have
" come to'seethe costliness of réligious-allegiance. And without the
- prophets; interpreting all the events of history as God’s judgement
"ot as his blessing, we should never have arrived at the belief that

" one God controls the entire’ course of the world according to
* -principles of justice and mercy. All these types of OT religion- -
‘were more ‘or less flawed, but they répresent essential stages .

- through which human religidus awareness had to pass if it was to
" 1ead; in the end; to the religious faith of modern believers.

A number of objections ‘can’be raised ‘to: this, even on the .

" historical level.’Against the'idea of progressive revelation itican |
" e ‘pointed ‘out that many of the ideas.of early Israel were by no-
" mieéans dead in NT times. For example; the ideal of Holy War as .
et out-in Joshiza had enjoyed a resurgence in the second century
- UcE) inthe days of the Maccabees:  Christians ‘have - often -

- thought-that Judaism after the Exile regressed rather than made -
. “progress. Where the pre-exilic prophets: had’ denouriced ‘Tsrael :

. and threatened that God would destroy his own pecple for their -

°sin post-exilic prophécy and apocalyptic writing often confirmed
© ¢ the nation in its nationalist and were smugly complacent about

. God’s grace towards it. We have seen‘that the four-source theory’

Céan be fitted into a framiework of progressive revelation;: bul

- ‘Wellhausen; who' gave this theory.its classic expression, did not
- atallsee itin this'way: he thought that P'marked a ‘decline into
- thenarrow legalism and ritualism that'would be condemined by -

" Even on the winding quiest view, there are byways of OT fait
. and practice that'cantot easily be seeti as necessary precondition:

»»m ' '-'.-96.

o OldTestament Theology

L ?_fjudaism qr'Chris'fianity; But there is also a more fﬁnda'ﬁl.e:n.tzail'
problem. If we are now at the end and. goal of the quest, why © .

: ihtju]{!i.'-.we._c.onéér_n ourselves so much with its  caglier stages? If
srael’s religious quest leads up to and-is fulfilled in'the religious

. systems:of Christianity or Judaism, would we not do better ‘to

‘Concentrate on the fulfilment, rather than to spend time on what
1t was'a fulfilment of? Even if the OT is mainly of "Vaili'e":s"' -
shfawmg us how we got to where we are now, it is ot clear that
this ‘answers-the question why anyone concerned with religious
. truth in the present should still be inferested in'it. And thigi's'- a

cruicial question; for after all, it is the OT itself that is part of the i

Bible, not the reconstructions of stages in the religions awareness

of ancient Istael that we can make from it And it is presuriably e

_thergfor_e ~the OL not the - reconstructions, that skould. be
important to the modern believer, '~ 0 o

' So “OT. thﬁé‘}‘}g‘y," WIH h'.a;e'- to.. bed ! S

: - A istingirished’ rather” move .

-~ sharply'than this from the *history of Is‘ira'elité'--réiigiciu's"-thbgjg%i? o
it isto'be useful to us today. Perhaps a hopeful plaice ﬁo startis -

by ‘noticing ‘a feature we can easily fail ‘to see: when weé are

- engaged on detailed; piecemeal stiidy of the texts — a case of not
- seeing the wood for the-trees: This feature is the obvidu's3ﬁ;7iil o
. ._l-akef”fj -among -the many different ‘texts that make.'up'th;m 0’1%} '
- -_Admlti‘.'edly,'-_the,-OTj.'does not- h’avé..the'-;'-innér--'cohere.nce? '6f a :
: _c_oiger_:jtmn_ of works by a single author, and there are a few b:-c':oks v
it that strike even.a casual reader as -'s'wimming. against.the . |
current, ‘or-even as contradicting much that is said elsewhere -~

Ecclesiastes is: the most obvious case, But we have only totry to”

- imagine how'the OT would strike someone brought up in a Far

. Dastern religious systein, such as Hinduism or Tacism, or cvena
.. _.;ggagrp_sc_:gl}_l._'a_tr-hgma"n%st, to realize that it is unmistakably the . -
- product of a single religious tradition with characteristic in’siéhré

and emphases. The very fact that we fecl Ecclesiastes is =~

Sswimming against the current is a’sign that there is a current

-and that we have some idea of the direction it fowsin, -~ * - " - -
. Thus those who adopt the winding quest approach are dearly .
'?Igh‘_"D_.-th_l_nkm'g_.that-th‘ere.'is-a-‘c:ertairi'u'nity:iﬁif’he réii-iéuz
. thought (?f a-ﬁcienf'Is'rael, even if what they build on 'this-idgea is'::: ;
 less convincing, The OT may niot be one book, but it is more -

g7




e recomstriicted as lying behind it (éQs_thé'_V\:%ir':lﬁi_ﬁg'qi_lc:_st approach
7 “does), we might try to identify its distinctive or characteristic

éeéiﬁhing’ OldTestarment Study

" than a random collection of ‘texts from the world’s great.

y s “H some
-~ religions’. The texts composing it hang together with

_coherence. And if we try to reconstruct the religious milicu these -

‘texts camé from, we shall find that it looks like _.a-r'easonabiy
unified religious culture. The books of _the QT _ol:_)vx.ousiy do nfgt
“come from a series of unrelated cultures that prgcﬁlsed complete 13;
- different religions. At oné level, and for some purposes, we sh‘ah
- want to insist that all OT books are different — just as al} Englis
. people are different, so that swteping geﬁe.rai;zau;ms ab(l)ut”e_x‘ri
“‘English mentality’ are a travesty. But t.akmg a ionge.r.-v.xew,. i
does make sense to talk of ‘OT religion, just as it makes sense to
o “generalize about ‘the English’ if we want to compare them__w;th

* the Americans or the Japanese. :

" Beneath the assertions OT books make about what God is like, -

" 'what he has done or what he has _commanded — which vary a
¥ good deal there are in fact a number of . shared .assumptlon_?.
' The family likeness among OT texts owes as much to Wh;lt ;s
** taken for granted as to what is positively asserted. One of the

". \ways in-which a system of belicf can be identified is by noticing . -
- the poin’ts-on ‘which its. adherents -agree even when -they.glfe_ 5
i 'éhgéged in-debate or disagreement with each other. Thus even

- when the prophets stress that God intervenes actively in buman

g affdirs (e.g. Amos 8.9-10}; while Ecclesiastes denies that he does :

- (e:g. Eccles. 1.9), they are working-with_the"shared -.ass.grrfph.(‘)r}._- E
- that God'is a being distinct from the -_world'-_apd 'tra’_ngcgndmg it -
of whom it would at least maké sense 'to*say__'tha't --he hadorhad i
. notintervened. They aré both'equally far from a systen.a.su.ch as -
b ‘pantheism, in ‘which God simply _z':”th‘e-worlc‘h :In siich a'system,
' .God canriot “ntervene’ because he is'_-';fl_'pt-dislen;t:-fr.om the yvq.rld :
" in the first place; to say he had intervened -would be simply

. mearningless. s

So instead of valuing some parts of the OT mate highly than-

= Sthers, or following the development of “Israelite -thought

- “features. 'This .means looking for beliefs' held in Israel, ‘and

- so much of this material,

attested in the O, that can explain the family likéﬁéss,}s}iargq by

: -EDId'fé'stamehtThéél'ogy R

" Most modern “approacies ‘to OT thedlégy' have: beg’tin':'ff(im

approximately ‘the: point of view just outlined.. They “have .

- rejected the simple distinction between the OT as a text. (justasdit . 0
stands) - and - the history of - Israelite. religious belief (as
. reconstructed by critical study of the OT). Instead, they have - =
seen the two as inextricably bound up together. It would, indeed, - e

. be strange if the family likeness.these books exhibit rested ona’

quite different basis from the family likeness that characterized .

_ the religion of the ancient Israelites; the study of the two things -~ .-
- has to marchin step. But identifying the basic features that make- Sl
. up the likeness is no easy task. One can often sense the distinctive

atmosphere of a body of literature or of am historical period, but

- itis hard to analyse and describe this in a way that will satisfy

. others'— even though they, too, may be convinced that there is - o
mdeed something distinctive about it. We shall consider the two "
most- influential attempts at writinga-“Theology ‘of the- Old

- Testament’ in the twentieth century, those of Walter Eichrodi*
~and Gerhard von -Radﬁ5 -and ‘then g‘b ‘ON- toexamine the ‘come

tribution made by the: Biblical “Theclogy Movement,” whose ° :

influence is still important in many-(especi_a.ﬂy popular) presefit- .~
~ations of the subject, before ‘going ‘on ito look ‘at more recent
~developments. .. ire sl SRR LIRS SRR

Eichrodt published his Tieology of the O1d Testament over the

“years: from~ 19353 -to 1939; - von. Rad’s = 0ld  Testament - Theology
- ‘appeared much.moreé récently; in 195760, ‘But they arealikein
concentrating on what we have called the family Lkeness of the
- OT texts, at the level of what their writers explicitly said about .
~God and Israel and the woild. Eichiodt and von Rad bothiset . -~
|-out:to present the faith of Israel, the body of beliefs that all who
claimed to-belong to- the people of God 10 OT timés were -
. committed to-{even though it changed and developed to some .
extent over time): This faith united the people of Lsracl, and it~
also united all.or most of the writers of the OT, who were partof -
-+ Both these schiolars organized their presentation of the faith of SR
Israel by taking one particular theme ‘as the clue to-the Lkencss - S
“among the majority -of OT books: In “Eichrodt’s work the 0~
~organizing principle is the covenant between: God -and Israel. -
The Tsraelites believed in a covenant-God, thatis, a:God who = =+
“had. chosen fthemffmm_ampng all'the nations and entered into'a - e

99




- Beginning Old Testarnent Study SRR

..bindirig.agreemeht wnh theri that had - the -character -of a

- contract. ‘God promised to keep his.side of the: bargain, to

continue the blessings he had begun in his act of choice - a choice
- Israel owed purely to his grace,; and had dor;'e nothing t‘c'de'serve-.
- Israely for its -part, was under an obligation ‘o maintain the

conitract: by -loyalty ‘to God, exclusive worship of him, and
- obedience to his commands. These commands were summarized
" in law-codes (especially short digests'such as the Ten Command-

mients);: and also  commriunicated from time-to time through - -

accredited . prophets. It is the: basic' covenant-pattern  that
" explaing the common flavour of large tracts of the OT, and it was

the Tsraelites” shared-allegiance to the :God of the covenant that

- kept the tribes united through- their long history, and. en‘abl.ed
- them (alone among the nations of the ancient Near East):to live
" onasa religious community even after ‘their national independ-
encehadbeenlost. 77 i e

»Von Rad’s” organizing ' principle is ‘the saving - history {or
" salvation history - Heilsgeschichte). For him, the distinctive 'gnd
- chiaracteristic feature of the OT is a conviction that God directs -
s the history of his people. He acts on their behalf; :i.n-'accordanc'e '.-
with a-pattern of saving action first established when he led their -

‘ancestors out ‘of their slavery in-Egypt :and: gave them the

e Promised Land as their home. Passages such as Deut: 26.5-9,

‘- which von Rad believed to be very ancient, sum up the_-::e’ssenti&l
" events-that.are the: key ‘to-the way Israels-God acts. It was

S because they.allowed this pattern to interpret all their experience
" that the Israelites were ablé to. give coherence and meaning to-
" the varied events that befell them in their long history. The same .
e pattern provides the basic'shape of the crucial first six .bo‘_ol_q_s_pf "
* the Bible; Genesis=Joshua (often called the Hexateuch). All the -
- historical accounts of ancient Israel have the shape of the saving -
i ‘history: they are the récord of God’s acts with and -for.hiS':quples'_

- guiditig them and delivering them from their enemies. -+

T s important to see that in the Woz"_k..b’f_ti_’lese:twc_i scholars; and
" indeed in-most OT theologies; we are niot being asked to believe .
. that the OT speaks with a single and dnambiguous voice. A
i theology of the OT, as Eichrodt and von Rad understood ityis -
- about the main strearn of faith in Isvael; and in‘awork aslarge as

" the OT, any attempt to identify this fiain stream is likely to run

7 into a certain numberof exceptions: ;But?s'o'loﬁgras theigreat bulk
0 of the OT material seems o make sense when read -ffqﬂ;-'-_thl_;g :
. point of view, the attempt is broadly justified. Both-Eichrodt’s -

S ~1100 0
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“and von Réd’s'thedidgies; ~still the .moSt'-iniportein't theologies 50
far produced ~'do enable readers to find their way-through the’

- OT and to feel ‘its: characteristic atmosphere.: Although they :

- repay detailed study, ‘both also lend themselves to being read -
fairly quickly 50 as to pick up the main thread of what is being -
said. Both, in different ways, present a picture of ancient Israel’s
faith that owes a lot to the book of Deuteronomy; and a good

~way ‘to start: work ‘on -the theology of the OT is to read .
- Deuteronomy, perhaps with-a straightforward commentary,® in

conjunction with etther Eichrodt or von Rad.,

But do such-staternents of the theology of the OT héip us ﬁnda N

use for the OT within theology? They still seem to be essentially. -
historical statements about the belicfs of ancient Israclites, even .-
ifthey are at 4 higher level of generality and sophistication than -

piecemeal studies of the theology of this or that biblical writer,

-~ But - Eichrodt -and -von . Rad ‘both  claimed -that ‘their work B
- - constituted ‘theology’ in a more profound sense than . this. They = ..
- were not - trying to’ ‘provide merely. : descriptive; “historical = -
- statemrents of . what ancient. Tsraelites Shappened’: to believe, .

leaving aside the:question of truth or falschood; they were trying -

- to show what kind of God the OT bore witness to if it was read as R
-.a ‘coherent - whole. They were -convinced ' that this"God - was -

congruous with the God witnessed to in the NT, and was indeed

“the true and living God, no mere creation.of the human ‘religious -0
quest’. With these theologies we are back to reading the OT in R
“order to discoverthe truth-about God :{of, better, to enicounter . -

God). If we read the-OT. with the interpretative categoties of -

- Eichrodt and von' Rad, it will prove (they ‘believed) to bea

- vehicle through which God isrevealed as he tridyisi -

a God of coverant-loyalty, ora God who acted:in the nation’s

-saving history, was wrong ~ hecause they had not redlized - that -

such a God could not possibly demand violencé and:bloodstied:

But the content ‘of their belief; the idea ‘of God’s ‘character to
‘which Israel was committed; was and remains true. God really is -

a'God who stands irr & relat onship-of covenant to his: people;

giving and demanding loyalty;: God: really -is - domimitted to |

'IO1 '

© “Of course the peoplein the days of the Jjudges who thought God

took pleasure in - *Holy 'War’ ‘and’ the ruthless. destruction of -

- Istael’s enemies were ‘mistaken. But this was not because they

' had a-mistaken idea of what God was like. It was because they .
drew:the wrong conclusions from an‘idea about God thatin Hself

- 'was perfectly true, What they read out of their feligious beliefin =




o in the way Eichrodt or von Rad believed; and it may be true that

" “yarious biblical writers say. This area was the mamn concern of a

.éégiﬁﬁing _.O'ldTes'ta"rT:sehé Stu‘dy' i o i o|gTestameat?8eqiogy :

' savmg his-'pebpie in their history.”-So what the _O-T.w;'*it_grs were
--"'posit'ively"_trying ‘to convey = the faith:to swhich they were
- committed — is still true. What must be abandoned are some of -

" the corollaries-of this faith, some of the false conclusions peoplg ;

" drew from it. But these do not detract from the truth of the faith -

Citself e T

For several reasons it is hard to feel completely happy V}nth thes§
approaches. Tt may be true that-people in Israel perceived God

mode-of being was historical, whase nature was to be. actively-
involved-in human history. The idea was simply embedded in

- history was presupposed throughout the whole OT. RTINS
- -Sometimes scholars from this school of thought went so fat as to

the structures of the Hebrew language itself. For example; it was -

_the way they perceived God is the way God'regliy 18 Bu.t one
. '..tti}:)ee: nzt 'neZefsariiy imply the other. -_Ev"en---if :E1chroc;t or von
- Rad-gives us a- completely satisfactory hl_stoncai_accoynt Qf what
" grael’ believed, that still leaves wide open the gnestion 'of what
e ought to believe ourselves. Study of th(? actuai.assgrtmns the
© S OT makes about God, and of the family 1}k¢ness ;be‘t‘ufgenl _them o
" a1, seems fo have reached the limit of its ;possibilities n the
.. magisterial work- of these :two-'--scholars.---}{:‘fu_t: it :stﬂl. _leaygs us -
" unable to answer the question we began with — the question f’f
what we can learn from the OT not:about what people in
‘biblical times thought about’ God,: but -about what God is -
_acthally]ii_(é;i_ _ L I T SRR S PR

Israelites, was not a matter of intellectual conviction or objective
proof, but of personal commiitment and confidence.'® “To believe’ .
- in the OT would then mean not to think that some statement is~
true (to believe that . +.), but to commit oneself to something or"
~_someone, fo put one’s trust'in something (to- believe in .. )
Often -the: point. was made that there was a’great’ contrast.
" between, on the. one hand, Hebrew -culture ~and  Hebrew
" assumptions about reality ~ which tendéd to highlight personal -
- commitment ‘and involvement ~ and on the other hand ‘western”
- .-philosophies ' (deriving -ultimately - from Greek “thought); ‘with

- thought. “Fruth’ was one of a number of terms that seemed to fit-
’ 511 ¢ .

v . this distinction; ‘love’," ‘time’'? and ‘body’'® were others:

i ::-'. Eiéhrodt and von Rad, for all their differences, began from what
. the OT says explicitly-about God and his relat‘lon'_to.l‘sraf.:l,-;t}}e.
" human race; the created world. But there remains the_-pQS_Slblh_tY_

- of concentrating more on the assumptions: underlying what the

" number of biblical scholars of the 1950s and 1960s; whose work
" catne to be ‘known collectively - as the: :Blbll(:a} .__'_Ij_h‘eo_logy-
- Moveément.® In many books from this movement, the umty of the
L OT was perceived as being less amatter of agrﬁement.among-iﬂz
" jts writers in what they asserted, and more-a feature of their
- ynderlying thought-patterns.’: For examplé, ‘biblical ‘theolog
““agreed with von Rad in placing “history” at the :gg:n_trg-O‘f the _(:)Eh
7 witness. But von Rad saw .‘_savi-ng_.histpry_’ a8 _g-‘;wafy':x.n.-yvh.zg
“Tsrael deliberately gave a:shape and -pattern to.its existence;.
was - part of - Israel’s faith; something to - which - Israelites

“believing all the details of the exodus as the OT describes them. -

- ‘Christians worship.. - : :

~theé acadetnic 'Wofld_, but its influence livesion in all sorts of sibtle .-
~ways. The. contrast: betweén: Hebrew' and Greek: modes -of -

- consciously committed theinselves. For biblical theology, on.th

- other Kagh d, the anciefit I_S'raélit_eSiSifnpleSawf t.hﬁ'fworld'_inf--terms

- main function of the O'F in theology is ‘as a source of ‘concepts’;”
“ideas’, or ‘themes™ Biblical studies are sometimes taught, at both .
school and'university level; in “terms -of - ‘biblical ‘ways: of .

- of historical m'ov'émént;- and thieir God was a God whose whole
Israelite thought processes. The fact of Yahweh’s involvement in

argue that a distinctively Hebraic way of thinking was built into

pointed out that the word ‘we translate as ‘truth’ in-the OT. B S
derives from a Hebrew verb that usually has the meaning ‘be:'
- firmy’, ‘be steadfast’. From'this it was argued that ‘truth’, forithe -

- their emphasis on intellectual knowledge and objective; rational =

. Biblical theology, then, was a way of undersianding the OTand -~ - -
_its importance for the Christian reader that looked behind:the
‘text; and tried to grasp the basic ideas-and categories of thought . o
with which Israel worked: The Christian was supposed tolearn 0
‘to ‘think Hebraically’. This did not mean trying to accept all that:
the OT asserted about”God -~ for instance; it did not mean

But it did mean seeing the world in the way Tsrael sawit, andin . "
~that: way: encountering Israel’s:-God; who is-still ‘the God . -

“The Biblical Theoldgy. Movement ﬁt'sélf is now 'Iarg'eiy deadin =7

thought, and  the ‘conviction  that Christian theology should: --_:: o
- prefet the former, is still widespread. It is still suggested that the &




grounding Christian ethics. Because it is'.difﬁc‘t_ﬂt'folr' Christigns _
~“to turn directly to what the OT says as a source Qf 1nformatlop -
“about the nature or ‘will of God, people want to find other ways

5 buthow God-acts: It-is small comfort o be fold: that it is God’s:

. Beginninig Old Testarment Study —-—

 thiriking’, andthisowes much ‘to’ the “biblical theologians’.
© - Sometimes the OT is referred to-as a‘resource’ from-whmh-zd(?as -
. suchas covenant, divine-action in history, righteoiusness orfaith

" _canbe drawn out and used informulating Christian theolagy or

~in-which it-can‘neévertheless continue to'be f?uitful-'for ﬁheoiog}‘n
* Biblical theology provided the means- of doing. this, because it

o suggested :that the real focus of revelation'-OI:'_rglig.ioﬁsf truth -
~within the OT lay ‘in the Hebrew mentality 16 which it bore .
witne‘s;s;' -and it recommended. that ‘modern -believers - should .

- adjust their own way of thinking to fit in with this. =

Lo Again ‘however, we:may - feel uiieasy. It i :‘QOt-'cléar' v'\.rhy. ;

o religious truth’ should ‘be sought at the level ‘of ..undex."i_)‘r.l_lflg

:aS'sumptidns:or.concepts- rather than-at the -_Ie\f‘ci-‘of conscious -

- belief..-One ‘way of putting -this is to say that biblical "_chc:ology.
L helps-us to dig in the OT;.as in a mine; for styles of.thinking or .

~hasic concepts-that might-be useful in constructing:d Living faith;

- but once the concepts have':b'een-extracted,'_the'.texts.th.emselve.s o
- arediscarded like slag. Biblical theology shows us hc?w:to process
" the OT text, butnot how to read it. Tt sces the theological value Pf g

- the:OT aslocated in underlying thought-patterns; rather than in.

‘thie actual books of the OT as we now have th'e%n:’ A
{7 Thereisa problem inany suggestion that rehglou:s truth isto be.
- found at the level‘of concepts rather than of assertions: Inz{seif,
. after all;a concept suchias ‘divine activity in history’is re‘h_gmggly
“nieutral, What interests the believer is not so much ihat God ACts,

' natute to'do things; if we are not told:what sort of _thing.s'hqdf}esa.
' We are faced with'a familiar problem: it is of no use to _c(_jm_n__l.en.d_
“certain categories:as ‘biblical’-or ‘Hebraic’; of {0 insist that the

*‘real’ ‘nieaning -of the  OT belongs at:a level below: that of.

propositions,” when “what - the ‘ordinary ‘reader  of the: OT s
looking for.ig theological-trugh: It may be the ¢ase that 'we shall

" understand the theology of the biblical writers better by graspmg :
" the difference between Hebrew: mentality and ‘modern thoughts,

niodes; but that does not help us to know. whether or not th

e biblical ‘writers were ‘correct inwhat: théy_?ac_tually _-sa;:c_i ‘about:
" God: The OT cannot -provide its' owii wvalidation; we need o
“know what authority'it has, before our improved interpretative
tools. will ‘take 'ug any further towards using it in the quest for
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knowledge about or of God. Biblical thééldgy is quite defensible in o
- principle as another way of looking at the text; but itisnomore | -

~of a solution to the’ problem we began with than are the OT

~theologies of Eichrodtor von Rad. - -

: 'Th‘ef’e have been important devéi;')pm'énfs since :thé'.wt)rk ofvori o
* 'Rad. One has been the emphasis on the ‘canonical’ shapeof the -
- ‘OT that we find in the work of Brevard S.Childs.* For all their

interest in finding 4 system in O7T theology, Eichrodt and von

- Rad (and still'more the biblical theologians) seeni:to Childs t06
" historical in their emphasis. They work not with the text exactly
o asiwe find it when we: open a Bible, but with: reconstructed R
- entities lying (or thought to lie) behind it: hypothetical SOUTCES;.
+ " the ‘authentic’ utterances of prophets; social institutions whose T
. existence is inferred from the text. Childs argues that we should
" turn away from all these historical hypotheses and interpretthe. .
- text as it s, sinee it is the text as it is that the syhagogue and the
- Church have ‘canonized’. In church we ‘hear‘readings from ‘the

~book of Isaiah’, ‘the first book of Kings’, not from ‘oratles many

‘scholars think! go-back to Isaiak’ or from ‘4 ‘partly-historical -

is communicated through. the way the cafion is arranged: and’

-articulated, not through: the results of literary excavation, agit .~

©were. By contrast with historical eriticism, Childs thinks it'makes

- sense to ask what ‘the Bible® says about this or that theologicalor 0"
.ethi‘éél-_'issue:-_inf some ‘ways this seems like a return to 4 pré-

“eritical’ ‘approach’ to the ‘text, but"it i really & sophisticated o
“attempt to be ‘postcritical’ = to learn from what biblical criticism -

has discovered, but insist that beyond it there remain qiestions '
aibo'ait--_thef&ﬁthc}rit’y’ and meaningof the Bible for' Christians
today. Ghilds’ work s like that of Eichrodt and von Rad in'thatit . -

sees the: Bible ‘thematically, with themes — covenant, Messiah, -
Jaw = cutting-across ‘the - various - types - of literature in’ their

different petiods. But the themes are those that emerge from the

“text itsell on: a’-'caréfulj_'ré'ading';'- theyare. not concepts . lying "
beneath the surface of the text

-account of the reign of Josiah’- OT theologies, for Childs,; should - -
- not join inthe ‘reconstructive  work of. biblical historians; but
- should concentrate on the Biblé ini it canonical shape. Theology
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R _A'rathér sim.ﬁ'_ar'moti\?ztioh lies behind the"a'tten'ipts madein | -
- récent yeais to present-a theology of the whole Bible, Old and

New Testament alike, which in the heyday of historical criticism
. was felt to be impossible because the material in the two
- Testaments was too disparate.”® The work of Hartmut Gese has
shown' that ‘there are still intéresting possibilities for a ‘pan-

. biblical’ theology: indeed, he wants to include the Apocrypha -

. within the Bible and see it too as fruitful for theological enquiry.
- Partly, however, this represents a continuing historical interest,
- fot his rationale for including the Apocrypha is that it contains
- books that bridge the historical gap between the Old Testamerit
- and the New, rather than (though this would also be a valid
“reason)-that the apocryphal books are part of the canon for the
- Gatholic and -Orthodox churches. Gese hus rightly seen that
. some -of the connections ‘between Old -and - New Testaments
discovered by the biblical theologians have lasting validity,
_showing that there is to some extent a biblical ‘thought world’.
- TheOT and the NT must not be forced into the same mould, but
- equally there is no reason why genuine resemblances between
- themshould notbe registered.. . . '

- The-last decade has seen particularly stroﬁg"attdcks' ont the

“enterprise. of OT theology, from two-different points. of view, -

~-Some Jewish :biblical scholars have denounced it as a forcible

- Christianizing of the OT. Jews, they argue, are not interested in

" the ‘theology’ oftthe Bible; if this means theological constructions

" based on biblical texts-that can be shown to interconnect with -
. themes in the NT.'® 1t is not clear whether a Jewish ‘Hebrew -
'~ Bible Theology’ would escape this attack, of whether it would be
- seén.as a Jewish capitulation to the Christian belief that there is -
- ‘theology’ in the text; where Judaism has more comimonly seen -
.- “Toral’ (ethical teaching): In any case; few Jewish scholars have .
L __éver_felt the néed to produce such a-theology. Fhere'can be little -
~“doubt that the classic theologies. of Eichrodt and von Rad do -

. have a Christian agenda, éven though their treatment of the OT

“text is' not a deliberate reading in'of Christian ideas. Writing an-

' OT. thieology on the hypothesis thatthe NT had never come into

.1 being would be -an interesting acadeniic exercise, and one that -

o might well:uncover previously unnoticed themes in the OT- 1t

- _could also have a useful ‘ecumenical’ dimension; 11

.. The other main attack ‘on OT theology has come from Rainer -

“:Albertz; who maintains that it is time for the disciplinie to give
- way to the study of the histary of Israelite religion; and has tried

TN e
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- to demionstrate this in a:'majo'r’two'—vdlume'.stu‘djnﬁ Réiigiéﬁ G

ancient Israel-of course had “theological’ ‘elements .~ people -

'belier:d certain things about the God (or god or gods) they - o
worshipped.. But it is only one element alongside social and - ©

 historical aspects of the ‘Practice of religion; ‘and should not be -
- elevated to a crowning role in our study of the OT, Furthermore,
. ¥

i many periods of Israelite history we are simply ignorant of the

. beliefs people held, and in every period we must remember that
the same set of beliefs is unlikely to have been held by everyone. E
AIber_tz s not against a sketch of the “family likeness® within
Israelite - religion, but is strongly opposed . to - synthesizing. E
attempts that overlook the minute historical deiail to which the
OT bears witness. In his view there is a certain naivety in much
work .on OT theology, and any future theology of the OT will -
have to take his sharp criticisms into account Sl

VIL

C.‘;m we make any progress in thinking about OT theology? We - |
could ask: Whait is the goal of OT theology as a branch of biblical
study? Perhaps we should think of it not so much as a matter of
extracting information from - the OT, or of summarizing ‘its

- theological content, but more as providing explanations that wil] ~ = -
help us to read-and use the OT with' nore understanding. The =

OT is not primarily a source of mformation, either about God or-

x _abqut-oth’er’ people’s ideas of God; it is primarily a collection'of =
g _va;rmu§ kinds of literature whose main themes and subjectamatter S
a‘ge -_rehgious.-'.And _with literature, which in this respect is very T
: _:izﬁ"erent.fromig textbook or a catechism, we cannot extract the - =
‘message’” and then - discard the: wrappings; - the message s ¢ e

inextricably bound up with-the way in which it is presented. The ©

_ .rOlC'Qf. OT theology is-to help us to understand this ‘partichlar -
__'_(:oﬂec_tlon of literature by explaining the .various:concepts"it'usés-- -

- the kind. of God it: presupposes; the ‘ways.in ‘which its authors

_ _thm_;gh_t_thi_s :God had acted, and what they believed he had - R
‘commanded. There should be no thought in our minds that the . = -

author of a-theology of the O'T tells us what the OT really means
more clearlythafi the text itself does. The task of OT theologyis -~

B thﬁ'}#"fghﬂyﬁ%miﬂai*y one of helping us to understand the categoriés .. :E-. |
. _a:n'd .-.1-de.as with which. the' OT text ‘works. No reading of critical =
. ;lterat‘?re can bea substitute forreading the OT textfor curselves:

07
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o and when we do read it, thls isnotin order R lnform ation

from it, but to come, through it; to grasp the reahtles of whloh its

g authors speak.-.

Thus, for cxampic .an OT theology can help us to understand o

..what 1dea of God is presupposed by the Psalms, and can list the

‘attributes .the psalmists saw him:as: possessing: power, glory, .
- -uniqueness; transcendence, mercy, ‘and so on. 1t can make these
- ideas more precise than would be possible on a simple reading of

. the text, and can fill them out by ‘showing how they are dealt
~ ‘with in other parts of the OT, and how they differ from modern

- ideas that may seem similar. But a psalmis not rightly seen.as

" designed to ‘teach’ ‘us these .things; for a psalm is ‘a text the
- worshipping’ community sings fo God, not a: communication

addressed to the worshipper, either by God or by anyone else.

The only proper way te ‘use’ a psalm, in the eénd; is to sing it, not
to study it as a: possible source of information. Similar things
~might be said about the narrative texts that make up more than
‘half the OT. Studies of the theological beliefs of ancient Israel

will help us to read them with understanding, but they were not .

- written to prov1de information about -these theological beliefs;

o they were written in order to tell‘a story or recount a history. In

“this sense the theology of the. historical books is a secondary

~ concern. ‘Although' God figures in the stories, and they do not .

o make sense except on the basis of various beliefs-about him, they

- are not designed to'tell the reader things about God, but rather -
. to marrate events from a particular point of view. We discover
' what their authors are trying to'say by readmg their adcount;not - -
by, abstractmg the theology embedded it and discardmg the

framework.

oodhe practmal ef}'ect of these suggestmns isto make rather more' _
" thanis made-in the OT- theologies discussed ‘so far of the’

"~ distinction between the-OT ‘text-on the one: hand, and the:life
~and culture of anciexit'Israel that constitute its baokground on

- the other. It does not make:sense: to distiniguish them in.such-a
- way: that- the O'T.is read in'a sort of vacuum. It must be read .
i against ‘its background. Much recent OT study has rightly

“stressed that most books: in the OT were in-any case niot produced -

“by authors in ‘our sense at-all, but are the crystallization of the

<+~ thinking of the community at large. But-we'still ought:to keep in
_“mind that there is a distinction to be made betwéen the OT text
" and those who wroté it on“the one hand, and the great mass of
“Israelites on- the other (this'ds thf: point: made $50° sharp}y by
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. Albértz) Important though it is to-be aware of the context of
- ancient Israelite life ‘and belief against which OT books make
- - semie, it isrequally 1 Important to remember that they may not he .

_ merely dn expressmn of beliefs held . commonly or widely in -

~ Israel. The'OT is, in effect, the official version of ancient Israels - -
life and -thought, -the classic’ formulations of the community’s
faith that:it chose to hand on’to-future’ generations (oné of the '
- points made by Childs). The task of elucidating the background S
~of religious belief that enablés us to make sense of ‘this text is S

- therefore riot the same 4s the task of expounding the text itself: .

‘The OT theologian can be usefully employed in the first of these

tasks —and the latter part of this book will be given over to OT

- theoiogy in-this sense. But the second task, the exposition of the =~
 text, ds (like all éxposition of texts) not a matter of an expositor -

. constructing a system. Its aim-is to enable the reader to bear the
text itself: On this level, biblical scholarship does.not: provide -

- raw materials for systematic theologians to use by extracting the

theology from: the OT text. Instead, it enables  systematic
theologaam {or religious believers) to hear more clearly what the -
text is saying, and to construct their theology, or practise their
faith, as those to  whom -the Bible -has ‘been enabied to _'

- communicate its own message inits own Way

' '-'Vﬁ .

. So there ate two purposes a book on the theology of the OT could

usefully serve. One is to provide us with all sorts of backgrourid:

-information that will help us to uriderstand the religioustradition -
- within which the OT writings belong. Because these texts come
- from - a-rather - remote -culture;: we' need - expert ‘help in

: -understandmg the shared assumptions: with which they work,
~.and interms of which they make sense; As a matter of fact, itisat .

this level that Eichrodt’s Theology functions best, even though'it . =
clainis ‘to ‘do something rather different. Tt reconstructs the . - ..

- religious: thought of the: ancient Israelites (for which, of courss,

the {OT ‘provides’ the great bulk of evidence), and ‘thereby

prepares us to read the fext-with more tinderstanding; for more -

up-to-date accounts of the hlstorlcal datd, Albertz prowdes an _' :
: _mdzspensable addition.: :

Another way.in which wé caﬁ approaeh the matter is by trymg -

© analyse the actuai theologzcai statéments made invarious OT " :
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hooks, and to find ways of deséribing. their. theological

“atmosphere. Then we can go on to synthesize the results (if it

proves that the family likeness among the various books is strong
_enough to justify this); so-as to producé-a summary of ‘the:

theological impression a-careful reading of the whole OT is likely -

" to'make. This comes nearer to what von Rad was attempting

5 (and Childs, in some ways, is his heir). Either way of writing an-
~OT theology is likely to be useful to thé student, and both seem.
_ to be legitimate approaches. Our discussion has -sugggsted a few:

pitfalls, however, and we will conclude by saying a little about

S them.. o :

"+ First, the distinction between the two kinds of project needs to |
" ‘bekept clear, even if in practice we want to say that the results of
“each are congruent with those of the other. A description of the”

“religious beliefs of Israel in different periods is niot the same as an

E analysis of the leading themes or topics of the OT, and there is-n}o.
direct line from one to the other. Both Eichrodt’s and von Rad’s

- “works - and thisis also true of books produced under the influence -
- of biblical theology = tend to suffer from a failure to be clear
~ ‘which of these two  things they are: talking about. Both are _

“needed, but they tieed to be kept distinct: - - -

.. Second, we need to know whether we are trying to describe -

" what was believed in Israel or stated in the OT on the one ha.nd,
" or 'to-say. what'is in fact the case, as a-matter of theological

 ‘truth, on the other. Again, réligious believers will see some -

correlation between the two, though different people will hsiwe
- different ideas about how close the correlation is. Any doctrine

- ‘of seriptural inspiration will include a belief that it is somehow.

~providential that we have the Scriptures we _havg-, that' God
©wants us ‘to understand him by means of these particular texts.
“This'will éntail that the existence of various shared assumptions

~-and beliefs 111 ancient Israel, which were necessary if those texts .

. - "jWére to he-possible; was also insome sense intenc?t_ed by God
V' /(Spelling out ‘somehow’ and-‘in some sense’ here i the major.
" -task faced by any doctrine of inspiration-.) But:this is _cs‘septiai.ly_._
-‘separate from-the purely empirical questions: of.:.what-pep_p.le in:

S fact believed, o what the text actually says. Our answer to the

L first cfuestion must not be allowed to colour our reconstruction

UeE O'T:theology, in cither of the senises just discussed, so-as (for-

o ‘examiple) ‘to make us see this as a gradual .d-e'\kelopment‘fro.hi
worse to better ideas of God, if the evidence does not point in

" this direction, The type of material the OT contains’is not:

S IR fi0
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- _'idea'ﬂ.y' suited to anéleis in terms of the ‘idea of God’ it is trying S
- to-convey. It functions more obliquely than that, by telling -7 -
- stories, singing’ praises and speaking in aphorisms about life;

‘and if it is to be fruitful for modern theologians and beliévers,

-/ then-this will be more because these people listen carefully to
- what it is saying, in the way it chooses to say it, than because
“they can reconstruct from it the beliefs of its anthors ‘or the
religious experiences of the community that lies behind them. A

‘modern interest in ‘using’ the OT in Christian theology should

not be allowed to influence our understanding of what it says,in

its own right. o . e
Third, nothing is gained by exaggerating the unity either of the

- OTor of the religious assumptions and beliefs of ancient Israelites. .
- As we have seen, neither Eichrodt nor-von Rad was trying. to -~
claim that the OT spoke with an absolutely single voice, though ™.

the Biblical Theology Movement did tend in this direction. But
any synthesizing work on OT theology is apt to blow up the

- admitted family likeness of the material into a virtual identity of -
content, and to speak as though there weie beliefs held by Israel’ | -

as such that remained constant throughout the ‘OT period’ —

- an idea against which Alberiz has protested effectively. Against’

this it is surely right to say that the OT contains a variety of
theologies, and attests a variety of religious . perceptions and
convictions, varying with period, with: social group, - even °
perhaps with geographical location. It is perfectly reasonable to
look for unifying themes and common features that account for

. the fact that this is manifestly the literature of a single broad - .
tradition. But sometimes OT scholars first locate what seems to

them the “centre’ of the OT, or of the religion of Israel, and then

| reject certain parts of the text as ‘not truly Israelite” the frequent

- treatment of the wisdom books as uncharacteristic of Israelite -
. thought is the most striking case of this."® When OT theology is = -

* written in this way, it ceases to be descriptive of what is actually

the case, and starts to issue directiVes_-about what cught fo be the o
case. Often we find that strains of theological thought are being - -

B described as ‘central’ to the OT because they chime in best with - ) -

a particular scholar’s own ideas of theological truth. When this

. happens, the discipline of OT theology ceases to serve readers of

the Bible and bécomes their master, forcing them to read the text -

-~ from a standpoint artificially imposed upon it, The only rémedy -
is for students to insist on reading the text for themselves, not
- accepting any generalizations about its-central “themes or j

o




ms;tghts unless they can find- ewdence for thcrn in: thmr own_
readmg : '

::1'4.
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