PAGE  
115

A Survey of the 

Old Testament
By Rev. Cathy F. Young

A Survey of the Old Testament
By Rev. Cathy F. Young
Copyright @ 2018.  Catherine Foster Young.  All rights reserved.

I have tried to footnote as much as possible and apologize for any unintentional liberties taken.  I am a “lifelong learner” and my greatest professional passion is teaching the Bible to adults.  While the essence of our Christian faith is relatively simple, the Holy Scriptures are complex and often difficult to understand.  The Old Testament is especially challenging because we are separated by over 2,000 years, as well as vastly different cultural/religious norms.  Over a period of four decades, I’ve studied “at the feet” of some wonderful professors and teachers.  I’ve incorporated a great deal of information from my professors at the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary and am most indebted to them for a superb seminary education.  I’m also indebted to wonderful scholars whose works I’ve read and with whom I’ve continued my education.  It’s my prayer that I’ll still be learning – and somehow teaching – until the day I’m lifted from this life to the next.
LESSON ONE:  PRINCIPLES OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION
Importance of Cultural Context
Presbyterians understand the Bible to be a product of both God and human beings.  We hold the Bible to be the Word of God in written form.  All Scripture is inspired by God, yet written by fully human authors who were conditioned by their culture and theology.  They wrote or arranged their material so that information, truths, and experiences could be most effectively communicated to their readers.  The Bible will therefore be best understood if we approach our study from a contextual perspective.  We need to understand the context – the history and culture – that produced the Bible.  We must also determine what type of literature we’re reading because the Bible contains stories, poetry, songs, fables, a play, history, letters, gospels, apocalyptic material, etc.

Divine Interpretation – Human Writers
Our understanding of Scripture as both human and divine should in no way detract from its authority and value.  As part of the Reformed tradition, Presbyterians place the authority for the Church squarely in the Scriptures, God’s self-revelation.  Calvin and the Reformers taught that Scripture is infallible as it relates to issues of faith, but isn’t inerrant on all technical matters.  The Biblical authors and editors were inspired in the sense that God worked through them to communicate divine revelation.  Yet they were also limited by their human understanding.    

We can therefore come to Scripture with the assurance that it is completely authoritative on the tenets and truths of the Christian faith.  Its prescription for the life of faith is what we most need to emphasize. Scripture is not authoritative on many other issues.  The Israelites did not know the world was round.  Their medical diagnoses were very primitive.  Consequently, any serious student of the Bible must begin to differentiate between timeless prescription, and description of the culture and thinking of the period in which the text was written.  This involves prayerfully wrestling with the text, which is a healthy process that leads to a deeper understanding of the message of Scripture.  

The Authority of Scripture
Prior to the Reformation, the Bible was interpreted in light of Church tradition.  The Church’s theological and philosophical traditions were the starting point for Bible study.  The Reformers dramatically changed that when Luther declared that the authority rested in “sola scriptura” or Scripture alone.  Scripture should be interpreted in light of other Scripture.  The Bible became the sole basis of Church doctrine and teaching.  The heightened emphasis on Scripture and its teachings brought about new principles of hermeneutics, or rules one uses for seeking out the meaning of Scripture.  

Approaching the Bible
As we begin to study different ways of interpreting the Bible, it is imperative that we remember that the Bible should be approached with prayer.  We’re told in the Bible that God has given us the Holy Spirit as our guide.  Our understanding of what God is trying to communicate to us will be greatly enhanced at a spiritual, as well as intellectual, level if we pray for guidance from the Holy Spirit.  It’s also important to understand that all Bible study and understanding is open to interpretation.  Our backgrounds, difference in how we approach life and process information in our brains, and personalities all influence our interpretation.  That’s why the leading of the Holy Spirit for each of us will be unique according to the wonderful ways God created us to be. 
We must also remember that the words of the biblical texts convey, but are not the same as, the Word of God.  The Word of God contains a power that can’t be articulated through words alone.  Just as we can read about love but don’t really understand love until we experience it, we can read about God, but won’t begin to understand until we experience God.  I believe this is the essence of the Word of God – a power so great that it can only begin to be grasped as we enter into relationship with it.  In some mysterious way, the words of Scripture bring us to the point that we’re ready to receive the Word.  (“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  John 1:1)
Central to the mystery of this process is the realization that the words of Scripture can be interpreted in different ways, all leading to the same Word.  Our faith in the Word of God (Jesus Christ), and our relationship with him, is far more important than the exact way we understand the words.  When we have a deep faith in the Word, we can begin to appreciate differences in our understanding of the words.  We are no longer threatened by a thought that differs from our own; God can and does use a variety of interpretive approaches to communicate to us through Holy Scripture. 

Basic Principles

Several basic principles that proven to be particularly valuable as I’ve studied the Bible.  They are:

1. GOD LOVES ALL OF US UNCONDITIONALLY – This is the overarching theme of the Bible.  God created humans to live in a mutually loving relationship with our Creator.  Love is always a choice; it can never be forced.  Therefore, God gave humans the gift of free will.  We can choose to love God or turn our backs on Him.  God is transcendent, above us and superior to us in every way (Karl Barth described God as “wholly other”). Yet God chooses to be with us at an intimate level.  The first sin in the Bible is Adam and Eve choosing self-centeredness over God.  They disobeyed God’s will and tried to claim equality with their Creator.  God was devastated by their decision, yet He continued to reach out to humanity in every way possible:  great leaders like Abraham, Moses, and Samuel, kings like David and Solomon, as well as a long line of prophets who spoke on God’s behalf.  When people still rejected God, He “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on the cross.” (Philippians 2:7-8) 
2. THERE ARE NOT TWO GODS IN THE BIBLE – People sometimes believe there is the God of wrath in the Old Testament and the God of love in the New Testament.  That’s not true, although the way in which people understand God changed with the passage of time and thought processes.  Throughout the Bible, God is both just and loving.  God abhors evil and seeks to execute justice.  If God didn’t get angry, God would be condoning horrible sin.  Because God is loving, our Creator is very slow to anger and overlooks more minor infractions.  When Moses was on the mountain receiving the second set of tablets with the ten commandments, “The Lord passed before him (Moses) and proclaimed, ‘The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet by no means clearing the guilty…” (Exodus 34:6-7a)  Matthew Schlimm writes, “The idea that God is slow to anger can be stated another way:  God’s anger arises in response to sin that is marked by three characteristics:

· The sin is unwavering.  In the prophets, God’s anger doesn’t arise simply because the people sin.  It arises because people sin without ceasing.

· This sin is pervasive.  The prophets are more concerned with an entire society that has gone amuck than with one person’s transgressions.

· The sin is horrendous.  Time and time again, the prophets cry out against idolatry because people are forsaking the very God who rescued them from slavery.  The prophets express God’s fury over the exploitation of the poor, needy, and vulnerable – things that should upset us all.”

3. GOD MEETS PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE – The Bible is very consistent in this area.  People hear and understand best in the context of their own culture.  Throughout history, God has come to His people in the way they could best understand, communicating the love and justice necessary for a particular people in a particular place and time.  What is of crucial importance to one group of people might be of no value to another.  An example of this is the emphasis placed on strict dietary laws in the Old Testament.  The Jews needed very concrete reminders that God had set them apart from their pagan neighbors.  There were also health concerns about foods like pork.  Dietary laws meant that something as basic as daily foods reinforced their distinct identity as God’s children and their covenant with Him.  As Christians, our identity and relationship with God is equally importance but it’s expressed in different ways.

An even more important example might be God’s systems of justice and punishment.  During the early days of the nation of Israel more than 4,000 years ago, wrongdoers were punished according to what was called “blood redemption.”  It was the obligation of family members to retaliate for injuries inflected on one of their relatives.  The best example of this is the massive retaliation by Jacob’s sons after their sister, Dinah, was violated by Shechem (Genesis 34).   Even though Shechem wanted to marry Dinah, and agreed to the circumcision of all males of his village, the sons of Jacob carried out blood redemption.  They not only killed Shechem and his tribe on the night of the mass circumcision, but every male in the city as well.  With this in mind, our understanding of the text, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” in Leviticus 24:19-20 changes considerably.  From our modern perspective, God’s command seems excessively harsh.  Yet seen from its historical perspective, we understand that the law of justice given by God to the Levites was a huge step forward.  God met people where they were, taking them from massive retaliation to limited retaliation.  This, however, wasn’t God’s final word.  Two thousand years later, Christ moved God’s people from limited retaliation to none at all.  In Matthew 5:38-39, Jesus is quoted as saying, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,’ but I say to you, Do not resist an evil doer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.”  

4. AFFIRM THE CREATIVE TENSIONS THAT EXIST BETWEEN BIBLICAL PASSAGES – It’s important to remember that many of the teachings in Scripture were spoken or written to specific people in specific situations or settings.  Because God meets people where they are, what’s appropriate for one  isn’t appropriate for another.  Pastors are often called to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”  Just as we accept the tension that exists in that statement, we must accept the tension in the Bible between Paul’s emphasis on justification through grace alone, not on our efforts or works, and James’ admonition that faith without works is dead.  One of Jesus’ audiences needed to hear that “My yoke is easy and my burden is light (Mt. 11:30), while another was told “Take up your cross and follow me.” (Mark 10:21) We must not pit one statement against the other, but rather hold them together in creative tension.  It’s through the guidance of the Holy Spirit that God’s Word will come to us through the Biblical passages most appropriate for our situation.

5. UNDERSTAND THE FAILURE OF GOD’S PEOPLE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT - History has traditionally been written by those who were politically victorious.  The Old Testament is the saga of the failure of God’s people.  God tried in so many ways to have a strong relationship with his people.  He called up military fighters, (Joshua, David, etc), judges (Deborah, Samson, etc), kings (Saul, David, and Solomon, plus the kings of the northern and southern kingdoms), prophets (Elijah, Isaiah, Hosea, Jeremiah, etc), and wisdom figures (Psalms, Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, etc) over and over again.  Yet none were able to convince God’s people in a sustained way to do God’s will or have a mutually loving relationship with the Creator.  That’s why God had to humble himself, taking on human form and dying on a cross.
6. APPRECIATE THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF LITERATURE IN THE BIBLE – It’s critical that we understand the different genres (types) of literature used in the Bible.  Its 66 books contain psalms, laments, legends, prophetic oracles, genealogies, theophanies (God encountering people), rituals, treaties, proverbs, love poems, philosophy, history, folk stories, parables, debates, legends, songs and more.   

7. REALIZE THAT IF WE TAKE SOME PASSAGES TOO LITERALLY, WE MISS THE MEANING – Those who say they believe everything literally in the Bible because “it’s all there in black and white” haven’t read all of it!  For instance, we read this is Deuteronomy 21:18-21: “If someone has a stubborn and rebellious son who will not obey his father and mother, who does not heed them whey they discipline him, then his father and his mother shall take hold of him and bring him out to the elders of his town at the gate of that place.  They shall say to the elders of his town, ‘This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious.  He will not obey us.  He is a glutton and a drunkard.’ Then all the men of the town shall stone him to death.  So you shall purge the evil from your midst; and all Israel will hear, and be afraid.”  This cannot be understood as a way to deal with rebellious children!  Instead, we can interpret this passage as it relates to Israel’s desert sojourn.  Because the welfare of the group was far more important than the individual at this time, those who threatened the group were removed.  By New Testament times, we have the parable of the prodigal son, with the father watching and waiting for his rebellious son to return.  Yet we also find Jesus teaching, “If your hand or foot cause you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away.” (Matthew 18:8) Jesus is using hyperbole to make the point that Christians, especially those who are new to the faith, must avoid things that cause them to sin or fall away.  
8. STUDY INDIVIDUAL PASSAGES AS THEY RELATE TO THE WHOLE – Passages of Scripture are least understood when they’re read in isolation.  The Bible was never intended to be read that way; chapters and verses weren’t added until centuries after the original texts were written.  At that time, scribes added them to facilitate copying, locating individual passages, and comparing similar texts.

Passages of Scripture should be examined, whenever possible, as they relate to the entire Bible.  If our understanding of the Bible as a whole is great enough that we have developed a “Biblical framework” with which to examine the text, we are more likely to understand what the Word might be saying through the words.

Biblical passages should be examined as they relate to the larger story of which they’re a part, or to the verses that come immediately before or after.  The text should also be understood in terms of the Biblical book from which it comes.

9. LOOK FOR PRINCIPLES RATHER THAN LAWS – Jesus consistently criticized the Pharisees for following the letter of the law and not the spirit.  A good example of this is found in Mark 7.  The Pharisees typify our human tendency to become legalists rather than struggling to understand the truth and meaning behind the laws.
10. THE NEW TESTMAMENT IS BEST UNDERSTOOD AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF THE OLD -- The eschatology (preparing for the end times) of the New Testament is intelligible only against the background of the Old Testament and Jewish apocalypticism (a type/genre of literature about the end times that is rich in symbolism and veiled revelation).  In general, Old Testament hope is centered in the restoration of the covenant with Israel, through which it is believed God will restore his reign over the entire world.  It emphasizes God’s judgment of Israel and hopes for a more faithful future.  Toward the end of the Old Testament period, however, the hopes of Israel increasingly were expressed in the fantastic imagery of apocalyptic literature: the terrors and woes preceding the coming of the Messiah, the convulsions of nature, the frightful battle between angelic hosts and the legions of Satan, the resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, and the punishment of the wicked.  Apocalyptic literature was most popular during times of great persecution because it helps answer the question of why God allows good and faithful people to suffer.  It presents current difficulties as times of testing; those who remain faithful will always be rewarded. 
11. SCRIPTURE HAS BOTH A TIME BOUND AND A TIMELESS MESSAGE –   It’s important for us to study the Bible in its historical and cultural context, but it’s also important for us to prayerfully examine a text to see what God’s Word might be saying to us now.

Hosea was a prophet from the Northern Kingdom of Israel (also called Ephraim) during the last three decades of its existence.  He spoke to his country about their apostasy and urged them to repent and turn to God in time to be saved from the ravages of their brutal neighbors, the Assyrians.  While Hosea’s message brought God’s Word to specific people in a particular setting and time, God’s Word can also speak to us through the pages of Hosea.  We might also be called to repentance or to forgive someone from whom we’re estranged.
EXRA TIPS:

1. If you feel overwhelmed by the Old Testament, don’t worry.  It’s normal!

2. Skip genealogical lists and boring inventories of objects.

3. Understand the cyclical nature of the Old Testament.  For instance, Judges repeats a cycle of the Israelites being slaughtered by their enemies.  They cry out to God and repent of their sins.  God hears their prayers and calls up a judge to lead them.  Then the comfortable Israelites forget God’s goodness and begin to worship the foreign gods of their neighbors, creating the cycle all over again.

MORE ABOUT THE OLD TESTAMENT

The English word Bible comes from the Greek ta biblia, which means “the books.”   It’s a collection of books written and edited over many centuries.  

Many more religious “books” were circulated, but the Old Testament is made up only of those who got into the “canon.”  The word canon comes from the Hebrew word for a reed which was used as a measuring stick (qaneh).  The canon includes the official writings “measured” by Jewish rabbis meeting in the town of Jamnia around 90 CE and recognized to contain divine revelation.  The Jewish canon, which was adopted by Protestants (except Episcopalians), has 39 books in canon.  The Catholics and Episcopalians have seven more books; the Eastern Orthodox Church has even more.   

Testament was the Latin word chosen to translate the biblical idea of “covenant.”  (It literally means “to witness.”)  It’s unfortunate that testament is also the word used in a person’s will leaving possession and final words to heirs.  This leaves the impression of something that’s finished when, in fact, God’s covenant with His people continues.  The Old Testament is God’s covenant before Christ.  The New Testament is God’s covenant through Christ.  

TaNaKh
The Jews do not refer to their canon as the Old Testament.  Instead, they call it the Hebrew Scriptures or Tanak (TaNaKh).  Tanak is an acronym made from the initial letters of the three-fold division in the Hebrew Scripture.  Torah (the law, or first five books of the Bible), Nebi’im (prophets) and Ketubim (writings).

1.  TORAH includes the first five books in the Bible.  Torah can be translated as “law” but it encompasses much more than that.  It’s identity, how the Hebrew people understand themselves in relationship to God.  Rabbi Gamaliel, the great leader of the Sanhedrin in first century (CE) Jerusalem and the grandson of the famous Jewish teacher, Hillel, wrote “All is Torah.  Everything else is commentary.”

2. NEVI’IM – the prophets.  
A. Former prophets (historical books) – Joshua, Judges, I and II Samuel, I and II Kings
B. Latter prophets

· Major – Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel

· Minor – Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habukkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi

3.  KETHUVIM – the writings, which include Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, I and II Chronicles
A covenant is a binding agreement between two parties.  Today, our most common covenant is marriage.  

The apocrypha comes from the Greek word for “concealed or hidden.”  To many Christians, the word apocrypha has more of a sense of “set aside” or “withdrawn.”  These writings are called deutero-canonical.   The deutero-canonical books that made it into the Catholic Bible are:  Judith, Tobit, Baruch (Jeremiah’s secretary), 1 & 2 Maccabbees, Ecclesiasticus, and the Wisdom of Solomon.  The apocrypha also includes some additions to Daniel and Esther, as well as a letter of Jeremiah
REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) Think about the living Word of God, Jesus Christ, and God’s word contained in Scripture.          How does a relationship with the Word inform the Bible’s words?

2) How has God met you where you were and then moved you forward?

3)  Can you live with “creative tensions” in your own life?  What are examples?

ASSIGNED READING: The book of Jonah
LESSON TWO:  HEBREW THINKING & JONAH

Introduction

We’re far removed from the Hebrew culture and time period in which the Old Testament was developed.  The Hebrew culture was Eastern (Ancient Near East or ANE).  American and European cultures are Western, based on the Greek/Roman system of thought.  Some basic cultural differences between eastern vs. western thinking relative to our understanding of the Old Testament are:

1. CORPORATE (Hebrew) vs. INDIVIDUAL (Western)

· To the nomadic Hebrews, the group was all-important.  The welfare of an individual always took a back seat to the welfare of the group.

· Punishment after Korah’s Rebellion in Numbers 16

· Miriam becomes leprous and is put out of the camp (Numbers 12:9-16)

· Punishment for a rebellious son (Deuteronomy 21:18-21)
2. CONCRETE (Hebrew) vs. ABSTRACT (Western)

· Throughout the world, it’s understood that the behavior and attitudes of parents have a dramatic impact on their children.  A Westerner might say, “If a mother doesn’t bond properly with her child, and a father doesn’t show love in meaningful ways, the child may end up with serious problems.”  The Hebrews/Easterners would convey the same thought by saying, “If the father eats garlic and the mother eats onions, the child will not smell like sweet perfume.”

· If the Greeks had written Genesis, they might have said, “Some time in the space between the beginning of the earth’s habitation by humans and the start of the historical period, humanity became dissatisfied with their limitations and tried to take over the power that belonged only to God.  In the process they became so confused that they could no longer understand each other.”  The Hebrews didn’t think in abstract terms, so they wrote about the Tower of Babel.

· The Greeks might have written, “Some time early in humanity’s journey on earth, people became aware of an evil force in life and recognized that it had a seductive power to destroy the relationship between God and the people He’d created.”  The Hebrews simply wrote, “Eve met a serpent.”

· Jesus’ parables (earthly stories with heavenly meaning) are all concrete means of conveying truth:  The kingdom of Heaven is like…a mustard seed, yeast, a pearl, a treasure, a fisherman’s net.
3. Separate the MEANING from the VEHICLE that conveys the meaning.

· Language is symbolic.  Too literal an approach keeps us preoccupied with less important facts and out of touch with the real meaning.
· Think about what most Americans might remember about Genesis 2 & 3 and they’ll probably talk about Eve, an apple, and a snake.  Ask a person with a Hebrew mindset, and they might answer, “God is the one and only Creator of all things.  Humans, the crown of God’s creation, were given dominion over the earth and a special relationship with God.”  The Hebrew will then see him/herself as the actor in the garden, which is the story of every person’s encounter with evil.  Westerners get too hung up with reason about the serpent, the tree, the fish that swallowed Jonah, etc.

4. RELIGIOUS vs. SCIENTIFIC

· Greek and Western thought is scientific to the core.  We think in systems and get preoccupied with scientific questions like… When did God create?  How long did it take?  Where was Noah’s Ark located?  Could Shem really have fathered a child at 100 and then lived to be 600?  We want to understand and be able to prove as many things as possible.  We can’t get so caught up in the facts that we miss the meaning.  We have to learn to live with the mystery!

· Hebrews were religious and philosophical to the core.  The Hebrew mindset is more likely to ask:  Why did God create the world?  What’s the relationship between God and humans?  What is humanity’s place on earth?  What does all this mean to me? The Hebrews would have no problem with two creation stories or two flood stories because the meaning is the same.
5. PARADOX vs. REASONABLENESS

· It’s hard, but imperative, for us to appreciate the mystery.

· We must also learn to live with paradoxes.

· Jesus was born fully human and fully divine

· God is three and yet one.
6. HEBREWS PROCLAIM; THE GREEK EXPAIN

7. APPRECIATE SYMBOLISM

· The number seven symbolizes completeness and perfection.  Multiples of seven were also important.
· Four was also significant because there were four cardinal directions, four corners of the earth (Isaiah 11:12), and four winds (Jer. 49:36).  Four rives flowed out of Eden to water the world (Gen 2:10-14).  Surrounding God were four living creatures (Ezekiel 1:10).

· Forty, a frequently occurring multiple of four, represented a large number or a long period of time.  Forty days and nights of rain (Gen 7:12) flooded the earth.  Jesus was tempted in the wilderness for forty days.  Forty years represented approximately two generations.  During the forty years of Israel’s wilderness wandering, all the adults who’d rebelled against God died (Numbers 14:20-23).  The Hebrews believed that a person reached maturity at the age of 40.

It’s also important to remember that the Hebrews were the most “God-intoxicated” people the world has ever known.  They saw God everywhere.  If it rained, God had opened the doors in the dome above the earth.  If it didn’t rain, God decided to keep them shut.  

Throughout Scripture, there is ample evidence of the Hebrews’ feeling of closeness to God.  Consider, for example, these words of Psalm 139:1-6:

“Lord, you have examined me and you know me.

You know everything I do;

From far away you understand all my thoughts.

You see me, whether I am working or resting; you know all my actions.

Even before I speak, you already know all my actions.

Even before I speak, you already know what I will say…

Your knowledge of me is too deep;

It is beyond my understanding.”

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) Are you able to live with the mystery?  If not, what steps can you take so you can love God without knowing all the answers?
2) How much difference do you think understanding Hebrew thinking will make as you read the Old Testament?

3) What steps can you take to be more “God intoxicated” or filled with His presence?
THE BOOK OF JONAH

Introduction

The Book of Jonah is a satire filled with irony.  Some critics also categorize it as a novella.  It’s very skillfully and tightly written; the author clearly had a great sense of humor.  Even though Jonah is listed among the prophetic books, it’s unlike any others.  It’s a story about a prophet and contains no oracles. 

Jonah is an excellent example of how we can utilize the principles of interpretation:

1) GOD MEETS PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE – One of the major issues at the time that Jonah was written was God’s care of Gentiles as well as Jews.  Jonah shows that God’s love can extend beyond the chosen Hebrew people.  

2) AFFIRM THE CREATIVE TENSIONS THAT EXIST BETWEEN BIBLICAL PASSAGES – There are MANY creative tensions in the story of Jonah.  The issue of God’s love for the Gentiles was a huge one (Ruth vs. Ezra/Nehemiah).  Other creative tensions that exist in the book can be seen in the series of reversals:

· Chapter 1:  Jonah is disobedient and refuses God. (Hebrew readers would have laughed as they heard 1:3.  Jonah takes off in the exact opposite direction of Nineveh.)

· Chapter 2:  so he praises God for his mercy while still in the belly of the fish;

· Chapter 3:  the prophet obeys the word of God and preaches, 

· Chapter 4:  so he complains that God offers mercy at all. 

3) STUDY THE INDIVIDUAL PASSAGES AS THEY RELATE TO THE WHOLE –  Each part of the Jonah story must be understood in relation to the whole; it would be a terrible mistake to take any part of this book out of context.  In addition, Jonah keeps the debate alive over God’s inclusion of the Gentiles and God’s mercy which is open to ALL who repent.   

4) LOOK FOR PRINCIPLES RATHER THAN LAWS – Don’t get hung up on the sailors and their pagan gods.  Instead, focus on the Living God whose mercy goes beyond human boundaries.  

5) SCRIPTURE HAS A TIME BOUND AND A TIMELESS MESSAGE – This story was probably written during or after the Babylonian Exile.  The Hebrews became intent on maintaining their ethnic and religious identity by remaining “holy” or set apart.  Jonah is a reminder that being a holy people does not give one license to lord it over others.  That message – time bound in terms of the Exile – is also timeless.  God blesses us to be a blessing to others, not to hoard our blessings or pass judgment on others.   

6) THE MESSAGE OF THE BIBLE IS RELIGIOUS, NOT SCIENTIFIC – The author of the Book of Jonah knew that his audience would enjoy the story and not be forced to choose whether it could actually have happened or not, or ask whether the fish was a whale or a shark.  Lawrence Boadt writes in Reading the Old Testament, “Only in modern times have Christians forgotten the ability of the Bible to tell stories to make its points, and tried instead to explain everything ‘scientifically.”
 

Jonah:  A Demonstration of Hebrew Thinking

In terms of Hebrew thinking, the Book of Jonah is helpful in the following ways:

1) CORPORATE vs. Individual – Note how the sailors cast lots to decide who was the guilty party who caused the storm.  It was better to throw that person overboard than keep the group in harm’s way.

2) CONCRETE vs. Abstract --  Rather than talking about Jonah’s downward spiral in terms of faithfulness, the author shows Jonah sound asleep below deck as the sailors struggle above.  Jonah is then thrown overboard and swallowed up (in Hebrew, this word always has a negative connotation; in the Song of Moses, it says, “You [God] stretched out your right hand, the earth swallowed them [the Egyptians] – Ex. 15:12).  Instead of saying that God gave Jonah a second chance, the fish vomited Jonah on shore.

3) Separate the MEANING from the vehicle – In this story, the fish is nothing but a vehicle.  The meaning of the Book of Jonah is that God, not we, are to judge others.  We cannot think so highly of ourselves (or try to make ourselves look better out of insecurity) that we want to deny grace to others.  Jonah is also a reminder that we can run from God, but we certainly can’t hide.

4) RELIGIOUS vs. scientific – Again, what’s critical is not asking what kind of fish it is, or how Jonah could have survived in its belly three days and been spit out whole. What’s important is understanding the faith lessons this wonderful story teaches us.

5) PARADOX vs. reasonableness – The author loves irony, paradox, and reversals.  

6) HEBREWS PROCLAIM; the Greek explain – We, the reader, have to make meaning out of the events of the story.  Its meaning isn’t spelled out for us.

7) APPRECIATE SYMBOLISM – There’s great symbolism here – the mighty storm, sackcloth and ashes, the plant that God allows to spring up and then wither.

There’s also amazing literary order within this Book.  For instance, in the Hebrew, there are 39 words of complaint that Jonah issues to God in 4:2-3.  In vv. 10-11, God gets the final say in 39 Hebrew words.  

Even within single chapters, the literary style is cleverly arranged to move in one direction and then go in reverse.  Here’s how it looks in chapter 1:

v. 2-4
The sailors fear while the sea is angry.



  A

v. 5
The sailors cry to their gods.




           B

v 5-6
They attempt to save the ship.




       C

v 6
Jonah is called on to get help from God.


     D

v 7
The sailors seek the reasons.




   E

v. 7
The guilt is found in Jonah.




F

v. 8
Jonah is told to explain the cause. 


        G

v 9-10
Jonah fears Yahweh, who creates the sea.

     H


v 10
Jonah is told to explain this.



         G

v 10
They know that Jonah was guilty



 F

v 11
The sailors seek Jonah to save them.



     E

v 12
Jonah tells them how it will help.



        D

v 13
They try to save the ship and fail.



           C

v 14 
The sailors now cry to Yahweh as God.



  B

15-16
The sea calms and the sailors fear Yahweh.



     A




The Cosmos

The story of creation can be understood better if one is familiar with the early Hebrew conception of the universe.  The Hebrew people believed it consisted of three parts: 1) Heaven, the dwelling place of God; 2) earth; and 3) the Underworld (Sheol).  There is water above, blow, and all around the earth and ski.  Sheol is found in the waters below the earth.

[image: image1.jpg]



ASSIGNED READING:  Passages that highlight some aspect of Hebrew thinking:  Genesis 1:1-4:26, Genesis 38:1-30, Numbers 5:1-4, 6:1-27, 22:1-24:17, 27:1-11; Joshua 7:16-26, and Psalms 19, 31, 95, 96, and 107
LESSON THREE: CREATION AND THE FALL

Introduction

The Book of Genesis covers a huge time period.  Scientists believe the earth formed a consistently solid surface 4.5 billion years ago.
  The first form of life appeared 3.8 billion years ago.
  Approximately 200,000 years ago, homo sapiens began to inhabit the earth.
  The authors of Genesis did not know about this long history, nor did they care.  Science tries to answer the questions of cause and effect, or how things happen. Biblical writers were only interested in answering questions of purpose, or why things happen and who is responsible.  

Two creation stories

There are two creation stories in Genesis.  The first, found in Genesis 1:1-2:3, is the more recent of the two stories.  It is very carefully crafted to combine the best of Hebrew narrative style with the soaring refrains of a hymn.  Not a word is wasted.  Its structure is very symmetrical and the repetition is designed to heighten the story’s emotional impact.  The literary pattern yields a rhythm:

· An introduction in verses 1 and 2

· A command through speech – “And God said…”

· An accomplishment of the command – “And it was so.”

· An affirmation of goodness

· An identification of the day. The Jewish day began with sundown, so it was evening and then morning.
Creation itself unfolds in six days, carefully balanced into three days each:

1sst day - creation of light



4th day  - creation of bodies of light

2nd day -  creation of heavens (dome) and water
5th day - creation of creatures of water and sky

3rd day -  creation of land and vegetation
6th day – creation of life on land – animals, crops, and humankind

On the first three days, God created the physical world and separated each part into its place within the whole.  On the last three days, God populated the world and assigned roles to people.  Then, on the seventh day, God rested.  Thus, the first Sabbath was observed.  It’s interesting to note that the first thing to be called holy in the Bible is time, or the Sabbath.  

Remember that the creation stories are NOT scientific.  They were never intended to be.  We also shouldn’t take the geographic details literally.  The Israelites wanted to make the following points:

· God is the sole creator of heaven and earth, and all that is in it.  God alone deserves the credit.

· Everything God created was good. The Hebrew understanding differs from the dualism of the Greco-Roman world in which spirit was good and matter was evil.

· In the Hebrew, Adam is a plural word meaning mankind or human.  Eve means life. 

· God binds himself to creation, which He loves.

· We aren’t deists who believe that God creation us and then spun us off to handle everything alone.  God is with us always and cares about every part of the created order.
· Humankind is the highest being in God’s creation.  We are created in the image and likeness of God. (Genesis 1:27)

· God gave humans the opportunity and responsibility to be good stewards of the earth.  (Genesis 1:28-30)

· Implicit in the creation story is a four-fold unity that exists for humanity:  an intimate relationship with God and with other people, a sense of inner peace in our souls, and harmony with the environment.

The second, and older of the two creation stories, is found in Genesis 2:5 – 25.  (Genesis 2:4 was probably inserted by the editor to break up the two stories.)  The order of creation is now reversed with man being formed from the dust of the ground.  As in Genesis 1, God authors life, but there is no hint of authoritarianism.  God builds a beautiful garden (Eden means delight); in Gen 2:10, we’re told that a river flowed out of the Garden of Eden that split 4 ways.  It speaks of the Tigris and Euphrates, which would place the garden in what is now Iraq, and the Pishon and Gihon, which probably refer to two branches of the Nile.
  In other words, Eden was the world as it was intended to be.  God then created Adam but he was lonely.  God then made woman to be his helper (the Hebrew word is ezer, which also means soulmate) and human relationships were created.  Man was then fulfilled.  The second story tells how God gave humans the responsibility to care for the garden and name the animals.  Anyone in the ANE who had the power to name was elevated to a level higher than anything or anyone else.  Note that the order of the creation stories is very different.   This second creation story is interesting for several reasons:

· God is anthropomorphic.  In other words, He has very human characteristics.  God seemingly sits on the ground and forms Adam out of the dirt.  He then breathes life into Adam’s nostrils.  Later, God walks in the garden; Adam and Eve hear His footsteps.

· Man (Adam) and woman (Eve) were not created to live in a hierarchical relationship.  That’s a consequence of the fall, not God’s design for creation.
· There are three puns in Genesis 2 and 3.  Because we’re not fluent in Hebrew, the full sense of the irony is lost on us.  They are:
· Adam = humankind and Adamah = stuff of the earth, mud
· Ishah (woman in Gen. 2:23) and Ish (man in Gen 2:23)  two sexes with same substance.  It’s not good for man to be alone, so there’s ish and ishah.

· Serpent (arum = crafty, shrewd) and arom = naked – this play on words shows how quickly things change in Gen 3.
Truths in the Creations stories:
· There is one God, without sexual gender and alone from the start.

· It’s God’s word that creates and sets the necessary limits to insure that things remain balanced and good.

· Responsibility of humanity within the great scheme of creation

· What it means to be created in the image and likeness of God

· The idea of limited freedom.  We aren’t owners of creation, because all creation belongs to God.  We are stewards with the responsibility to care for the environment.

· Because we’re made in the image and likeness of God, we share the ability to procreate, to observe the Sabbath, and to know God personally.

Genesis 2 ends with people being so full of peace and harmony that they’re naked and not ashamed.  Then the tone changes in Genesis 3 as “the fall” begins.  The snake, symbolizing craftiness and evil, approaches Eve.  Even though God has clearly warned Adam and Eve to stay away from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (the tree in the middle of the garden, also called the tree of life), the crafty snake tries to entice her.  He assures her that if she eats of the fruit, she can be like God.

Important Symbolism in the Story of the Fall:
· The snake:  archeology reveals that snakes played a bizarre role in the worship ceremonies of the Canaanites, Israel’s ancient enemies.  Therefore, the snake makes an ideal symbol of evil. 

· Eating:  eating is equated with knowing.  To know, for ancient peoples, was to discover by experience, not to learn from books.  To eat is a symbolic way of saying Adam and Eve learned evil by doing it.

· The tree of life:  a symbolic plant whose fruit was supposed to confer immortality on persons eating it.  The great theme of the Bible is resurrection, not immortality.  The tree of life appears again in Rev. 22:2 and stands beside the river in the city of the new Jerusalem, where God and His people once more live together.  Its leaves are for healing of the nations (see note below about fig leaves).  Central to the meaning of the tree of life is that true life is ultimately dependent upon the presence of God.

· Cherubim:  legendary winged animals with a human head.  They were found at the entrances of ancient building and cities because they were supposed to ward off evil intruders.   (Therefore, Adam and Eve are now considered intruders.)

It’s critical to understand that eating the fruit symbolizes the first of three universal sins explored in this story.  Adam and Eve represent human nature.  

1. People want to be like God.  We want power, the ability to foresee the future, the opportunity to bring judgment according to our standards, etc.  Once we are as omnipotent as God, we’ll have no need of obeying God.  We can do as we please. 

2. We aren’t content with what we have in life; people tend to want more.  The secret to happiness is wanting what we have, not having what we want.
3. Eve, who notes that the fruit of the tree provided good food, beauty, and wisdom, has to share the fruit with Adam to set up the third universal sin – not taking responsibility for our actions.  In Gen 3:12-13, Adam blames Eve and Eve blames the snake.  

The misery and alienation that’s in store for those who sin become immediately apparent because Adam and Eve, who were comfortable with nakedness, are suddenly embarrassed.  They grab fig leaves and sew loincloths.  Fig leaves make people itch, however, so there are immediate consequences of their actions even before they’re approached by God.  (The Hebrew people found humor in the itchy fig leaf clothing.)

In Genesis 3:14, God lays out the consequences of sin.  Whenever we disobey or turn away from God, there are consequences.  None of us will grow to maturity unless we learn there are logical consequences for our actions.  It’s critical to understand that this passage outlines the alienation brought about by sin, not God’s plan of creation.  It’s also helpful to know that there is ample etiology in this passage.  Etiology is a story that explains a cause or consequence.  For example, it’s because of sin that women have pain in childbirth, snakes crawl on their bellies, men have to toil over the ground, and why we die.  It’s because of sin, not God’s plan of creation, that some men consider women subordinate.  

God’s plan did not include any form of alienation and the rest of the Bible is devoted to the undoing of alienation.  “To know good and evil” is, for the Hebrew mind, a functional understanding of what is useful or harmful for the common good.  The recognition and honoring of boundaries leads to well being.


It’s very important to examine all biblical texts, including the first three chapters of Genesis, by asking two open-ended questions:

1. This story informs my faith by …

2. This story changes me by …
ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:  Genesis 6:1-11:32 and Job 40 – 42

REGULAR:  Genesis 6:1-11:32 and all of Job

LESSON FOUR:  PREHISTORY, LITERARY FORMS, AND JOB 

Prehistory

It is impossible to accurately date the events in the first eleven chapters of Genesis.  Therefore, they are commonly termed “prehistory.”  The authors of Genesis felt the need to sketch some of the highlights of human origins that had particular religious significance.  This record of their ancestors helped the Israelites understand how they came to be a people and a nation.

The outline of Prehistory (also called Primeval History or the Bible’s Preface) can be broken down into eight stages:

1. Two creation accounts (Gen 1 & 2)

2. The fall of humanity and further experience of sin (Gen 3-4)

3. The genealogy from Adam to Noah (Gen 4:17-5:32)

4. The wickedness of humankind (Gen. 6:1-4)

5. The flood as punishment of sin (Gen 6:5-9:29)

6. The nations descended from Noah (Gen 10)

7. The sin of the tower of Babel (Gen 11:1-9)

8. The genealogy from Noah’s sons to Abraham (Gen 11:10-32)

The History of Biblical Scholarship

It’s clear that the first 11 chapters of Genesis, like the entire Torah (first five books of the Bible), had different authors. For centuries, people believed that God dictated the Torah to Moses, who wrote it down.  Prior to the Reformation, no one questioned the authority of Rome as the sole interpreter of the Bible.  The Catholic Church believed the Bible belonged only in the hands of the priests.  The Reformers changed that.  John Wycliffe and other dissidents within the Roman Catholic priesthood translated the Bible into English.  They distributed their hand-copied books late in the 14th century.  The Catholic Church managed to find and destroy most of the translated Bibles, meting out severe punishment to anyone caught writing or being in possession of one of these Bible.  Over a century later, Martin Luther translated the Hebrew Old Testament and Greek New Testament into German.  In 1522, his German Bibles rolled off the printing press, which had been perfected by John Gutenberg with his movable type.  So many copies were produced each day that the Catholic leaders lost control of who had their own Bibles.

Once people could read the Bible for themselves, serious students discovered discrepancies in the biblical stories, especially in the first five books of the Bible.  There are two different creation stories and different styles of writing that point towards a compilation of material over a longer period of time by divinely inspired editors.  For instance, the three genealogies of the “prehistory” chapters (Gen. 4:17-5:32, chapter 10, and 11:10-32) differ greatly from the strong images and rich language that explore human experience at its most mysterious level in Genesis 1-3.  It’s clear that Genesis 2 is more primitive in its style than Genesis 1.  Scholars believe that both written and oral sources were woven together to create the Torah (sometimes called Pentateuch, Greek for “five books”) long after these events occurred.  Israel’s priests placed great emphasis on genealogies and worship.  Their influence can be seen in the lyrical symmetry of Genesis 1 and in the lists of descendants.  Their points of emphasis are extremely important but so are the stories found in Genesis 2:5-4:16, Gen 6:1-9:28, and Gen 11:1-9. 

There are other examples of the weaving together of different materials considered critical to the Torah in its final form.  For instance, a careful reading of the story of Noah has conflicting information.  In Gen 6:19-20, God instructs Noah to take two of every kind of living species with him on the ark:  birds, animals, and creeping things.  Yet in 7:2, Noah is instructed to take only seven pairs of clean animals.  In Gen. 8:7, Noah sent out a raven to see if the waters had receded.  In Gen 8:8, Noah sends out a dove.  We’re seeing two versions of the flood story being woven together by the editors of Torah.

The mountain where God gave Moses the ten commandments is predominantly called Mount Sinai.  In the book of Exodus, Mount Sinai is mentioned 13 times.  But Mount Horeb is called the mountain of God as well, the location of the giving of the Ten Commandments.  It’s mentioned in Exodus 3:1, 17:6, and 33:6.  In the books of Leviticus and Numbers, only Mt. Sinai is mentioned.  But in Deuteronomy, Mt. Sinai is mentioned once while Mt. Horeb is mentioned 9 times.  It’s possible these were different mountains but most scholars think they’re two names for the same mountain.  Why does the Torah further complicate material that’s already challenging?  The two names come from different Exodus traditions, both too important not to be woven together.  

“Documentary Hypothesis”

During the Enlightenment (usually dated from 1685-1815), biblical scholars began theorizing that multiple sources were woven together to create the Torah.  Drawing on the work of German biblical scholars, Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918) became the popular exponent of a four-source documentary hypothesis.  The “JEDP,” or Wellhausen Theory explained the different strands.  By looking at the different styles of writing and vocabulary, the theory speculated there were four sources combined to create the first five, plus other historical, books:

· J (from the divine name Yahweh which, in German, is Jahweh) was compiled during or soon after Solomon’s reign from the viewpoint of the southern tribes.  J was thought to be a master storyteller and theologian who loved to put speeches in the mouths of famous people.  

· E derives its name from Elohim, a name for God favored by people from the northern tribes.  The theory surmised that Mt. Horeb was the favored name of the E writers who paid less attention to Abraham than they did to Jacob.

· P stands for the priestly accounts that stressed genealogical lists, God’s covenant, rituals, and religious ceremonies.

· D stands for Deuteronomic source.  Its authors were thought to be be theologians who were responsible for the framework of the historical account that runs from Deuteronomy through 2 Kings. 

This theory gained widespread acceptance during the 20th century.  It has fallen out of favor, however, in this century.  Priests clearly played an important role in both biblical history and in the compilation of the Old Testament.  So did the Deuteronomic historians.  Some scholars no longer believe that the Elohist (E) source exists at all.  Many scholars note that doublets, two separate stories that parallel one another, were very popular in ancient narratives.  Repetition was also common and used to emphasize the importance of a story or idea.  The trend in biblical scholarship is looking toward new models for explaining the Pentateuch.  

Literary Styles

We also need to appreciate the different literary styles used by the biblical authors.   Literary forms found in the Bible are:

1) MYTH in the biblical sense is not a fairy tale or fabricated story.  A myth conveys  important truths.  For instance, from Genesis 1 and 2, we learn that God was alone (the prologue of John makes clear Christ was with God from the beginning) from the start.

· God, out of His wisdom and goodness, created a world of planned, perfect order.

· Matter is good and was intentionally created.

· God’s WORD called creation into being and established limits.

· Humans were made in God’s image and given a place of honor so that they could be stewards (responsible caretakers) of God’s world.

2) ETIOLOGICAL STORIES explain the reasons or causes for current names and customs.  Examples from the early chapters of Genesis are:

· Why snakes crawl on the ground

· Why women have pain in childbirth

· Why people must work for a living

· Why we wear clothes

· Why we die

3) EPONYMOUS statements utilize the names for people who take on added significance by representing something greater.  “Mother America had two daughters, Georgia and Virginia” is an example.  In Genesis, Jacob’s name is changed to Israel.  He becomes the eponymous figurehead for the people of Israel.  Adam means “humankind.” One man represents humanity.  Eve means life; women create new life in the womb.

4) A THEOPHANY is an “appearance of God” that results in an overwhelming personal experience of God’s presence that affects the entire direction and quality of a person’s life.  Abraham experienced a theophany, as did Moses.

5) PLAYS ON WORDS are common in the Hebrew Old Testament text.  For instance, Genesis 3 talks of Adam and Even as naked (`arom) while the serpent was crafty (`arum). 

6) A METAPHOR is a figure of speech describing one thing using the terms of something else.  Metaphors can be powerful ways of talking about things we don’t understand.  In a sense, all talk about God is metaphorical.

7) PERSONIFICATION involves giving an abstract idea or physical object personal attributes.  Personification can be seen in this verse from Isaiah 55:12: “For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.” Psalm 98:8-9a reads, “Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together for joy at the presence of the Lord.”  Another example comes from Psalm 77:16, “When the waters saw you, O God, when the waters saw you, they were afraid; the very deep trembled.”
8) HYPERBOLE is conscious exaggeration.  Jesus used hyperbole when he said that it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of the needle than for a rich person to get into heaven.  Another example is Matthew 5:29, “If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away.”

9) FOLKLORE PATTERN OF 3 – the action in the third occurrence is the point of the story.  An example is “Balaam’s Blessing” (Numbers 22:22-31).

Theological Understanding

In the first eleven chapters of Genesis, or the Bible’s “prehistory,” we see God’s good intent for creation.  The universe as God created it exists in a state of shalom, or the state of ordered righteousness (its meaning is broader and deeper than just peace).  God gave people the gift of freedom within limits and, since the beginning, people have misused that gift.  Humans tend to put themselves, rather than God, at the center of their lives (sIn).  We must learn that this is God’s universe, not our own, and it must be run according to God’s infinite wisdom.   Because we are made in the image and likeness of God, all humans are capable of making choices that are consistent with the will of God.  We can enjoy an intimate and loving relationship with Him.  Yet we continuously fail to live up to our potential by distorting God’s truth and knowingly turning away from Him.  That’s why we’re in such need of a savior.  The pride that made Adam and Eve impatient with God’s restraint (and eager to be rid of any authority other than their own) is at the root of humanity’s failure. It’s true today and Scripture is making sure we understand that it always has been that way.

The meaning of names in the Bible is interesting.  The name Cain derives from the Hebrew word qanah, which means to get or to create.  The name is given as praise to God, for Cain is created well and celebrated.  Abel means “vapor, nothingness” – therefore without the possibility of life.  Seth means appointed; God appointed Seth to replace Abel.  Like Adam, Enoch means “humankind.”  

The story of Cain and Abel immediately follows the the story of the fall.  It broadens the consequences of sin.  Where God intended harmony, sin sowed such seeds of disharmony that one brother kills another.  War, evil, cruelty, broken relationships, and all other things that diminish the quality of our lives are the consequences of sin, not God’s original Creation.

Perhaps the most difficult passage in the Prehistory material is Genesis 6:1-4.  It has no connection with any of the preceding material.  This text may provide a prelude to the flood story as an example of the “great wickedness.”  The “sons of God” (lesser gods in early thought and angels in later theology) violated the limits set for humanity at the time of creation. The perversion wrought by the sons of God and human women is another example of the attempt to “be like God.”   Originally, the story was etiological; it explained why there were giants on the earth.  The Nephailim were the oversized offspring of the daughters of humans and the sons of God.  In Numbers 13:33, the Israelite spies describe the inhabitants of Hebron as Nephilim, so large and powerful that “we seemed like grasshoppers.”  Closely connected are the Rephaim, an ethnic term describing the pre-Israelite people of Palestine.  Og, the king of Basham, is believed to be their last survivor.  He was so big that he had to have a massive iron bed, nine cubits long and four cubits wide (Deuteronomy 3:11).  A cubit was intended to be the distance from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger, or about 17.5 to 20 inches. 

The Tower of Babel

We find the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9.  Traditionally, people have understood this story as an etiological one explaining why the earth has so many languages.  The story is also seen as God’s punishment for the building of a ziggurat, a stepped temple with a rectangular or square common in Mesopotamia.  The people of the city say, in verse 4, “Come let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 
They are prideful but, in a great example of how differing interpretations of the same story help us, Rabbi Shai Held writes that this “is not a simple morality tale about a human attempt to storm the heavens and displace God.  Nor, conversely, is it a primitive allegory about an insecure deity who is so threatened by human achievement that God needs to wreak havoc on the best-laid human plans.”
  Curiously, the story lies between two long genealogies of Noah’s descendants.  What follows the story is the genealogy of Shem’s (his name means name in Hebrew) descendants.  Yet there are no names in the story about the Tower of Babel.  Rabbi Held contends this is a story about the dangers of the crowd mentality and anonymity that often lead to totalitarian movements.  God loves variety; diversity has been part of creation since the beginning.  Any attempt to root out individuality is an assault against our Creator.  God’s scattering was a blessing and course correction, not punishment.  
THE BOOK OF JOB

Introduction
The Book of Job is one of the all-time classics in the world of literature.  Many modern playwrights, including Archibald MacLeish (J.S.) and Neil Simon (God’s Favorite), have used it as the basis of successful plays.  Our faith isn’t an insurance policy protecting us from suffering and loss.  Tragedy is part of life.  The author of Job asks the question about faith in the face of utter devastation.  While many Christians think of Job as a patient man, the text makes clear that Job goes through the range of emotions appropriate for such horrible suffering.  Job cries out to God, seeing Him as an enemy in 6:4 – “For the arrows of the Almighty are in me; my spirit drinks their poison; the terrors of God are arrayed against me.”  At the beginning of chapter 10, Job says, “I loathe my life; I will give free utterance to my complaint; I will speak in the bitterness of my soul.”  

The date of the Book of Job and the setting for the action differ.  The events are set in patriarchal or prepatriarchal times when heroes such as Noah and Job are thought to have lived.  Many scholars place the book in the late sixth or fifth century B.C., although Job’s author utilizes some very early and primitive narrative.  The old folktale of Job, a righteous man who proved faithful in every case, can be found in Job 1-2, as well as chapter 42:7-17.  The story deals with the struggle of this ancient hero, who lived in the land of Uz (probably near the border of Edom and Arabia, an area noted for wise people) and God.  I think the book is strengthened by the incorporation of older material and later thought.  Norman Habel, author of a commentary on Job, writes, “Literary integrity, paradoxical themes, heroic setting, and uncomfortable challenge are pertinent for students of wisdom and life in any era and far more important than the precise date of this ancient literary work.”

The dramatic framework of Job: 

Part One:  Job 1, 2


1:1-5

Narrative Introduction to Job Himself


1:6-12

First Scene in Heaven


1:13-22
First Scene on Earth


2:1-7a

Second Scene in Heaven


2:7b-10
Second Scene on Earth


2:11-13
Narrative Conclusion

Part Two:   Dialogue:  First Cycle – Job 3-14

3 Job’s Opening Soliloquy

4-5 Eliphaz’s First Response

 
6-7

Job moves from Soliloquy to Dialogue

8 Bildad’s First Response

9-10 Job Responds to Bildad

11

Zophar’s First Response

12-14 Job’s Response to Zophar
Part Three:  Dialogue:  Second Cycle – Job 15-21

15 Eliphaz’s Second Response to Job

16-17 Job Responds to Eliphaz II

18

Bildad’s Second Response to Job

19

Job’s Response to Bildad II – “I know that my redeemer lives.”


20

Zophar’s Second Response to Job

21 Job’s Response to Zohpar II
Part Four:  Dialogue:  Third Cycle – Job 22-27

22 Eliphaz’s Third Response to Job

23-24 Job’s Response to Eliphaz III

25-27 The Dialogue Breaks Down
Part Five:  Soliloquy – Job 28-31

28 An interlude or meditation on Wisdom 

29-31 Job’s Summation
Part Six:  A Voice for God, the Voice of God, and Job’s Response – Job 32-42:6

32-37 The Sudden Appearance of Elihu, an inspired young prophet

38-41 Yahweh’s Questions from the Whirlwind

42:1-6

Job’s Response to Yahweh
Part Seven:  Epilogue – Job 42:7-17

42:7-9

Yahweh and the friends of Job


42:10-17
Restoration and more

Why do Good People Suffer?

The author of Job had the courage to move beyond simple acceptance of God’s will.  He asks hard questions about the suffering of the righteous.  He makes clear that God wants our honesty far more than our piety.  Job’s friends urge him to repent.  This statement by Eliphaz is typical of those made by Job’s friends, “But you are doing away with the fear of God, and hindering meditation before God.  For your iniquity teaches your mouth, and you choose the tongue of the crafty.  Your own mouth condemns you, and not I; your own lips testify against you” (15:4-6).  Job challenges God, telling Him that he has done nothing to deserve such punishment and letting God know how unfair it all is.  God is far more understanding than are Job’s friends.  Job 42:7 says, “After the Lord had spoken these words to Job, the Lord said to Eliphaz the Temanite ‘My wrath is kindled against you and against your two friends; for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.’”

ASSIGNED READING:   

LITE:  Genesis 12:1-13:18; 15:1-23:20; 25:19-34; 26:34-27:46

REGULAR:  Genesis 12:1-27:46

LESSON SIX:  ABRAHAM --   FATHER OF THE 
THREE GREAT MONOTHEISTIC RELGIONS

Genealogy and Eponymous Stories

The genealogy of Abraham (Gen 11:10-32) bridges the final distance from symbolic “prehistory” to historical time by listing the generations from Noah down to the call of Abraham.  Theologically, the priestly author is making the point that God had to give up on humanity as a whole after the tower of Babel and narrowed His selection to one man and one nation who would be schooled in obedience and devotion to God.  Through them, God’s blessing resulting from the covenant that was made with Abraham could be given to all people in the three great monotheistic religions.  Interestingly, archaeology has revealed that three of the names listed in Genesis 11:27-32 as Abraham’s close relatives were actually the names of towns in northern Mesopotamia:  Anchor, Terah, Haran.  This is an excellent example of “eponymous” writing.  It helped to fix for the listener the exact roots of the hero.  The eponym is the person from whom a tribe or nation gets its names. Another excellent example of eponymous writing is found in the story of Lot and his daughters (after their mother was turned into a pillar of salt):  

· Gen. 19:36:  Both of Lot’s daughters became pregnant by their father

· Gen. 19:37:  The first bore a son and named him Moab.  He became the father of the Moabites.

· Gen. 19:38:  The younger daughter also bore a son and named him Ben-ammi; he is the father of the Ammonites.

The Call of Abraham

Genesis 12 begins, “Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 

The two most important themes from the Abraham saga are God’s gracious love and Abraham’s faith.  Abraham, accompanied by his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, and others began his journey to the new land around 2,000 BCE.  Their large group included ample livestock and servants.  Both the Old and New Testaments look to Abraham as a model of faith; he left behind all that was familiar for an unknown future.  He followed God’s instructions and journeyed through the Fertile Crescent before arriving in Canaan (the name by which Israel was then known.)  Through one man, God promised land, descendants, and blessings.

When Abram and his group finally arrived in Canaan, there was a terrible famine.  No human is given mature faith for the long haul; we have to develop it over time. Abram decided to pack up again and travel southwest to Egypt, where he lived as an alien.  Because he was afraid his beautiful wife would cause others to covet her and kill him, he told Sarai to tell Pharaoh she was his sister (Genesis 12:13; Gen 20:12 says she was his half-sister).  When Pharaoh took Sarai into his home, God caused tragedy to strike.  She was returned to Abram, who traveled with his party back to what is now Israel.  When they reached the site between Bethel and Ai, Abraham offered Lot his choice of land since their large herds needed ample grazing groups.  Lot chose the lush Jordan Valley and lived in Sodom.  Abram and Sarai moved west, settling in the more arid village of Hebron.  No sooner had Abram begun to feel settled than word reached him that an army led by a group of city kings had kidnapped Lot and his entire household of people, and taken all of his possessions.  Abram put together a small army of people who were part of his extended household.  They attacked the kings and secured the release of Lot and all who’d been captured with him. 
Important Issues

Three issues arise when reading this material:

1. First, Abraham, the father of our faith, as well as Islam and Judaism, told his wife to lie to Pharaoh. Throughout the Bible, we encounter people who are just as human as we are.  ALL of us have flaws and do things of which we’re not proud.  Jesus was, and remains, the only human being who did not sin.

2. A similar story about Abraham lying to King Abimelech about Sarah is found in Gen. 20.  In this account, Abraham states that Sarah (whom the Bible says is beautiful; her name means “princess”) is his half-sister; they had the same father.  The editors of the Bible clearly thought this story, which softens Abraham’s lie, should be included in the text.  Both existed in the oral tradition and were deemed important enough to be included in Genesis.  Over and over, we see the ways the final text was woven together.

3. In chapter 13:8-12, Abram allows Lot to choose the land that he wants for his family and animals.  Lot chooses “the plain of the Jordan (which) was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord.”  Abram receives the land that was more marginal.  The interesting geographical component to the entire biblical narrative is that the people who lived on the best land in Israel – the Mediterranean coast, the plain of Jordan, and Galilee – had lives of prosperity and ease.  Yet, on the whole, they were the ones who turned away from God.  Those who lived on the arid land of Israel – where life was hard, unpredictable, and often lonely – were God’s most faithful people.  This has broad application to our own lives; prosperity and ease are not necessarily blessings because people are more likely to rest on their own laurels instead of being dependent upon God.  Those whose lives are more unpredictable and difficult must rely upon God, growing in faith and the blessings that matter most.

Genesis 15
Chapter 15 is one of the most important in the Old Testament. It should be noted that Abraham’s original name was Abram.  Sarah’s was Sarai.  Because names carried more power in terms of a person’s identity in biblical times than they do now, there are a handful of instances in the Bible where people’s names are changed when they mature and therefore have a different relationship with God.  (The other most famous is when Jacob becomes Israel in Gen. 32:28.) The word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, telling him not to be afraid.  Abram responded to the divine promise of a great reward by reminding God that he had no heir other than Eliezer of Damascus.  In Old Testament times, two things were critical for a man: land (as an owner) and (male) descendants.  Because Sarai was barren, the worst fate of any woman, Abram made Eliezer,
who’d been born in his house to his slaves, his heir.  God then said, “This man shall not be your heir.”  God took Abram outside and said, “Look toward the heaven and country the stars, if you are able to county then…So shall your descendants be.”  The author of Genesis then writes, “Then he said to him, ‘I am the Lord who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess.’  But he said, ‘O Lord God, how am I to know that I shall possess it?’  He said to him, ‘Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.’  He brought him all these and cut them in two, laying each half over against the other; but he did not cut the bird in two.  And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him.  Then the Lord said to Abram, ‘Know this for certain, that your offspring shall be aliens in a land that is not theirs, and shall be slaves there, and they shall be oppressed for four hundred years; but I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions.  As for yourself, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age.  And they shall come back here in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.’

When the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces.  On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your descendants I give this land...”

From the call and journey of Abraham, as well as the mysterious 15th chapter of Genesis, emerge some timeless truths about faith and our relationship with God.  God is faithful to all with whom He has a relationship.  This doesn’t mean that life will always be easy, but God never deserts us during the tough times.  When God allows us to walk along a rough road, He gives us strong shoes.  Even during the times when God seems silent, He is present and quietly working in our lives.

How can we say this with such confidence?  The answer lies in our understanding of the covenant God made with Abram and all his descendants, and the new covenant God made in and through Jesus Christ.  A covenant is a binding agreement between two parties.  Covenants need to be taken very seriously today, but they had even greater significance in Old Testament times.  Suzerain(ty) treaties/covenants were used throughout the ANE when one party had significantly more power than the weaker party.  Such treaties could be sealed by slaughtering animals, who were then halved and laid on the ground to form two columns.  To seal the covenant, the weaker party walked between the two columns of slaughtered animals in order to signify that he understood that if he broke the suzerainty covenant, what was done to the animals would be done to him.  Needless to say, covenants weren’t entered into lightly!

When Abram asked for proof of God’s faithfulness, something extraordinary happened.  God took on the role of the weaker party.  As happened later at the burning bush, God appeared as fire.  God passed between the slaughtered animals.  In an act that foreshadows His eventual willingness to humble himself by taking on human form as Jesus Christ, God humbled himself by becoming the weaker party to show Abram how serious He was about keeping His world.   

Ishmael and Isaac
In chapter 16, Sarai doubts that God will ever enable her to have a child despite the covenant promises.  She “gave” her slave-girl to Abram; Hagar conceived and bore a son, Ishmael.  Sarai was deeply jealous of Hagar.  In 21:8-20, Sarai banished Hagar and Ishmael after seeing the teen playing with her own toddler.  Abram is distressed but God promises to be with Ishmael as well:  “As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring” (v 13).  Muslims trace their heritage to Abraham through Ishmael.  The Quran states, in 4:126, “and who is better in faith than he who submits himself to Allah (Arabic for God), and he is a doer of good, and follows the religion of Abraham, the upright?  And Allah took Abraham for a special friend.”  Islam also teaches that Abraham dreamt that God told him to sacrifice Ishmael.  When Abraham told Ishmael about the dream, the son was ready to comply.  God then told them to sacrifice a goat instead.  Muslims observe this with the annual Eid al-Adha, the Festival of Sacrifice.” Goats, sheep, cows, or camels are sacrificed, with 1/3 of the meat going to the needy, 1/3 to relatives, and 1/3 to the family of the one who sacrificed.
 

It chapter 17, God’s covenant promise is repeated and the names of the couple through whom the promise is intended are changed to Abraham and Sarah.  God tells Abraham to circumcise himself and his descendants as a sign of the covenant.  Circumcision was a powerful reminder to every boy and man, multiple times each day, of their unique relationship with God.

Finally, when Abraham was one hundred-years-old and Sarah was 90, she gave birth to Isaac.  This baby had been prayed for and promised for twenty-five long years.  Then, shockingly, chapter 22 says that “After all these things God tested Abraham” by telling him to sacrifice Isaac.  The Old Testament narrative focuses on words and actions.  When extra details are added or words/phrases are repeated, we’re called to pay more attention.  In vs. 2, God said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land or Moriah, and offer him there as a burn offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.”  “Your only son Isaac, whom you love” is a fascinating statement.  The Old Testament rarely (the the exception of the Song of Songs) talks about one person loving another.  We’re also well aware that Abraham has another son.  These details heighten the tension of the narrative.  So does the fact that the reader knows what is about to happen is a test but Abraham and Isaac don’t.  Doublets also add to the tension; note that the sentence, “So the two of them walked on together,” is found in verses 6 & 8.  The movement of the story is slow, with an unusual amount of detail.  When Abraham reaches the place on the third day, he binds a seemingly compliant Isaac, places his body on top of the prepared fire, and takes out his knife to kill his son.  Verses 11 and 12 state, “But the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven, and said, ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ (which can also be translated “I’m all ears.”)  “He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.”  

Many Christian find this the most loathsome story in the Old Testament.  What kind of father would willingly sacrifice his son?  I believe this story foreshadows the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.  There are striking similarities:  the only son, the importance of the third day, a sacrifice by a loving father that’s almost beyond comprehension.  Rabbi Jay Holstein, one of the most popular professors at the University of Iowa, is an expert on Old Testament genealogies.  In a continuing education class I took from him, he said Isaac was not a boy when the sacrifice happened.  Rabbi Holstein believes he was 33, the same age at which scholars believe Jesus died on the cross.  The great lesson of this story is that if we’re willing to give up everything for God, we have nothing to lose.  We, the readers, are being asked to test our faith against that of Abraham. 

By testing Abraham, God is making sure that the one through whom the promise is given is faithful.  God’s relief pours out in verse 18, “and by your offspring shall all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have obeyed my voice.”  Remember that the story begins with, “After these things,…”  God’s hopes were consistently dashed until now:  Adam & Eve sinned, Cain murdered his brother, the wickedness of humanity that led to the flood, and people were unable to communicate after the tower of Babel.  The God who created people so we could live in a mutually loving relationship with Him has finally found a person of great faith.
It should also be noted that the Israelites didn’t sacrifice children, as did their pagan neighbors.  The cult that worshipped the pagan god Molech heated a fire, then placed their infants into the god’s arms.  Some worshippers of the main fertility god, Baal, also practiced child sacrifice.  Such behavior was strictly forbidden by the Israelites (see Lev. 20:2-5).  Some see the story of Isaac as confirmation of that ban.

Sarah’s Death and the Establishment of a New Generation

Chapter 23 says that Sarah died at the age of 127.  A fascinating story unfolds because Abraham had to own land so he could bury her.  She’s buried in Hebron in what’s called “The Tomb of the Patriarchs.”  Hebron, a UNESCO heritage site, is located in the West Bank south/southwest of Jerusalem.

Chapter 24 shares the story of Isaac and Rebekah; Abraham’s death at the age of 175 is recorded in chapter 25.  Chapter 26 is very reminiscent of chapter 20; this time it’s Isaac who tells King Abimelech’s men that beautiful Rebekah is his sister.  The editors clearly wove a story from a different tradition into the whole.

If the story of Abraham had to be summed up in one word, it would be faith.  In Hebrew’s famous chapter on faith (11), Abraham gets more verses than anyone else.  He deserves it!

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) Think about your faith journey.  Can you think of times when you believe God has asked you to give up things in your own life so you can be more faithful to Him?

2) How has God blessed you so you can be a blessing to others?

ASSIGNED READING:
LITE:  Genesis 28:1-35:29; 37:1-36; 39:1-46:7; 46:26-50:26

REGULAR:  Genesis 28:1-50:26
LESSON SEVEN:  THE JACOB SAGA

Introduction

The story of Israel’s patriarchs moves from Abraham to Isaac to Jacob to Joseph as the authors of Genesis record their nation’s history and God’s sovereignty.  The stories are full of drama and intrigue.  The characters are complex and very human.  There’s plenty of deception, sin, and human frailty.  Yet God acts in dramatic ways in these people’s lives.  The Old Testament is far less concerned about an individual’s transformation in terms of faith and obedience than with God’s sovereignty to act as God wants.  The ways of God are hidden and mysterious.  Yet God alone is all-powerful.

Three Frequent Themes

It should be noted that God, in His covenant with Abraham, promised to give land and descendants.  Because the land (Canaan) He gave them was filled with polytheistic tribes, God insisted that the monotheistic Israelites remain separate.  As we continue our study of the Old Testament, we’ll see these great themes – land, descendants, and separation – emphasized over and over.  It’s important to remember that the Israelites believed for a deceased man to rest comfortably in Sheol (the “abode of the dead”), he must be buried on land that he owned and must have male descendants.  The command to be separate can be seen in Rebecca’s desire to have her son marry someone from her homeland rather than a Canaanite (Gen. 29:1-5) and Abraham’s desire for his servant to find a non-Canaanite wife for Isaac (Gen. 24:1-4). 

As we pick up the Jacob saga, the plot unfolds:

· Gen. 25:19-34:  The birth of the twins, Esau and Jacob, and how Jacob wins Esau’s birthright.  There was only one birthright per family and it was bestowed upon the eldest son, who received double the share of the inheritance that was given to his younger brothers.

· Genesis 26:  Incidents from the life of Isaac

· Gen, 27:1-45:  Jacob cheats Esau out of the first-born’s blessing.

· Gen 27:46–28:9:  The blessing takes hold – Jacob goes to Mesopotamia to find a wife, but Esau marries a Canaanite woman. 

· Gen 28:10-22:  God gives the promise to Jacob in a vision at Bethel (house of God).  This shows the sovereign freedom of God, who gives the blessing despite Jacob’s deception of his father and brother.

· Gen 29-30:  The contest between Jacob and Laban (the deceiver is deceived); Jacob’s wives and children. 

· Gen 31:1-55:  Jacob flees from Laban’s anger, but they finally reach an agreement.  Laban’s words to Jacob in 31:49 are very famous: “The Lord watch between you and me, when we are absent one from another.”

· Gen 32:1-22:  Jacob has a vision and desires peace with Esau

· Gen 32:23-24:  God fights with Jacob at Penuel and Jacob’s name is changed to Israel.

· Gen 33:1-17:  Jacob makes peace with Esau; Esau takes the land of Edom; Jacob receives Palestine (Israel, Canaan).

· Gen 33:18-34:31:  Jacob at Shechem; his sons conquer the city to avenge the rape of Dinah

· Gen 35:1-29:  Jacob settles at Bethel.  God renews the covenant with Jacob.  Rachael dies giving birth to Benjamin.  Isaac dies.

· Gen 36:  Genealogy of Esau

Three Basic Story Types

Within this Jacob saga lie three different types of stories that were passed orally for many generations and then woven into a single narrative.  They are:

1) Stories about the conflict with Esau and Jacob, which are eponymous.  The twins represent Edom and Israel according to Gen. 25:23: “Two nations are in your womb and two people born of you shall be divided.  One shall be stronger than the other; the elder shall serve the younger.”  The Israelites loved the heroic stories of how their ancestor’s great cleverness outwitted Esau, whose descendents became the Edomites.  The Edomites were the Israelites’ chief rivals for the land around the Dead Sea and Jordan.

2) Stories about Jacob’s marriages and his adventures with Laban.  Again the stories are eponymous because Laban was an Aramean.  The contest between the two men would have thrilled an audience because it mirrors the battle between the nation of Israel and the Arameans (1 Kings 20 and 22).

3) The third group of stories are theophanies, with God appearing to Jacob at various important shrines:  Bethel (ch. 28 & 35), Mahanaim (32) and Penuel (32).  God blesses the land and reaffirms His covenant with Abraham and his descendants.

A Developing Narrative  


Oral stories from a couple different traditions were woven together in a more coherent narrative.  They were then reworked by P (Priestly source) in the 6th century.  That’s why Jacob arrives at Bethel twice (35:6, and 10-12) and his name is changed twice.  Israel kept the whole tradition, including the favorable and negative reflections on their history, because they didn’t want to alter how their ancestors remembered YHWH, the God of history.

The Joseph Story

In chapter 35, the focus shifts to Jacob’s favorite son, Joseph.  Yet the Joseph narrative is still a sub-plot of the story of Jacob and his twelve sons.  In Genesis 38, a story is told about Judah, and Genesis 48-50 return to Jacob.  

The Joseph story is important because it sets the stage for the Israelites’ stay in Egypt.  It’s also important because it’s the first single dramatic narrative.  Some modern biblical scholars even refer to it as a “novella.”  It includes many foreign customs, a handsome and wise hero, dramatic encounters, and psychological insights.  Above all, it demonstrates how God cared for Joseph and, through him, for all the descendants of Abraham and Jacob.  Two keys verses in the Joseph drama are:

· Genesis 45:7-8: “God sent me before you to preserve a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors.  So it was not you who sent me here, but God.”

· Genesis 50:20: “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.”

Chapter 49 is a poem detailing Jacob’s deathbed blessing of his sons (some sound more like curses).  Again, remember that this is eponymous.  Each son is also the name of a tribe.  (It should be noted that Joseph didn’t become a tribe, but both of his sons – Manasseh and Ephraim – did.  Also, the Levites were the priests rather than a tribe with its own land.  The Levites were scattered throughout, and supported by, the tribes.)  

Throughout the ups and downs of the Jacob saga, God directs the course of events so that His promises will be fulfilled.  

JACOB’S ENCOUNTERS WITH GOD:  BETHEL AND PENIEL

Genesis 28:10-22 and 32:22-32

Jacob’s Dream at Bethel 
1. In encounters like this one, there are often 2 elements, the visual and the auditory.  It’s the speech that takes precedence.  

· Visual is the dream.  The wakeful world of Jacob was full of fear, terror, loneliness, and – one would assume – unresolved guilt.  The dream presents an alternative future with God.  Jacob’s guard is down; the dream permits new thinking/understanding.

· There is traffic between heaven and earth.  The object described is probably a ramp rather than a conventional ladder.  Earth isn’t left to its own resources and heaven isn’t so remote it can’t be of help.

· The angels are messengers from God; Jacob’s fear and terror will be lessened by what comes next:

· Auditory - The speaker is the Lord, whose speech is a promise.

· God first repeats the promise given to Abraham.  In verse 15, God promises Jacob that he will not be abandoned.  God will be present and will provide protection. 

2. An encounter with God demands a response: note Jacob’s vow in vv. 20-22

Jacob Wrestles at Peniel 

1. The two meetings – one with the dreaded stranger in the night and then Esau -- are related.  The night encounter is not placed accidentally or casually.  

2. The first encounter is with an unnamed opponent possessing divine qualities.  The narrative is not explicit.  It’s part of the power of the wrestling that we don’t know the name or see the fact of the antagonist. The Bible is purposely opaque.

3. On his way to his brother whom he wants to appease, Jacob must first deal with God.

4. The wrestling is hardly described, although we know that it lasted all night.  It appears to have been a fairly even match.  Jacob is wounded in the hip socket – meeting God did not lead to healing but crippling.  In verses 26-29, we see a remarkable dialogue:  it’s interesting that Jacob says that he won’t let go until he gets a blessing (Jacob will do anything for a blessing).  Jacob’s name (heel/trickster/over-reacher/supplanter) is now replaced by Israel (God rules, God protects, God preserves).  The   man is radically changed so the meaning of his former name no longer fits. Israel is now something new in the world.  Power has shifted between God and humankind.  Israel is the one who’s faced God, been touched, prevailed, gained a blessing, and been renamed.  There is a new strength in the man and the nation he’ll become.  

5. Jacob/Israel was forever changed.  Israel limped for the rest of his life; we are changed when we wrestle with God.  But even our physical disabilities can be used by God for good.  Every time he limped, Israel remembered God’s promise and blessings. 

Judah and Tamar

Inserted into the story of Joseph is a curious account in Genesis 38.  It says that Judah traveled “down” from his brothers and settled near a resident of Adullam, a hilltop city that overlooked the Elah Valley.  Judah married an unnamed Canaanite woman and she bore him three sons:  Er, Onan, and Shelah.  Judah arranged for Er to marry a woman named Tamar.  The text says Er was evil and “the Lord put him to death.”  (Remember that the Israelites were “God-intoxicated” – they attributed everything that happened to God.)  Because people (men) couldn’t rest comfortably in Sheol (the abode of the dead) unless they had land and descendants, the early Hebrew people had a custom called levirate marriage.  (Deuteronomy 25:5-10 describes this practice in more detail.)  The childless widow would then marry the next eldest brother; their first son would be the legal descendant of the woman’s deceased husband.  Onan spilled his semen on the ground, dishonoring Tamar and his eldest brother.  God “put him to death.”  Judah intervened.  Afraid that Selah would also die, he asked Tamar to go back to her father’s house until Selah grew up.  Judah’s wife died.  After the period of mourning, Tamar took off her widow’s clothing and went to check on Selah.  He was more than old enough to impregnate her.  She’s been duped and came up with a plan to give her first husband a son.  Pretending to be a cultic prostitute, she had sex with Judah.  She asked for, and received, his signet ring, chord, and staff as payment.  Tamar conceived.  Three months later, when Judah learned of it, he was going to put her to death by fire until she showed her father-in-law his signet, chord, and staff.  Judah then uttered a line that has become famous, “She is more in the right than I, since I did not give her to my son Shelah.”  
REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) The Old Testament emphasizes again and again that God did great things through people who sinned and made mistakes.  Why do you think the writers stressed this?  How does that impact your own faith?

2) Reread Genesis 50:20. Reflect on how God brought good from Joseph’s story.  How has God brought good from evil/difficult circumstances in your own life?

3) Has the emphasis on great storytelling, which included the weaker party triumphing over the stronger, enhanced your appreciation of these stories?  Which of the stories has the most important lesson for you to apply to your own life?

ASSIGNED READING:

Read the book of Exodus, which the exception of chapters 21, 22 (note v 29), 23, 26:1-31:11, 35:1-40:33 – you can just skim these chapters.
LESSON EIGHT:  MOSES, THE EXODUS, AND THE COVENANT AT SINAI
The book of Genesis ends with the Hebrews settled in the land of Goshen, a fertile section of the Nile Delta closest to Israel.  Exodus 1:7 confirms that the Israelites prospered in Goshen: “But the Israelites were fruitful and prolific; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.”  

In Exodus 1:8, we learn that “a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.”  The Egyptians endured a difficult period in their history.  The Hyksos, nomadic people from western Asia who moved into Egypt around 1720 BCE, ruled until about 1560.
 Ahmose I is credited with overthrowing the Hyksos.  Under a skilled series of pharaohs, Egypt began a new era of conquest in both Asia and Africa.  During the “18th dynasty” or the “New Kingdom,” Egypt expanded her empire to include the Sudan, Libya, Palestine, and most of Syria.  During this period, there was tremendous growth in many cities in Palestine: Megiddo, Jericho, Hazor, Beth-shan, and others. Scholars believe that the Israelites became enslaved and persecuted because, generations after their arrival in Egypt, Pharaoh saw their massive, rapidly growing population as a threat to his power.  Gradually and stealthily, he forced them to become his slaves.   Even under slavery, the Israelites’ population continued to grow.  

Many scholars date the Exodus around 1300-1250 B.C.  Exodus 1:11 clearly states that the Israelites were forced to build the storage cities of Ramses and Pithom.  Egyptian records reveal that there were building projects started by the founders of the 19th dynasty, Seti I and his son, Ramesses II (generally thought to be the Pharaoh of Exodus).  A date for the Exodus in the reign of Ramses II, sometime between 1300 and 1280, would fit the statement in Exodus 12:40 that Israel had been in Egypt 430 years (since about 1700 B.C.) when the Hyksos took control of the country.  

It should be noted, however, that the Armarna letters (a 19th century discovery of clay tablets that are royal letters written from kings of small city-states in Palestine to the Pharaoh) indicate that groups of Apiru/Hebrews were already in Palestine by 1350.  Other scholars point to the date suggested by 1 Kings 6:1 that Solomon dedicated the temple 480 years after Israel left Egypt.  If the temple is to be placed about 950 B.C., this would point to an Exodus date around1430 B.C.E.

Establishing the date isn’t nearly as important as understanding God’s role in liberating the nation of Israel.  Prior to the Exodus, Israel isn’t a nation or a people.  After the Exodus, it is.  The nation is unified by faithfulness to a God who chooses the people of Israel for a special role.  In many ways, it’s a single God and a single people who are bound together “for better or for worse.”  The miracle of the Exodus will be the proof of God’s love and power.  God powerfully illustrated that He is worth trusting.  

In the Book of Exodus, we witness the hopelessness of the Hebrew situation, the struggle to change the mind of Pharaoh, the power of God to part the Red (Reed) Sea, the difficult desert journey, and the dramatic covenant that’s given at Sinai.  The story is told from the standpoint of Moses, God’s elected leader.  Moses emerges as the hero, but he never takes credit.  He appears instead as an instrument of God.  The Book of Exodus can be divided into five parts:

1) The childhood and call of Moses

2) The struggle to free the Israelites, climaxing with the Passover

3) The Exodus and desert wanderings

4) The giving of the covenant and its laws

5) The instructions for building the Ark of the Covenant, the tent of meeting, and liturgical items

Moses’ Birth, Childhood, and Call

Moses was born at a time when Hebrew male babies were systematically exterminated by Egyptian authorities.  Moses is saved by the ingenuity of his mother and the compassion of Pharaoh’s daughter.  God is already at work through these two women, as well as Moses’ older sister, Miriam.  

· Growing up at the adopted son of Pharaoh’s daughter enabled Moses to have the very best Egyptian education possible.  Because his mother cared for him during his early years, he also had some Hebrew education.

· Moses fled after killing an Egyptian foreman who mistreated a Hebrew slave.  He spent 40 years (remember numeric symbolism) as a sheepherder in Midian (the Midianites were desert dwellers).  This was the exact area through which he later led the Israelites.  

· “40 years of thinking he was somebody; 40 years of learning he was nobody; 40 years of discovering what God can do with a nobody.”

· The call of Moses in Exodus 3.  It wasn’t uncommon for a dried sagebrush to catch fire in the hot desert sun, blaze a moment, and then die out.  When the burning bush didn’t stop burning, Moses went to investigate.  Important components within this story are:

· Mt Horeb is also called Mt Sinai – significance of location

· What does it mean to be on “holy ground”?  Note that when God inhabits something, it isn’t destroyed.

· God’s name – “I am who I am.”

· This introduces the Hebrew proper name for God, which is designated by the four letters YHWH and usually translated as Lord by English Bibles.  I am who I am also means “He who causes what is.”  It’s a way of saying, “I cannot be named or defined.”  In other words, God is saying He is wholly other.  

The Struggle to Free the Israelites 

Moses returns, with Miriam and Aaron, to Egypt.  In Exodus 5, the struggle between Moses and Pharaoh begins. Nine times, Moses and his brother Aaron went to the Pharaoh and begged for the release of the mistreated Hebrew slaves.  Each time, Pharaoh refused.  After every refusal, God sent a plague upon the Egyptians to show His power.  First, the Nile River was changed to blood.  Frogs then carpeted the land, followed by gnats that swarmed as thick as dust.  Next, flies buzzed everywhere, followed by an outbreak of boils that infected both animals and people.  After Pharaoh’s sixth refusal, animals toppled over sick.  The next refusal brought a devastating hailstorm.  Then came locusts that devoured all the hail had missed, followed by darkness that blanketed the land.  Still Pharaoh remained obstinate.
The first nine plagues all have a natural explanation in conditions found even today in Egypt.  Minute organisms often turn the Nile red in the August floods, plagues of frogs in September were recorded even in antiquity, and flies and gnats are endemic to the country.  Hailstorms are rare, but have been recorded.  African locusts have been known to blanket 2,000 square miles, and desert sandstorms continue to darken spring days.
  For the Israelites, the miracle lay not so much in the plagues themselves but in the timing and control that God exercised to bring His plan to fruition.  
The story is then interrupted in chapter 12 by the instructions for the Passover.  This description reflects the customs of later celebrations that commemorated God’s actions on their behalf.  In Exodus 12:29, the editors return to the story of the tenth and final plague, the killing of the first born males of the Egyptians.  Although it may seem coldly brutal to us, Israel saw the death of Egypt’s first born as God’s clear choice on behalf of His people and His life-and-death concern for their freedom.  In the face of such powerful and painful divine intervention, Pharaoh finally relented.  The rest of the chapter tells of the Hebrews’ hurried departure.  The number of those fleeing was 600,000 men.  We can assume there were an equal number of women and far more than that number of children.  They also took flocks and herds (Ex. 12:37-38).  In chapter 13, we also find later additions to the oral tradition:  more about Passover traditions, and God’s leading as a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  In Chapter 14, the text returns to the Exodus. The Exodus takes on added drama when Pharaoh changes his mind and sets out in pursuit, knowing the Israelites, fleeing on foot, had little chance to escape from the mighty Egyptian army.  
God instructed Moses to lift his staff and divide the sea so the people could walk across on dry land.  Again, God’s timing is actually the miracle because there’s a scientific explanation for what happened.  The Hebrew Bible calls the crossing zone “yam suph.”  Early translators interpreted this to mean Red Sea, but most modern scholars now believe Reed Sea is a more accurate description.  This would suggest that the area was a marshland near the present day Suez Canal.  Strong northeasterly gales, on reaching the Suez, would, by action of an ebb tide, make it abnormally low and temporarily prevent the return of the usual flood tide.  It’s been recorded that a good passage across the channel has been laid bare for up to several hours.  A strong shift of wind, resembling a cyclone, can release the pent-up flood tide and violently return the water to its normal flow.

If God’s creation of the perfect wind conditions wasn’t seen as enough of a miracle, God’s made His presence known through an angel and a pillar of cloud/fire that lit up the night sky.  (Ex 14:19-20). As the Egyptians came closer, the cloud of divine fire that had been leading the Israelites moved behind them to form a barrier of protection between the two groups until all of God’s chosen people reached land.
The Exodus and Journey into the Wilderness 

Both chapters 14 and 15 tell the story of the Exodus, but chapter 15 uses poetry instead of prose.  Both accounts agree that Israel passed through a section of wet land that had been made passable by a strong wind.  When the Egyptians tried to follow, their chariots were caught in the mud and returning water.  As you read the accounts, pay special attention to:

· The power of God.  The Exodus was viewed by the Israelites as the most pivotal and important event in their history.  God’s timing is everything.

· The importance of faith and obedience.  The Israelites didn’t even have time for their yeast to rise.

· The importance of gratitude.  The “Song of Miriam” in 15:21 is considered to be the oldest fragment of the Old Testament.
· God’s continued care and leadership as they journeyed – symbolism of fire and clouds in both the Old and New Testaments.
· Manna – God takes care of what we need for today; don’t worry about tomorrow.  (A good description of manna is found in Numbers 11:7-9) 
· Quail – migration across the Mediterranean; again, the importance of timing. (see Numbers 11:31-32)
· Sabbath observance
· Grumbling of the people.  How guilty are we?
· Moses strikes rock to get water in 17:6
· Jethro (also called Reuel) urges Moses to delegate responsibility in Ex. 18
The Giving of the Covenant and Its Laws

Exodus 19:3-6 is a very important passage that serves as the lens through which the Exodus should be interpreted.  “Then Moses went up to God; the Lord called to him from the mountain saying, ‘Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites:  You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.  Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples.  Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.  These are the words you shall speak to the Israelites.’”  Throughout chapters 19 and 20, there’s wonderful symbolism – a mountain, third day, trumpet sounds, thunder and lightening, clouds, etc.  In the first 18 chapters of Exodus, God has worked multiple miracles.  The Hebrew people have finally arrived at the sacred mounting where God will enter into a holy covenant not with one person, but an entire nation.  The remaining 22 chapters of Exodus, all of Leviticus, and the first 10 chapters of Numbers describe that single stay at Mt. Sinai/Horeb where the Covenant is established between God and Israel.
This covenant is the central event of the Torah.  The Hebrew word for covenant is berit.  YHWH was a personal God who demanded personal loyalty.  Larry Boadt writes: “Berit is a term so rich it captures the heart of Israel’s religious beliefs:  

(1) the people are bound to an unbreakable covenant-union with their God; 

(2) He has made known his love and his mercy to them; 
(3) God has given the commandments to guide their daily life; 
(4) they owe Him worship, fidelity, and obedience; 
(5) they are marked by the sign of that covenant-bond.

The covenant created the unity of the nation Israel, based not on blood relationship but on submission to the divine will and the confession that He alone is God.  In turn, God pledges himself to be Israel’s personal protector and helper, not only against foreign enemies, but against sickness, disease, and chaos as well.  Most of all, he will be present whether it is a time of prosperity or of failure, for He has laid claim to this people as his own. Yahweh is a personal God who demands personal loyalty.  He gives no guarantee that his protective love and help always involves victory in battle, wealth in possessions, or increase of territory; it may at times 

include such gifts, but more often it describes the blessing that trust in the Lord will bring:  freedom from fear in the promised land, the fruitfulness of children and crops, permanent peace and the joy of knowing God is near.”

The Ten Commandments
1. You shall have no other gods before me.
2. You shall not make for yourself an idol.
3. You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord.

4. Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.

5. Honor your father and your mother.

6. You shall not murder.
7. You shall not commit adultery.

8. You shall not steal.

9. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

10. You shall not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor. 
God is telling the Israelites that if His people obey the rules for living that are spelled out with great clarity, they’ll know how to behave as a holy nation.  The Ten Commandments enhance and expand life rather than limiting it.  The commands implicitly commend their positive side.  For example, not bearing false witness invites support and speaking well of others.  To live in covenant with God, we must not only refrain from killing others, we must do what we can to enhance their quality of life.  The first four commandments are about our relationship with God.  The other six are about our relationship with others. 
The Building of the Arc, Sanctuary Etc.

In chapter 25, God instructs Moses to build a place for God to dwell with His people.  The Ark of the Covenant, which is outlined in chapter 25, was used for storing the 10 commandments.  The Israelites believed that God sat on the “mercy seat.”  The Ark was portable and was carried on long poles.  Much of the rest of the descriptions in Exodus are of things that were built much later.
REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) Reflect upon the word “berit” and Boadt’s description of it.  How does a greater appreciation of a covenant relationship with God inform your faith?

2) God’s timing is often the greatest miracle of all.  God’s movement in our lives can be felt when something happens at “just the right time.”  What are some of those times in your life?

3) The Israelites thanked God for their blessings.  Do you thank God enough? 

ASSIGNED READING:
LITE and REGULAR:  Numbers 6, 9, 11-13, and all verses you find in the next assignment so we can discuss any questions you have.
LESSON EIGHT:  LIVING THE COVENANT

Introduction

How did it happen?  How did a massive group of ex-slaves, with no education, no experience with self-government, no apparent way to survive int of a mountain in the Sinai desert, the Hebrew people encountered the .Living God and the experience slowly transformed them. 

The remainder of the Torah or Penteteuch is the story of Israel’s 40 years of wandering in the wilderness.  Remarkable things made God’s providence very clear.  Every morning, the people were nourished by manna, which was “like coriander seed, and its color was like the color of gum resin.  The people went around and gathered it, ground it in mills or beat it in mortars and made cakes of it…” (Num 11:7-8a).  When the people continued to complain, God sent quails that fell at the feet of the Hebrew people.  When the wind blows hard in the right direction, quails can cross the Mediterranean on the tail wind.  Once they reach land, they fall exhausted out of the sky (Num 11:31-35).  The lesson of the manna is one we all should heed.  The manna appeared on plants with the dew every morning.  The people collected it daily, except on Thursdays when there would be a double portion.  Only on the Sabbath did the manna keep for two days.  Otherwise it rotted; God gave people what they needed for that day.  Hoarding or worrying helped know one.  God was patiently schooling His people on trusting Him for what they need that day.

In a world of patriarchy, Merriam emerges as a powerful prophetess and someone whom the Hebrews loved and revered.  In Ex 15:20-21, she is called a prophet and her song of thankful joy is considered to be the oldest verse of Hebrew Scriptures.  In Num 12:1-16, Miriam and Aaron “spoke against” Moses because he’d married a Cushite woman named Zippora.  The Cushites were African and therefore black.  God was not at all pleased and, with irony, afflicted Miriam with leprosy, which turns flesh white.  The story is unique because it’s the only time in the Old Testament that the Hebrews waited for someone who’d been expelled from the group (Num 12:15). 

Much of what happened in their 40 years of wandering in the wilderness can be summarized using the acronym LORD.  The letters stand for Law, Organization, Rituals, and Discipline.

Law
God gave the law to create and sustain the people.  The law was understood as a gift.  It was positive instruction from a loving God.  Without the law, these former slaves would have been destroyed.  Numbers 6:4-6 is called the Shema (from the Hebrew word for hear):  “Hear, O Israel:  The Lord is our God alone.  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.  Keep these words that I am commanding to you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” Observant Jews continue to recite the Shema in their morning and evening prayers.  A small parchment containing the Shema is rolled up and put in a decorative container (Mezuzah) on the doorposts of observant Jews.
Torah, which can be translated as law, is far more about identity as a people.  Jewish scholars often translate Torah as instruction.  It’s important to remember that only the Hebrew people were monotheistic.  All of their neighbors worshipped idols and a pantheon of deities.  That’s why the second commandment, “You shall not make for yourself an idol,” is followed by the sternest warning of any.  Idolatry’s seductiveness can be seen in Exodus 32, which tells the story of the golden calf, made by Aaron and the people simply because Moses was delayed coming down from Mt. Sinai. 
There were three kinds of law: 

1. Moral Law:  The 10 commandments took precedence over other laws, and formed the basis for them.  These are timeless truths.

2. Civil law:  We need to understand that the civil law in the Torah was intended for people who had a relatively simple society and a primitive world view.  These must be understood as description of the society, not God’s timeless prescription.  Examples can be found in Exodus 21 or Deuteronomy 21 and 24. 
3. Ceremonial law - Again, the historical context is important.  For instance, it says in Deuteronomy 22:11 that priests shouldn’t have “mixed clothes.”  Polytheistic Zabian priests wore robes made of different fabrics because they believed it helped bring them luck through a special conjunction of the planets.  God is reminding the priests not to open themselves to pagan practices.  Even more important than the context is understanding the truths these ceremonial laws are intended to highlight.
Organization

The Exodus freed a huge group of people (The Bible says that 700 went into Egypt; 600,000 men came out, plus women, children and servants.)  They’d been slaves and had no concept of self-government.  Rulers had to be appointed and authority delegated.  A census was taken and the results are spelled out in the first 10 chapters of Numbers.  A strict system for the delegation of religious duties was adopted.  Communication systems were set up.  Patterns for setting up and taking down the camps were established.  Without the carefully detailed (and in some ways harsh) system of organization, the Israelites never could have survived in the desert.

Numbers 11:16-30 tells the story of God ordaining 70 elders to help Moses lead the people.  Moses needed the help and the idea of elders continues to be critically important in the Presbyterian Church.  The Greek word for elder is presbuteros, from which we get the word Presbyterian.  
Ritual
The Israelites owed their very existence to God.  The entire book of Leviticus deals with the ritual needed to remain obedient to God.  Two strains are combined in the book, the priestly source (P) and what’s called the Holiness code (H).  For P, the spatial holiness is restricted to the sanctuary.  In the H material, it extends to the land (which was always critically important to the Hebrew people).  The P material restricts holiness to the priests and Nazarites (not even the Levites are included).  H urges all Israelites to become holy and uses the word “sanctify” to describe that process.  The issue of pollution is very important at this time of Israel’s history.  The Priestly source believed the sanctuary was defiled when moral and ritual sins were committed anywhere in the camp.  (Being put outside the camp was the worst fate a person could be given in this time period). Violators had to go through elaborate purification rituals involving the priests.  The Holiness Code is more concerned with the polluting affect of Israel’s failure to follow God’s covenant.  A good example of the Holiness Code can be found in Lev. 19.  An excellent example of a purification ritual is found in Leviticus 5:2 ff.  In verse 3, it states that “if ones touches human uncleanness – any uncleanness by which one can become unclean – and are unaware of it, when you come to know it, you shall be guilty.”  This is why, in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, both the priest and the Levite crossed the road to avoid any contact with the injured man who they could have thought to be dead. (There’s also information in Lev 21:10 ff.)

The entire book of Leviticus deals with offerings as a way to renew the broken covenant with God.  It also has chapters on skin diseases, food, sex, items used in worship, and festivals.  Within the dense text, however, is information we need to understand the New Testament.  For instance, when Mary and Joseph brought the infant Jesus for the purification in the Temple, they offered two young birds.  That’s why we know that Mary and Joseph were relatively poor.  In Leviticus 12:1-8, we learn that a woman who’s given birth shall bring to the priest a lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering.  If the couple can’t afford a lamb, they’re allowed to bring two pigeons or turtledoves. 

The most important holiday was the Day of Atonement, which we’ll discuss in the next lesson.

Discipline 

God’s discipline was very much present in Israel’s life.  God couldn’t let any person or group of people jeopardize Israel’s life or her destiny as the vehicle of salvation for all people.  During this period, two themes are woven together:  (1) There’s the repeated assurance that GOD IS IN CHARGE OF EVENTS and therefore Israel has nothing to fear, and (2) murmuring, complaining, and lack of faith on the part of the people.  Our struggle is similar to theirs.  In the life of faith, there’s always the tension between our natural human desire to walk by sight and our need to trust God and walk by faith.  God uses crises to train people in trust.

Hesed is a rich Hebrew word which combines the concept of duty and grace.  Within the context of the covenant, it meant that Israel and her people had the right – even the duty – to live in a fulfilling relationship with the God who lavishes His grace and mercy on us when we are faithful.  Hesed involved being faithful only to the Living God.

Polytheist gods

We take that command for granted, but the Israelites could not.  They lived in an era and in lands of polytheism.  Archaeological discoveries at the ancient city of Ugarit in 1929 helped us better understand the major gods who vied for the Israelites’ attention:

(1) EL – father of the gods and creator of all creatures.  El was the highest god and the final judge.  He was remote and not directly involved in human affairs.  He dwelt at the source of the two cosmic rivers that make up the ocean on a sacred mountain far away.

(2) BAAL – god of the storm, who was the day-to-day king of the gods.  He controled the annual rainstorm and fertility cycle on the earth (so agricultural success was dependent upon him).  He was pictured with his arm upholding a war club (thunder) and a twisted staff in his other hand (lightening).

(3) ASHERAH – the goddess over the sea, and the wife of El.  She was seen as influencing El’s decisions and had to be won over to Baal’s side.  Later Hebrew prophets sometimes identify fertility cult practices as the “worship of Asherahs.”

(4) ANAT – the sister or wife of Baal.  Like the Babylonian goddess Ishtar, she combined the dual role of love and war simultaneously.
(5) ASTARTE – strongly identified with the fertility rites.  Her cult was widespread in Canaanite areas, often identified by the discovery of many small hand-sized statuettes of a naked goddess holding her breasts out to the worshipper.

A Holy People

Because the Israelites were living in such close proximity to polytheistic pagans, it was extremely important for God’s people to remain “separate” so they weren’t assimilated into the prevailing culture.  The theme of separation runs throughout the Bible.  God’s people are to be holy or “set apart.”  

· Exodus 19:5-6 – “Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples.  Indeed the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” 

· Leviticus 20:26 – “You shall be holy to me; for I the Lord am holy, and I have separated you from the other peoples to be mine.”

· Deut. 7:6 – “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth.”

Included in the concept of separation were circumcision (which will be discussed in the next lesson), priests, Levites, and special groups like the Nazirites.   

· The descendents of Aaron were set aside to be priests.  Numbers 3:10 says, “But you shall make a register of Aaron and his descendants; it is they who shall attend to the priesthood, and any outside who comes near shall be put to death.”

· The Levites worked under the supervision of the priests.  Numbers 3:5-9 says, “Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: ‘Bring the tribe of Levi near, and send them before Aaron the priest, so that they may assist him.  They shall perform duties for him and for the whole congregation in front of the tent of meeting, doing service at the tabernacle; they shall be in charge of all the furnishings of the tent of meeting, and attend to the duties for the Israelites as they do service at the tabernacle.  You shall give the Levites to Aaron and his descendants; they are unreservedly given to him from among the Israelites.”

· The Levites were given as a substitute for the first born, who would be given to God.  “Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying:  I hereby accept the Levites from among the Israelites as substitutes for all the firstborn that open the womb among the Israelites.  The Levites shall be mine, for all the firstborn are mine; when I killed all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, I consecrated for my own all the firstborn in Israel, both human and animal; they shall be mine.  I am the Lord.” (Numbers 3:11-13)

· The Nazirites were men or women who took a special vow for 30, 60, or 100 days.  Some (Samson, Samuel, John the Baptist) remained Nazirites for life.  They’re described in Numbers 6.  They couldn’t eat anything that’s produced by a grapevine and they couldn’t let a razor touch their head.  There could be no contact with a dead body because they, as people who were closer to God than others, were figures of life and the Living God.  They had special strength due to their closeness with God (read the story of Samson in Judges 13:2-16:31).

There were also visual symbols which reminded people of their separation.  For instance, the Israelites wore tassels or fringe on the four corners of their garments to remind them of God’s commandments.  Numbers 15:37-41 says, “The Lord said to Moses: ‘Speak to the Israelites, and tell them to make fringes on the corners of their garments throughout their generations and to put a blue cord on the fringe at each corner.  You have the fringe so that, when you see it, you will remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them, and not follow the lust of your own heart and your own eyes.  So you shall remember and do all my commandments, and you shall be holy to your God.  I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, to be your God:  I am the Lord your God.”

The tabernacle was the greatest reminder to people that God was in their midst.  It was placed in the center of the camp and people gathered around it.  The early Israelites confined God to the tabernacle.  It wasn’t until the time of Solomon (970 BCE) that people realized that God isn’t confined to specific physical boundaries.

Leaders were very important.  Chosen by God, the leaders were all individuals with varying gifts and personalities.  What they had in common was faith and the willingness to let God lead them.  They were able to walk by faith, not just sight.  They had tremendous perseverance.  (How many of us would have lasted 40 years leading a bunch of complaining people?)  The leaders were also given special training and experience.  Joseph trained in Potiphar’s house.  Moses spent 40 years in Pharaoh’s court and 40 years in Midian.  Joshua interned under Moses and worked for several years as a spy. 

God promised Abraham land and descendants.  The promise of land to the nomadic Israelites was an enormous incentive to remain faithful so that the destiny continued to stand.  (Note the interesting story of the daughters of Zelophehad in Numbers 27:1-11.)

Hebrew Festivals

While some of the following religious celebrations weren’t put into their final form until late in the Israelites’ history, it’s important to have a working knowledge of the most important.  

1. Passover – This fell in the spring and is also called the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  While it coincided with the barley harvest, its primary focus was remembering God’s care for His people during and after the Exodus.
2. Pentecost or the Feast of Weeks falls fifty days after Passover.  It celebrated the covenant given at Mt. Sinai and coincided with the wheat harvest.

3. Booths or Tabernacles (also known as Sukkot) was a fall feast cycle of 8 days celebrating the fruit, olive, wine, and late grain harvests.  People made “booths” to commemorate the Israelites’ wandering in the wilderness after the Exodus. 

4. Rosh Hashanah is a fall festival marking the beginning of the year.  A shofar is blown, marking the start of a “holy convocation” (Leviticus 23:24-25).  It’s followed by Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, ten days later. 
REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) How do you walk by faith rather than by sight?

2) We seldom think of the need to separate ourselves from our culture, but our society worships other “gods.”  What are they and how can you avoid being assimilated by them/our culture? 

3) Has God used a crisis in your own life to train you in trust?

ASSIGNED READING: 

REGULAR and LITE:  Leviticus 1:1-17; 5:1-13; 12:1-8; 16:1-34; 20:26; 21:11-24; 23:1-44

LESSON TEN:  OLD TESTAMENT TRADITIONS 
FORESHADOW CHRISTIANITY

Many of the Old Testament practices foreshadow Christian traditions.  Our appreciation of the liturgical (worship) year, the sacraments, and many Christian rituals will be enhanced as we better understand their background in the Old Testament.

Adam vs. the Second Adam

Even though Adam must be understood in the creation story as the representative of humanity, Paul speaks about Adam exclusively as a single man.  He did so in order to draw an analogy between Jesus and Adam.  Both were created by God in love and given the gift of free will.  In other words, they were free to make choices regarding their obedience to God.  Adam chose to go against God and sin entered the world.  Jesus remained obedient to God, even in the face of severe betrayal, humiliation, pain and death.  As the second Adam, Jesus redeemed humanity by doing what the first Adam did not have the strength and the will to do.

· In Romans 5:12-14, Paul writes, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned – sin was indeed in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law.  Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to come.”  In the 18th verse, he adds, “Therefore, just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all.”

· In I Corinthians 15:21-2, 45, Paul writes, “For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ.”… “Thus it is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a life-giving spirit.”

Sin

In both the Old and New Testaments, sin separates us from God and causes estrangement between people.  It leaves its victims carrying burdens of guilt.  Sin can be defined as:

· Missing the mark

· Doing what is outside the will of God

· Doing only what I want – sIn – so that disharmony results

· Turning away from God

In the Old Testament, it was understood that children bore the consequences of the sins of their parents.  The prophets had to help the Israelites understand the concept of individual responsibility.  In Ezekiel 18:1-4 (there’s a similar passage in Jeremiah 31:29), it says “The word of the Lord came to me:   What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’?  As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel.  Know that all lives are mine; the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is mine:  it is only the person who sins that shall die.”  The belief that the children pay the price for the sins of the parents (which is, in some ways, still the case) explains this incident in John 9:1-3: “As he walked along, he (Jesus) saw a man blind from birth.  His disciples asked him ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’  Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”

In both the Old and New Testaments, there’s the understanding that all of us sin and fall short of the glory of God.  Solomon, speaking in 1 Kings 8:46, says, “for there is no person who does not sin…”  In Romans 3:23-25, Paul says, “Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith.”

O. T. Covenants and the New Covenant

The Mosaic Covenant was built upon God’s Covenant with Abraham.  Remember that covenants in the ANE always had a stronger party and a weaker one.  When the covenant with Abraham was sealed, God’s willingness to humble himself, taking on the role of the suffering servant as Jesus did, is foreshadowed in a dramatic scene in Genesis 15:7-21. The covenant at Sinai was made between God and a huge number of people, rather than a single patriarch.  The Mosaic Covenant is based more on the needed obedience to God necessary for blessings to be given.  The 10 Commandments are basic rules for living that all of us should observe.  They focus on our relationship with God and with other people.  Because God was seeking the transformation of the Hebrew people, there is a stricter code of contact contained in the Torah.  Again and again, we will see cycles of God blessing His people, the people then taking those blessings for granted, sinning, then experiencing the consequences of sin (usually called curses in this part of the Old Testament).  It’s important to know that God tried everything to get His people to live in obedience and love.  As we move forward in our study, we will see God raise more great leaders, courageous and faithful prophets, kings, and wisdom writers in an effort to live in a close relationship with humanity.

When none of those things worked, God sent his Son.  Jesus said he’d come not to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfil them (Mt 5:17).  But Jesus’ message was one of love and grace.  Bad things don’t happen to people because they’ve sinned, they happen because we live in a fallible world where illness, human & natural disasters, and human misunderstanding & animosity.  This in no way takes away responsibility for our actions (if we smoke, we’re more likely to get lung cancer, if we abuse opiates our future may be severely compromised, if we break laws there are consequences.)  But Jesus liberates us from the Old Testament’s cycle of sin/curses and obedience/blessings.  

As Jesus and the disciples prepared for the celebration of the Passover (called the Feast of Unleavened Bread in Jerusalem, Jesus used the elements used for centuries – unleavened bread and wine – but gave them a new meaning.  “Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying ‘This is my body, which is given for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.’  And he did the same with the cup after supper, saying ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.’”

Nothing transforms us like love.  The new covenant was sealed in Christ’s death.  Jesus loves us enough to have suffered humiliation, pain, and an agonizing form of death so that the weight of our sin can be lifted from us.  With Jesus as our Savior, we are clothed in his righteousness through grace.   Grace means “unmerited favor.”  Instead of striving to be obedient enough in order to earn God’s favor, we can live our lives in grateful response for what God, through his only Son, has already done for us. 

Circumcision and Baptism

While the sign of the new covenant is two sacraments celebrated by the Presbyterians:  baptism and communion/the Lord’s supper, the sign of God’s covenant with Abraham was circumcision.  The story of circumcision is told in Genesis 17:9-14.  At the age of 8 days, every male baby (both slave and free) was to have his foreskin circumcised.  It was a very concrete way of reminding every Hebrew male that they had been set apart from God to be His special people and holy nation.

Christians have never required members (since the Jerusalem Council) to become circumcised (or follow Jewish dietary laws).  Instead, we show that we are set aside for a special relationship with God through baptism.  In baptism, God claims us.  By water and the Holy Spirit, we are sealed as God’s own.  While Presbyterians can be baptized at any age, parents most commonly have their children baptized as infants to demonstrate that God claims us before we can even respond.

Old Testament vs. Christian Sacrifice
Sacrifices were a key part of Israel’s worship.  The Israelites understood sacrifice as a way of giving back to God.  There were many forms of sacrifice.  Grain was sacrificed in thanksgiving for God bringing in the harvest.  Animals were sacrificed as a way of giving life back to the God who is the author of life.  The Israelites believed that “life is in the blood.” (Lev. 17:11) The actual death of the animal was not as important as the sprinkling of its life-carrying blood on the altar and the taking of the animal out of everyday service to give it back to God alone.  Unlike Canaanite cults, the Israelite prophets warned that the sacrifice was never to be considered a magical ritual that manipulate God to act in a certain way.  

Many sacrifices were times of joy.  They included praise, reverence, and thanksgiving to God.  For instance, Mary and Joseph sacrificed two young pigeons or a pair of turtledoves as a way of consecrating their firstborn son.  (Luke 2:22-24).  Sacrifices were also offered as petitions or as sin offerings for guilt.  It’s important to remember that the early Israelites were agricultural or herding people so grains/animals/birds were the things that they could give to God.  Even in the midst of a sin offering, there was a note of trust and hope that a renewed closeness to God would be the result of the sacrifice. 

The Israelites’ understanding of sacrifice changed over the course of their history.  One of the Old Testament’s most famous passages is from the 8th century prophet, Micah.  In it, Micah tried to help the Israelites understand that changes in our hearts are more important than physical offerings that don’t impact our souls: “With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high?  Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?  Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?  Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?’  He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”  (Micah 6:6-8)

Animal sacrifice was practiced until the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and the temple in 70 A.D. and forbade Jewish worship at the site.  Animal sacrifice was never resumed by the Jews.  In the New Testament, Christians are encouraged to give of themselves as a sacrifice to God.  In Romans 12:1, Paul writes, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God which is your spiritual worship.”  

The five major sacrificial categories in the Old Testament are:

1) HOLOCAUSTS (Lev. 1) – an animal offering which was completely burned upon the altar by the priest who laid hands on its head and sprinkled its blood there.

2) GRAIN OFFERINGS (Lev 2) – cakes baked with unleavened four, oil, and incense were partially burned.  The part that wasn’t burned was eaten by the priest and his family.
3) PEACE OFFERINGS (Lev 3) – an animal offered by an individual as thanksgiving to God or to fulfill a vow.  Its blood was sprinkled on the altar, but only a few inner organs and the best fatty parts were burned completely.  The rest was eaten as a communal meal by the person offering the sacrifice and his family & friends.

4) SIN OFFERING (Lev 4) – a means of atonement for anyone who’d become unclean or had violated a law or an oath.  Only the fat was burned and the blood was sprinkled on the altar.  The rest was burned apart from the temple area.  Normally, a goat or female lamb was sacrificed.  If the individual couldn’t afford an animal, two doves or a small amount of flour baked into a cake was acceptable.  If a whole community or one of the priests was the offender, a bull was required.

5) GUILT OFFERINGS (Lev 5) – for more serious offenses, further sacrifice and restitution was mandated.  The sacrifice was a male ram brought to the priest and then treated like a sin offering.

In the New Testament, the book of Hebrews talks most about Christian sacrifice.  In chapter 2, the author (who is unknown) talks about Jesus, saying “For the one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one Father” (v 11a).  “Therefore he (Jesus) had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people.” (v 17) Christ sacrificed himself for the sins of all who love him and accept him as the Messiah.  Chapter 10 is devoted to Christ’s once and forever sacrifice.  In the last chapter of Hebrews, the emphasis is on living a life of love and service.  Verses 13:15-16 read, “Through him, then, let us continually offer a sacrifice of praise of God, that is, the fruit of lips that confess his name.  Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.”
Atonement
The holiest and most important day of the Hebrew/Jewish calendar is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  In the Jewish calendar, it fell on the tenth day of the seventh month.  On this day, all work ceased and the Israelites fasted (this was the only fast required by the law of Moses).  

The Day of Atonement is explained in Leviticus 16, which many scholars believe was a later supplement.  The famous Old Testament scholar Claus Westermann doesn’t believe that the observance of the Day of Atonement was begun until after the time of Ezra (5th century BC).  

The Day of Atonement was intended to cleanse people of their sins on an annual basis.  There were two important parts of the atonement ritual, requiring two unblemished goats or lambs (or one of each).  On the Day of Atonement, the high priest (Aaron) slaughtered one of the lambs/goats for “the sins of the people.”  Only in this way, could the weight of sin be lifted.  Then the high priest took handfuls of the blood of the slaughtered animal and wiped them on the other animal.  It was then set free and ran into the wilderness, taking away the sins of the people.  It became the “scapegoat.”

This explains why Jesus is called the “lamb of God who takes away the sins of the people” (John 1:29).  It also explains why Jesus had to be unblemished and perfect (did not sin).  Jesus became the once and forever sacrifice.  The author of Hebrews, in the 9th chapter, talks about Christ simultaneously being the high priest, the sacrificial lamb, and the scapegoat.

The English word “atone” is derived from the phrase “at one.”  Atonement means “at- one-ment” or reconciliation.  To atone for a wrong is to take some action which mitigates the ill effects it has had.  Christ’s atoning sacrifice on our behalf takes away our guilt in God’s eyes.    

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) How does the practice of atonement enhance your appreciation of Jesus as the “lamb of God”?

2) Reflect upon God’s role in Genesis 15:7-21.  How does that story inform your faith story?

3) How can you become a “living sacrifice” to God?

ASSIGNED READING:

REGULAR and LITE:  Numbers 20:1-21:9; 27:18-23; 35:1-36:13; Joshua 1:1-4:24; 5:13-6:27; 24:1-33
LESSON 11:  THE PROMISED LAND

The Desert

The desert is a forbidding place for all forms of life.  One of the most hostile features of the desert is the unpredictable sandstorm.  It blows up suddenly and, just as rapidly, vanishes into nowhere. The desert into which the Hebrew journeys was made up of three regions:

· Stretches of sand, where nothing grew

· Expanses of rock, with an occasional spring

· Patches of semiarid land, with just enough growth to nourish sheep and goats

The Book of Numbers reinforces how discouraged the Israelites became.  

· Numbers 11:4-6: “Would that we had meat for food!  We remember the fish we used to eat without cost in Egypt, and the cucumbers, the melons…and the garlic.  But now we are famished; we see nothing before us but this manna.”
· Number 20:4-5: “Why have you (Moses) brought the Lord’s community into this desert where we and our livestock are dying?  Why did you lead us out of Egypt, only to bring us to this wretched place which has neither grain nor figs nor vines…?  Here there is not even water to drink!”

· Numbers 16:3, 13-14: “Enough from you!…Are you not satisfied…to make us perish in the desert, that you must now lord it over us?  Far from bringing us to a land flowing with milk and honey, or giving us fields and vineyards for our inheritance, will you also gouge out our eyes?  No, we will not go.”

God’s Faithfulness

Moses stood his ground and God decided that the Israelites were nowhere near ready to conquer the Promised Land or govern themselves effectively.  Israel’s 40 years of desert experience made them aware of God in a new way.  They came to grips with their own infidelity and weakness, as well as God’s fidelity and power.  God made a covenant and kept it, even when Israel failed to do so.  Moses articulated this is a speech recorded in Deuteronomy 31:30-32:11 - “Then Moses recited the words of this song from beginning to end, for the whole assembly of Israel to hear:  Give ear, O heavens, while I speak…For I will sing the Lord’s renown…Is he not your father who created you?  Has he not made you and established you?  Think back on the days of old…Ask your elders and they will tell you…The Lord found them in a wilderness, a wasteland of howling desert.  He shielded them and cared for them, guarding them as the apple of his eye.  As an eagle incites its nestlings forth by hovering over its brook, so he spread his wings to receive them and bore them up on his pinions.”
Approaching the Promised Land

As the Israelites neared the Promised Land, God instructed Moses to send out a team of spies, one from each of the tribes.  Moses singled out one, Hoshea, son of Nun, changing his name to Joshua (note theme of name changes for a number of God’s key leaders).  Also among the group was Caleb, from the tribe of Issachar, who went on to become Joshua’s key aide.

When the group of spies brought back their report at the end of 40 days, this is what they reported to Moses and Aaron: “We came to the land to which you sent us; it flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit.  Yet the people who live in the land are strong, and the towns are fortified and very large…” (Number 13:27-28a)

Moses helped prepare his people for the conquest of the Promised Land and groomed Joshua as his successor.  The people finally arrived at the plains of Moab where they could look across the Jordan River and see Jericho, an oasis.  The Book of Deuteronomy ends with Moses’ death: “So there, in the land of Moab, Moses, the servant of the Lord, died…and he was buried in the ravine opposite Beth-peor in the land of Moab, but to this day no one knows the place of his burial.  Moses was one hundred twenty years old when he died; his sight was unimpaired and his vigor had not abated.  The Israelites wept for Moses in the plains of Moab for thirty days; then the period of mourning was ended.” (Deut. 34:5-8)

The Historical Books

The end of Deuteronomy also marks the end of the Torah.  The Book of Joshua opens a new section of Scripture that’s most commonly called the “Historical Books.”  They include what the Jews call the “former prophets” – Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel, and 1 & 2 Kings.  These books belong together because they were originally edited as a single continuous history of Israel from the days of Moses to the Babylonian exile. (We’ll learn much more about the Deuteronomic history when studying the kings of the southern kingdom.)  They’re strongly influenced by the preaching of the great prophets of the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E.   Scholars believe that they were put together and edited by the same people who put the book of Deuteronomy in its final form.   Deuteronomy thus becomes the “flagship” for the Historical Books and its theological perspectives. 

Most modern English translations also include 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Ruth, and Esther as Historical Books.  This follows the categorizations included in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures which was done in Alexandria, Egypt in the 3rd century B.C.E.  In Bibles containing the Apocrypha, Judith, Tobit, and 1 & 2 Maccabees are also considered historical books.  All of these books fall into the category of “historiography.”   While they record history, they do so from the standpoint of remembering events within the context of God’s salvation history and the laws of Moses (Torah).   The writings present different and sometimes overlapping versions of Israel’s ancient past.  Each is shaped by the belief that God was committed to intimate dealing with the sons and daughters of Abraham.  It’s important to remember that the three great monotheistic religions – Christianity, Judaism, and Islam – all look to these historical books for divine instruction.  Within their pages, we find legends, folktales, poetry, history, theology, and collective remembrances.

Perspectives Before Turning to Joshua

Both Joshua and Judges can be tough reading for any Christian.  It’s important to have an appreciation of Israel’s incomplete understanding of God in this early stage of her history.  The people had a primitive world view.  It would take centuries of revelation under the prophets to develop and mature.
The early Hebrew people thought of YHWH as a nationalistic God.  As other nations had special “protector gods,” so Israel had YHWH.  Any enemy of Israel was automatically an enemy of YHWH.

It’s also important to remember Israel had no concept of an afterlife other than men sleeping restfully in Sheol.  They therefore assumed that YHWH executed judgment upon wicked people (enemies) only in this life.  To slay an enemy was, in their minds, a noble act because they saw themselves as instruments of YHWH’s justice.
The portrait of YHWH in the Book of Joshua and Judges was a highly primitive one.  YHWH was the God of battles and victories.  He ordered wars, took Israel’s side, and destroyed Israel’s enemies.  Victory was impossible without YHWH’s intervention.  Only with the passage of time would this portrait be filled out in full color and refined by the prophets.  Just as the Exodus story speaks of God as a warrior who fights on behalf of his people, so the story of the conquest portrays God directing the battles needed to gain a foothold in the territory controlled by the Canaanites.  

.

The concept of a Holy War received its definitive support under the Deuteronomic School that formed during the rule of King Josiah.  After the fall of the 10 northern tribes, a group of people who understood the message of Amos and Hosea came to the conclusion that the disaster was due to the faulty worship of God and disobedience to His laws.  This document (“D”) was found in the Temple in 621 B.C., leading to sweeping reforms. Among the reforms was the admission of how seductive the gods of their neighbors had been to the Israelites.  They theorized that if Joshua and his armies had truly wiped out all polytheists, the Israelites would have stayed loyal to YHWH.  Perhaps the most challenging texts are those that deal with what the Hebrews called herem (destruction), also called the ban in other ANE texts.  It’s the practice of looting the cities that fell, taking everything of value and killing any living thing.  “Victory belonged to the god and so did the spoils of war – gold and silver, weapons, captured soldiers, ordinary people, and domestic animals.  Gold and silver could be transferred to the divine realm by being donated to the god’s house, the temple, but human beings could be transferred in the divine realm only by being removed from this life, that is, killed…The Bible’s depiction of the ban as strictly enforced was meant to teach later generation to make no compromises with the native religions of the land and to put all their trust in God alone.”
 
Later, such violence was seen as a sin.  There was a growing awareness that a nonviolent society was possible.  People began to see their role and responsibility in violent actions.  By the time of Second Isaiah, he was able to explain a suffering servant who would take the violence perpetrated by society upon himself and vicariously suffer and atone for it.
Joshua

The Book of Joshua begins with a preface in chapter one and ends with an epilogue in chapters 23 and 24.  The main body of the book can be divided into two major sections.  Chapters 2-12 describe the miraculous conquest of the land by the tribes under Joshua’s leadership.  Chapters 13-22 tell how Joshua divided the land among the tribes and settled all the boundary and territorial disputes.  

Chapter one, like the epilogue, takes the form of a speech by Joshua.  He implored the people to remain obedient.  “Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in accordance with all the laws that my servant Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, so that you may be successful wherever you go.  This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth; you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to act in accordance with all that is written in it.”  If they remain faithful, Joshua promises, God will bless them.  “For then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall be successful.  I hereby command you:  Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go. (v 7-9)”

From the description of the conquest of the land in chapters 2-12, we might conclude that taking the land was easy.  It wasn’t.  The Israelites never were successful against all the armies, especially those with chariot brigades, and against many walled cities.  In the end, the Israelites simply gave up trying to topple these strongholds.  Because the Israelites continued to have trouble living with their pagan neighbors and being swayed by their pagan gods, the Old Testament takes the stance that the nation’s problems were due to the fact that the Israelites didn’t obey God’s command to take ALL of the land.

This portion of the Book of Joshua opens with the spies who were sent to Jericho and saved by the actions of the prostitute, Rahab.  Then the Jordan River is crossed in a miraculous way that parallels Israel’s escape from Egypt through the Red Sea.  A major shrine is dedicated to Yahweh at Gilgal (which means “circle,” probably as in a circle of stones).  When Jericho falls, thanks to the power of God that’s made visible through the Ark of the Covenant, and Ai is defeated, the local residents become terrified of Yahweh’s power.  In two major campaigns, one in the north and one in the south, Joshua leads his troops to victory.  Chapter 12 closes this section with a long list of captured people.

The land that this part of the book lists as captured is far short of the amount of land that the next part says that Joshua distributed to the tribes.  The Book of Joshua idealizes the early victories, but in reality the Israelites fell far short of their goal.
  The reason for such an exalted narrative lies in the religious purpose of the book.  Israel was not fighting on its own.  It was God who gave the help and strength for the rag-tag army to overcome much more powerful and well-equipped armies.  Their victories would have been impossible had God not intervened.

The distinguishing feature of of Israel as it developed was its concept of statehood.  The Canaanites and other polytheists cared most about possessing cities.  That meant that power stayed in the hands of a limited few.  The confederation that was developed by people who’d risen from slavery and tried to live under the Covenant at Sinai had an entirely different understanding of society’s order.  Class structure played no part and individuals were quick to give credit to God for their victories, not claim it for themselves.
 

Scholars now believe that the lists of cities and towns given to each tribe came from a later time when people were well established in the land – probably from the time of Kind David (1000 BC).  They validate Israel’s claim to the land because God directed their battles and delivered the land to them.

Israel’s collective memory emphasized that all victories in the conquest came from God, with Joshua and the people following God’s directions very carefully.  They dedicated each of the military victories as a sacrifice to God in thanksgiving of His help.  This ritual of thanksgiving included the “herem.”  It was practiced to show that Israel put all its trust in God alone during battles and sought nothing for itself.  As cruel as this sounds, we need to remember that the ethics of the time placed national survival above any personal goods.  In the ANE, success in politics or war was attributed to the power of gods.  In the Book of Joshua, the writers and editors purposely exaggerated the victories and downplayed defeats to show that God was more powerful than any pagan deity.

The distribution section of Joshua (chapters 13-22) is incredibly boring.  Read just a little to get the flavor of this section.

The epilogue (chapters 23 and 24) is important.  It includes Joshua’s final words and his last will and testament.  He makes the people solemnly renew their covenant promise to God.  The epilogue contains one of the most famous lines of the Old Testament: “Choose this day whom you will serve…but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” (Josh 24:15b)
REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) Think about your own life.  Have there been times of “desert waiting” for you until God felt you were ready to move on?

2) The statement, “As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” was far bolder in Joshua’s day than in our own.  How can you more boldly serve the Lord? 


3) Does understanding the author’s theological perspective help you better appreciate the book of Joshua?

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:  Ruth and Judges 2:1-23; 3:7-4:22; 6:11-8:23; 11:1-40; 13:1-16:31; 21:25

REGULAR:  Ruth and Judges
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LESSON 12:  RUTH AND THE PERIOD OF THE JUDGES

Introduction

It’s critical that we understand how primitive the writings are in the books of Joshua and Judges.  The Israelites’ limited understanding of God impacted their collective memory.  At this point in her history, Israel had no understanding of, or belief in, an afterlife.  (Sheol was simply the abode of the dead where one slept.)  Consequently, Israel assumed that Yahweh executed judgment on the wicked in this life.  As the Israelites made meaning out of this conflicted and confusing time in their history, they saw how God blessed obedience and cursed disobedience.

Joshua’s final speech

It’s important to remember that no one recorded the speeches of the Bible.  Therefore, they reflect the collective remembrances placed into the context of the events of that period.  In his farewell speech, Joshua warned the Israelites about turning their backs on God.  “And now I am about to go the way of all the earth, and you know in your hearts and souls, all of you, that not one thing has failed of all the good things that the Lord your God promised concerning you; all have come to pass for you, not one of them has failed.  But just as all the good things that the Lord your God promised concerned you have been fulfilled for you, so the Lord will bring upon you all the bad things, until he has destroyed you from this good land that the Lord your God has given you.  If you transgress the covenant of the Lord your God, which he enjoined on you, and go and serve other gods and bow down to them, then the anger of the Lord will be kindled against you, and you shall perish quickly from the good land that he has given to you.” (Josh 23:14-16)

After Joshua’s death, the tribes of Israel began a period of transition.   The lack of consistent leadership after the death of Joshua caused a huge crisis for the young nation.  The first chapter of Judges details additional conquests under the leadership of Caleb.   The victories of each of the tribes are presented.  

The Period of the Judges

This period in Israel’s history is best summarized by the last sentence in the Book of Judges:  “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.” (Judges 21:25)

We gain insight into the problems in Judges 2:11-19a: “Then the Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and worshipped the Baals; and they abandoned the Lord, the God of their ancestors, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt; they followed other gods, from among the gods of the peoples who were all around them, and bowed down to them; and they provoked the Lord to anger.  They abandoned the Lord, and worshiped Baal and the Astartes.  So the anger of the Lord was kindled again Israel, and he gave them over to plunderers who plundered them, and he sold them into the power of their enemies all around, so that they could no longer withstand their enemies.  Whenever they marched out, the hand of the Lord was against them to bring misfortune, as the Lord had warned them and sworn to them; and they were in great distress.  Then the Lord raised up judges, who delivered them out of the power of those who plundered them.  Yet they did not listen even to their judges; for they lusted after other gods and bowed down to them.  They soon turned aside from the way in which their ancestors had walked, who had obeyed the commandments of the Lord; they did not follow their example.  Whenever the Lord raised up judges for them, the Lord was with the judge, and he delivered them from the hand of their enemies all the days of the judge, for the Lord would be moved to pity by their groanings because of those who persecuted and oppressed them.  But whenever the judge died, they would relapse and behave worse than their ancestors.”  

The most difficult part of the Book of Judges is the continuous cycle that repeats itself over and over again.  The cycle can be divided into five parts:

1) The Israelites turn their backs on God and do evil.

2) God is angry and punishes them by delivering them into the hands of an oppressor.

3) Israel repents and cries out to God.

4) God sends a hero to deliver them.

5) There’s peace in the land throughout the lifetime of the heroic judge.

When s/he dies, the people become complacent and the cycle starts all over again.  This cycle is illustrated in the story of Othniel:  “The Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, forgetting the Lord their God, and worshiping the Baals and the Asherahs.  Therefore the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of King Cushan-rishathaim of Aramnaharaim; and the Israelites served Cushan-rishathaim eight years.  But when the Israelites cried out to the Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer for the Israelites, who delivered them, Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother.  The spirit of the Lord gave King Cushan-rishathaim of Aram into his hand; and his hand prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim.  So the land rested forty years.  The Othniel son of Kenaz died.” (3:7-11)

Most of Israel’s enemies were minor powers from the immediate area.  The strong powers of the day, including Egypt, were self-absorbed and didn’t threaten unless provoked.  The Phillistines had not yet come into prominence.  Mesopotamia’s power was waning and the Assyrians were just beginning to ascend to power.  Israel’s greatest challenge therefore came from walled city-states they’d never conquered and the remnants of tribes they attacked.   Groups like the Canaanites and Amorites wanted to reclaim the land they believed was rightfully theirs.  New nations on the other side of the Jordan also coveted good land and attacked the Israelites.   

Repeatedly, the Book of Judges emphasizes that there was no king in Israel.  Instead, Israel during this period was a loose confederacy, with each of the twelve tribes acting as an autonomous unit.  It was a society made up of clans without any unifying governmental structures.  Such loose organization made all the tribes vulnerable to attack.  The judges were the only leaders; each was a charismatic individual, mighty warrior, and person of faith.  They were tapped by God to lead the people but their battle strength was the voluntary level of clans.  Their charisma represented the primitive theology of Israel; it was the direct rule of God through his designated representative.

Israel undoubtedly would have been lost in the polytheistic cultural melting pot of the Fertile Crescent had it not been for the military crises which providentially rallied the Israelites to the standards of the Mosaic faith and renewed their loyalty to God.  The Book of Judges chronicles the stories of twelve judges, six of whom are considered “major.”  The office of judge was nonhereditary.  Because the judges didn’t follow one another in chronological succession, it’s difficult to outline the events between the death of Joshua and the crowning of Saul.  The period of the Judges probably didn’t span more than two hundred years.

The stories of the 12 judges are told in chapters 3-16.  Six of the judges are names attached to a single incident:  Shamgar, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon.  As a result, these are usually called the “Minor Judges.”  The other six are the “Major Judges” – Othniel, Ehud, Deborah (with Barak), Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson.  Major points of their stories are:

OTHNIEL was the nephew of Caleb.  Both had the gift of spiritual discernment.  Othniel was victorious against the Mesopotamian surge.  The land then rested for 40 years until his death.

EHUD was raised up by God after the people turned away from their faith after Othniel’s death and were forced to serve King Eglon of Moab, who was “very fat.”  Ehud, who was left handed, presented a tribute to King Eglon.  He told the king he had a secret message for him, so King Eglon dismissed all his servants.  Ehud then drew his sword and thrust it into Eglon’s belly.  “The hilt also went in after the blade, and the fat closed over the blade, for he did not draw the sword out of his belly.” (Judges 3:22).  Ehud escaped; the land had peace for eighty years.

DEBORAH was a judge in the most strategic area under Canaanite control, the Valley of Jezreel.  This was the main commercial route from Egypt to Mesopotamia.  Guarding the pass into the valley was the Canaanite fortress of Megiddo.  (Har Meggido – har means mountain in Hebrew – is the origin of the word Armageddon.)  As long as the Canaanites were in control of this commercial lifeline, they could throttle Israel’s economic life.  It’s thought that only half the tribes in the confederacy responded to Deborah’s summons to help her battle the Canaanite general, Sisera.  She was victorious, thanks to a huge rainstorm that caused the river Kishon, which flows through the plain of Jezreel, to overflow its banks.  The Canaanite charioteers were helplessly trapped in the wet clay.  The storm that defeated the Canaanites was seen as the sign of Yahweh’s active presence as the leader and champion of his people.  The prose version of this is found in Judges 4; the same story is told poetically in Judges 5 (which is called “The Song of Deborah.”)  Israel’s decisive victory of Sisera’s army marked the end of any united Canaanite resistance against Israel.  It should be noted that Sisera was killed by a woman named Jael, who pounded a tent peg through his head while he was sleeping in her tent.  The Israelites would have loved learning how a “housewife” brought an end to the the great warrior life! 

GIDEON was a hero of the tribe of Manasseh who ended the oppression of his tribe by the Midianites, who were confiscating the food necessary for the survival of the Israelites.  When Gideon was called by God to be a judge, he responded, “But sir, how can I deliver Israel?  My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.” (Judges 6:15)  Like many other stories, Gideon shows what God can do through “the least of them.”  He tore down the altars to Baal and Asherah.  (Gideon was also called Jerubbaal, which may refer to his destruction of the altars to Baal.)  He fought the Midianites and Amalekites (with help from Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali).  The famous story of the fleece is told in Judges 6:36-40.  God, who plans to send Gideon into battle with only 300 troops in order to prove that it’s God who brings victory, had Gideon send many of his men home.  Gideon became so popular that the Israelites said to him, “Rule over us, you and your son and your grandson also; for you have delivered us out of the hand of Midian.”  Gideon said to them, “I will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over you; the Lord will rule over you.”  (Judges 8:22-23).  Gideon had 72 sons.  One of those sons was Abimelech.  With the blessings of his mother, he killed 70 of his brothers.  The only one to survive was Gideon’s youngest son, Jotham, who hid.  Jotham then delivered his famous fable of the trees in Judges 9:7-15, to warn that Abimelech’s rule, like the bramble, would be a tinderbox of revolution.  

JEPTHAH was the judge who defeated the Ammonites.  The story says that Jepthah made a vow to God that if He gave him victory over the Ammonites, Jepthah would sacrifice as a burnt offering the first thing that came out of the doors of his house to meet him.  Unfortunately, that was his only child, a virgin daughter.  The text indicates that Jepthah sacrificed his daughter (Judges11:39); scholars still debate the outcome of this tragic story based on the belief that Israel banned human sacrifice.

SAMSON is the most legendary account in the Book of Judges.  Unlike the other judges, Samson wasn’t a military leader.  He was born to a barren woman and her husband after an angel appeared to her and announced that she would give birth to a son who should become a life-long Naririte.  A Nazirite (in Hebrew, it means “dedicated” or “consecrated”) was a man or woman who entered a consecrated state following their own vow or that of their parents.  There were three main conditions for entering and remaining faithful to this holy state:  refrain from the fruit of the vine and other intoxicants, not allow a razor to touch one’s hair during their term as a Nazarite (hair, like blood, symbolized the life of a person), and never to go near a dead body, including that of one’s own father or mother.  In that last condition, the rigor is comparable to that required of only the high priest.  The story of Samson is found in chapters 13-16 of the Book of Judges.  Behind the drama lies this basic truth:  even those filled by God with spiritual gifts and charisma can suffer dire consequences when they turn away from God to pursue their own passions.

The tribal history of Dan and its idolatry are the subjects of chapters 17 and 18 of the Book of Judges.  The last three chapters of the book describe the brutal rape of the unnamed concubine by men from the tribe of Benjamin.  The rape and subsequent murder and dismemberment of the woman, detailed in chapter 19, is one of Scripture’s most brutal and tragic stories.  It shows how far people had wandered from God’s will and his original intent for humankind.   The irony is that Saul will come from the tribe of Benjamin, establish his capital at Gibeah, and deliver Jabesh-gilead from the Ammonites.  This may be intentional on the part of the editors in an effort to undercut Saul in favor of David.

RUTH 
Introduction
The book of Ruth is a joy to read after struggling through Judges.  The book forms a bridge between Judges and First Samuel.  Many scholars believe it was written (after being told orally) at a much later date.  It’s placed before First Samuel because it tells the story of a woman from Moab became the great-grandmother of Israel’s greatest king, David. 
A Story of Hesed
The main theme is hesed, which can be described as loyalty/faithfulness as a result of commitment.  We see this theme in the action of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz.  The book’s first verse says that in the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine that drove a man from Bethlehem, Elimelech, to take his family into a neighboring country to Moab.  The names of people are highly symbolic and foreshadow what will happen.  Elimelech means “God is my king.”  His wife was Naomi, which mean “pleasant.”  Their two sons were Mahlon (dread disease) and Chilion (consumption).  They both married women from Moab, Naomi (pleasant) and Orpah (look at the back of my neck).  (By the way, Oprah Winfrey’s mother intended to name her daughter Orpah but the name was misspelled on the birth certificate.)  Naomi’s husband died first, then her two sons.  Left with no man to give her a place in society, Naomi decided to return to “the land of Judah.”  Both daughters-in-law went with her until Naomi instructed them to turn back and return to the homes of their mothers.  Orpah agreed to do that but Ruth refused.  In one of the great demonstrations of hesed in the Bible, Ruth said, “Wherever you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” (1:16b)
The two women arrived in Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest.  Ruth 2:1 says, “Now Naomi had a kinsman (goel, which also means family protector or redeemer) on her husband’s side, a prominent rich man of the family of Elimelech, whose name was Boaz.”  Ruth asked to glean in the fields after the barley had been picked so the two women would have enough for barley bread.  Boaz noticed Ruth and treated her with kindness.  Naomi sought more security for Ruth and instructed her about how to get Boaz to deepen his commitment to her.  The focal point in chapter 3 is verse 10 when Boaz says, “May you be blessed by the Lord, my daughter; this last instance of your loyalty (hesed) is better than your first…” 

The Land and its People

Chapter 4 highlights another of the book’s themes:  the land and its people, which unites the books of Genesis through Kings and informs much of the Prophets and Writings.  Naomi is selling the land that belonged to Elimilech; whomever buys the land also gets Ruth (!).  Fortunately, Boaz is able to buy it and marry Ruth.  The book closes with the genealogy of David.  It’s interesting to note that also part of the king’s family tree is Perez, who wouldn’t have been born without another strong woman (Tamar) trusting God and being willing to stand up for what was legally hers.

Diversity

A third theme is that God loves diversity.  Standing in sharp contrast to the rigid theology of separation of the Israelites from all their neighbors (seen most powerfully in Ezra 10:3, when all foreign-born wives and their children were sent away) is the fact that David’s great-grandmother was from Moab.  This is one of the best example of the Bible dialoging with itself.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) How does our belief in heaven and the future judgment of God change your perspective from that of a person living during the time of the Judges?

2) Do you believe its appropriate to use a “fleece” to discern God’s will?
3) What do you most appreciate in the book of Ruth?
ASSIGNED READING:  1 Samuel 

LESSON 13:  SAMUEL AND THE EARLY MONARCHY 

In the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures), the story of Israel’s monarchy was divided into four sections now known as 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings.  The Book of 1 Samuel falls into two main parts:  the story of Samuel, viewed as the transition figure who bridged the gap between the periods of the judges and kings (1 Sam. 1-12), and the story of Saul, Israel’s first king (chapters 13-31).  2 Samuel is devoted primarily to the story of King David.  

Samuel is the most important transitional figure in the Old Testament.  He is remembered as the last judge, although he doesn’t fit the pattern of the other 13 judges.  He is also named as the first prophet (someone who speaks on God’s behalf).  Living in the last half of the 11th century BC, Samuel was unquestionably the greatest spiritual leader since Moses.  

Early oral traditions and narrative sources became the foundation for 1 and 2 Samuel.  Editors wove these stories and sagas together and added their own theological insights.   In their final form, both 1 & 2 Samuel are part of the Deuteronomic History that extends from Deuteronomy through 2 Kings and tells the history of the Israelites from their arrival on the plains of Moab (immediately prior to their entry into the Promised Land) until the Babylonian Exile.

1 Samuel opens with the story of his birth and dedication.  Note the common theme of barrenness, jealously of another wife who’s able to bear children, many prayers, and God’s gift of a son.  At Shiloh, Hannah promised God that if God “remembered” her (when the Bible says that God “remembered,” it doesn’t imply that God has forgotten about someone, but rather that the time was right for God to act) and she gave birth to a son, she would dedicate him as a Nazirite for life.  

When Samuel was weaned (and still a very young child), Hannah took him to Eli, the priest of Shiloh, saying “For this child I prayed; and the Lord has granted me the petition that I made to him.  Therefore I have lent him to the Lord; as long as he lives, he is given to the Lord.” (1 Sam 1:27-28a)

· Shiloh, located about 10 miles north of Bethel, was an ancient religious center of Israel.  It served as the religious and administrative center for the Israelite tribes during their early settlement period (12th century).  It was there that the tabernacle was set up (Josh 18:1), the land was distributed to the various tribes (Josh 18, 19), the Levites were assigned their cities (Joshua 21) and the ten tribes gathered to consider the apostasy of the east Jordan tribes (Josh 22).  Shiloh was the central sanctuary and seat of the priesthood until the Ark was captured in the battle with the Philistines at Ebenezer.  The Ark was never returned to Shiloh and the city never regained its prestige.  

The Song of Hannah (1 Sam 2) is strikingly similar to the Magnificat, or Song of Mary, in Luke 1.  It must have been committed to heart, perhaps especially by females, through the time of Jesus’ birth.  

The call of Samuel is recorded in 1 Sam 3.  Here, Eli becomes Samuel’s spiritual director, helping him discern what God is saying to him.  Samuel was clearly open to God’s leading: “As Samuel grew up, the Lord was with him and let none of his words fall to the ground.  And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a trustworthy prophet of the Lord.  The Lord continued to appear at Shiloh, for the Lord revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord.  And the word of Samuel came to all Israel.” (1 Sam 3:19-4:1)

In Chapters 4 - 6, the attention is turned to the Philistines and their capture of the Ark of the Covenant. The Philistines were a group of Aegean people who lived on Crete and other islands in the Aegean Sea.  They were driven from their homes by northern tribes who migrated into Greece.  The Philistines plundered a number of coastal towns along the eastern Mediterranean as they searched for a new home.  They tried to enter Egypt but Pharaoh Ramses III defeated them.  He stopped the Philistine advance, but he couldn’t eliminate them.  They settled along the coast of Canaan in what is now called the Gaza Strip.  The Greeks called this territory and the land east of it Palestine.  Soon, the Philistines controlled the land around the cities of Gaza, Gath, Ashkelon, Ashdod and Ekron.  As the Philistines attempted to conquer Canaan from the west, the Israelites made a similar attempt from the east.  The two groups fought for the land.  They were twice subdued by judges (Shamgar and Samson).

Naturally aggressive, the Philistines discovered how to smelt iron for the production of weapons.  For a considerable period, they had great military superiority because of their virtual monopoly on iron weapons and tools.  (1 Samuel 13 says, “Now there was no smith found throughout all the land of Israel.”  Not only were the Israelites without smiths to make swords and spears, they were dependent upon the Philistines to sharpen their farming tools.  They had to make the trip to the Mediterranean coast and pay exorbitant prices.)  From their base along the Mediterranean coast, the Philistines began to move inland, sweeping away Canaanite resistance and coming into contact with the already entrenched and victorious Israelites.  After many battles with minor powers, the Israelites now came face-to-face with the army of Philistia – a major world power with heavily armed and well-trained soldiers.  While Israel’s forces camped at a site called Ebenezer, the Philistines struck.  They killed 30,000 men, thoroughly defeating the Israelites.   

The Ark of Covenant is first introduced in Exodus 25.  God chooses to come down and dwell with His people.  He then asks Moses to build Him both a sanctuary and an ark:  “They shall make an ark of acacia wood; it shall be two and a half cubits (a cubit was the length of a man’s elbow to the tip of his fingers, so it varied slightly) long, a cubit and a half wide, and a cubit and a half high.  You shall overlay it with pure gold, inside and outside you shall overlay it, and you shall make a molding of gold upon it all around.  You shall cast four rings of gold for it and put them on its four feet, two rings on the one side of it, and two rings on the other side.  You shall make poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold.  And you shall put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, by which to carry the ark.  The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark; they shall not be taken from it.  You shall put into the ark the covenant that I shall give you.  Then you shall make a mercy seat of pure gold; two cubits and a half shall be its length, and a cubit and a half its width.  You shall make two cherubim of gold; you shall make them of hammered work, at the two ends of the mercy seat.  Make one cherub at the one end, and one cherub at the other; of one piece with the mercy seat you shall make the cherubim at its two ends.  The cherubim shall spread out their wings above, overshadowing the mercy seat with their wings.  They shall face one to another; the faces of the cherubim shall be turned toward the mercy seat.  You shall put the mercy seat on the top of the ark; and in the ark you shall put the covenant that I shall give you.  There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant, I will deliver to you all my commands for the Israelites.”  (Exodus 25:10-22)

The Ark was portable. Portable shrines were common in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Canaan, often featuring cherubim.  It led the people in the desert (Num. 10:33), went into war (Josh 4), was carried around the walls of Jericho (Josh 6), and was brought into the camp during military operations.  By the time the Deuteronomic history was being edited, the Ark of the Covenant is understood primarily as the thing that held the two tablets of the 10 commandments.  During the early period of Israel’s history, however, the Ark was understood as a direct manifestation of God’s presence and was virtually identified with him.  Moses addressed the Ark as God (Num 10:35-36), the Philistines equated the Ark with a god (1 Sam 4:6-8), and those who desecrated the Ark were struck down by its divine power (1 Samuel 6:19).  It’s thought that every time the Bible makes reference to “before God” in a sanctuary context, it refers to the Ark.  

In 1 Samuel 4, the Ark is brought from Shiloh to the battlefield in Ebenezer.  The defeated Israelites had renewed hope.  “When the ark of the covenant of the Lord came into the camp, all Israel gave a mighty shout, so that the earth resounded.” (1 Sam 4:5) The Philistines, who were filled with fear when they saw the ark, went on to rout the Israelites a second time.  They also captured the ark, an event so horrible for the family of Eli that first his two sons, then Eli, and finally his daughter-in-law, died.  The baby to whom Phinehas’ wife gave birth as she lay dying was named Ichabod, meaning “The glory has departed from Israel.”  This was a horrible time in Israel’s history.  They felt abandoned by God, demoralized by their defeat and the loss of the Ark, and on the verge of slavery at the hands of the Philistines.  The capture of the Ark accomplished two things:

1) It brought the cocky Israelites to their knees; they repented their sins to God.

2) It confirmed God’s supremacy over the gods of other nations.

The Philistine story of the Ark is found in 1 Samuel 5 and 6.  It’s a colorful one, with the Ark become a curse rather than a blessing.  After 7 months of watching their own gods humiliated, the Philistines voluntarily returned the Ark to the Israelites with guilt offerings of gold.  The Philistine saga ends in 1 Sam 9 when God hears Samuel’s cries and comes to the aid of His people: “As Samuel was offering up the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to attack Israel; but the Lord thundered with a mighty voice that day against the Philistines and threw them into confusion; and they were routed before Israel.  And the men of Israel went out of Mizpah and pursued the Philistines, and struck them down as far as beyond Bethcar.  Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Jeshanah, and named it Ebenezer; for he said, ‘Thus far the Lord has helped us.’  So the Philistines were subdued and did not again enter the territory of Israel; the hand of the Lord was against the Philistines all the days of Samuel.  The towns that the Philistines had taken from Israel were restored to Israel, from Ekron to Gath; and Israel recovered their territory from the hand of the Philistines.  There was peace also between Israel and the Amorites.”  (1 Sam 7:10-14)   

In 1 Samuel 8, the story turns to Israel’s monarchy.  The elders of Israel gather together and confront Samuel at Ramah.  “You are old and your sons do not follow in your ways; appoint for us, then, a king to govern us, like other nations.”  (1 Sam 8:5).  Samuel, hurt by their comments, consults God who consoles Samuel by saying that it’s God, rather than Samuel, whom they’re rejecting.  Until the monarchy, Israel had a theocracy, meaning that God was their king.  Now, however, the Israelites looked around at their more powerful neighbors, all of whom had kings, and they wanted one for themselves.  Brought to a head by the Philistines, the Israelites were now convinced that they wouldn’t have a chance unless their forces were united more effectively under a single military leader who would be their king.  

This part of 1 Samuel is fascinating because it deals with the tension of those who both favored and abhorred the monarchy.  God tells Samuel, “Now then, listen to their voice; only – you shall solemnly warn them, and show them the ways of the king who shall reign over them.” (1 Sam 8:9)  Samuel fully understood that while kings would provide a strong government, many of the people’s rights, which were part of the covenant in which they all shared, would be taken away.  Samuel then detailed for the people all the abuses of the monarchy, which eventually came to pass under Solomon, in 1 Sam 8:10-18.  He ends by saying, “He will take one-tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves.  And in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves; but the Lord will not answer you in that day.”  But the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel; they said, “No!  but we are determined to have a king over us, so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go out before us and fight our battles.”  The people kept insisting and finally God gave in.  The pro-king and anti-king sources can be seen in the following passages:

· Pro:  1 Sam 9:1-10:6 – Saul becomes king with the blessing and secret anointing by Samuel, and 1 Sam 11:1-15 – Saul proves himself a great military leader and is made king at Gilgal.

· Anti:  1 Sam 10:17-27 – Lots are cast for the choice of a king after Samuel tells people that they have rejected God, and 1 Sam 12:1-25 – Samuel’s farewell speech warning of the dangers of having a king like other nations.

An explanation should be given about the urim and thummin (oo-reem and thoo-meem) that are mentioned in 1 Sam. 14:41. These were a devices consulted by the chief priest (in an unexplained manner) to determine God’s response to “yes” or “no” questions asked by the leader of the people.  They were kept in a pouch worn by the priest over his heart, on the ephod garment.  The ephod was the most prominent of the elaborate Aaronic garments described in the tabernacle texts.  

Saul

Saul is one of the most tragic figures in the Old Testament.  He’s a study in contrasts and his life history is forever intertwined with that of Samuel and David.  Saul’s story begins in I Samuel 9:1 - “There was a man of Benjamin whose name was Kish son of Abiel son of Zeror son of Becorath son of Aphiah, a Benjaminite, a man of wealth.  He had a son whose name was Saul, a handsome young man.  There was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he; he stood head and shoulders above everyone else.”
One of the most important things to remember about Saul is that God selected him.  In 1 Sam 9:15-17, we read, “Now the day before Saul came, the Lord had revealed to Samuel: ‘Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be ruler over my people Israel.  He shall save my people from the land of the Philistines; for I have seen the suffering of my people, because their outcry has come to me.’  When Samuel saw Saul, the Lord told him, ‘Here is the man of whom I spoke to you.  He it is who shall rule over my people.”  At the beginning of chapter 10, Samuel anoints Saul.  “Samuel took a vial of oil and poured it on his head and kissed him; he said ‘The Lord has anointed you ruler over his people Israel.  You shall reign over the people of the Lord and you will save them from the hand of their enemies all around.” In the Bible, to be anointed means to be set apart by God to do a job on His behalf.  Anointing becomes the sacramental connection linking God’s work and human efforts.   Even after Saul had done many terrible things to David, the younger man continued to respect the office to which Saul had been anointed.  He refused to harm Saul in any way because God had placed him there.  Perhaps the greatest example can be found in 1 Sam 24:4b-6: “Then David went and stealthily cut off a corner of Saul’s cloak.  He said to his men, ‘The Lord forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the Lord’s anointed, to raise my hand against him; for he is the Lord’s anointed.” 
Initially, Saul showed great humility.  Later, he showed only pride.  When Samuel first tapped Saul to be king, Saul protested, “I am only a Benjaminite, from the least of the tribes of Israel, and my family is the humblest of all the families of the tribe of Benjamin” (1 Sam 10:10).  After his anointing, Saul “fell into prophetic frenzy,” a type of initiatory religious experience.  Then he went back to work on his family’s farm.  Saul was plowing behind two oxen when word came to him that the citizens of Jabesh needed help or they would have to make a treaty with the Ammonites which included gouging out the right eye of all residents.  Saul summoned troops and attacked the Ammonites.  He was victorious, and Saul’s kingship was renewed: “Samuel said to the people, ‘Come, let us go to Gilgal and there renew the kingship.’  So all the people went to Gilgal, and there they made Saul king before the Lord in Gilgal.  (I Sam 11:14-15) Gilgal (“circle,” probably of stones) was the name of several O. T. towns.  This Gilgal, between Jericho and the Jordan River, is where the Israelites first camped after entering the Promised Land (Josh 3-4).  It became an important political, religious, and military center and is one of the places visited by Samuel on his yearly circuit (1 Sam 13:4-7).   
Saul went on, with the help of his son Jonathan, to lead the Israelites in a series of decisive battles against the Philistines.  Sadly, Saul’s power and military prowess went to his head.  Initially, this was shown best in Saul’s attempt to please the people rather than God.  Somewhere along the lines, Saul’s God-anointed work stopped being an expression of God’s sovereignty.  Saul became very self-centered (or, in today’s terms, narcissistic).

Saul became increasingly political as he ceased using the prophetic model, which was speaking on God’s behalf.  Two of the mistakes he made had to do with worship.  Each time, (1 Sam 13:13 and 15:19) it was Samuel who confronted him about these mistakes.  Worship and work became two different things rather than one in the service of the other.  Saul placed his kingship above God’s sovereignty.  In 1 Sam 15:23b, Samuel tells Saul, “Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, he has also rejected you from being king.”  

Saul and David
From here on, Saul’s story becomes interwoven with that of David.  God says to Samuel at the beginning of chapter 16, “How long will you grieve over Saul?  I have rejected him from being king over Israel.  Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his sons.”  This time, God did not select the tallest and most handsome.  The Lord tells Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

The story of David’s selection is told in 1 Samuel 16.  Jesse had his seven eldest sons all pass before Samuel.  When God failed to select any of them, Samuel asked if there were more sons.  David entered the story unnamed, dismissively referred to by his father as “the baby brother” (haqqaton in Hebrew, which carries the connotation of insignificance).  Jesse sent for David, who’s described as “ruddy, and had beautiful eyes.”  God instructed Samuel to anoint him, highlighting the dissonance between what people expected and what God wanted.

David’s Anointing as King

As soon as David was anointed, “the spirit of the Lord departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord tormented him.” (1 Sam 16:14)  Most biblical scholars believe that Saul struggled with some form of mental illness.  The statement, “an evil spirit from the Lord” does not mean that it’s God’s will for Saul or anyone else to suffer from such illnesses.  There are some “evil spirits” (total absence of good) that we bring on ourselves; others are far beyond our control.  The Israelites were the most God-intoxicated people in history.  They believed God was responsible for everything that happened – their victories and defeats, their triumphs and tragedies.  This statement reflects that belief.   

Because Saul was so tormented, his servants were charged with finding someone who could play soothing music on the lyre.  One of the servants knew David.  In 1 Sam 16:18, he said, “I have seen a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite who is skillful in playing, a man of valor, a warrior, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence; and the Lord is with him.”  Consequently, David became a member of Saul’s household.  In the beginning, Saul loved David and made him is armor-bearer.  David and Saul’s son, Jonathan, became exceptionally close friends.  

The chronology of the Bible is sometimes problematic, usually due to multiple sources being woven together.  Chapter 17 begins by going back to the story of David & Goliath and then tells another story of how David became Saul’s armor bearer.  What is clear is that David was even more successful than Saul in his military conquests.  When Saul, David, and their men returned home from victory against the Philistines, women came out to greet Saul with musical instruments and sing this song: “Saul has killed his thousands, and David his ten thousands.” (18:7b) Saul became very jealous of David and tried twice to kill him.

Saul’s Growing Hatred for David

Saul’s daughter Michal fell in love with David.  This is one of the only times in the entire Bible that says a woman loved a man.  Saul was initially overjoyed because he thought Michal would act as a snare for David to be killed by the Philistines.  When Saul realized his daughter loved David, however, and that God remained on the side of her husband, his animosity toward David turned to hatred.

Jonathan also proved to be a loyal friend to David.  He warned him of Saul’s plans to kill him, and his sister Michel proved to be a committed wife (read the great story in 1 Sam. 19:11-18).  Chapters 12-31 focus on David’s years in hiding from Saul. 
REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. What are the great themes in Hannah’s song?

2. How does Samuel’s story inform your own?

3. The Bible argues with itself, as the pro and anti king statements make clear.  How do you feel about this?

4. What lessons can you take away from Saul’s story?

ASSIGNED READING:  2 Samuel
LESSON 14:  THE UNITED KINGDOM

Life in ancient Israel was radically transformed when a loose confederation of tribes became a centralized state.  This extraordinary transition caused radical social change and drastic reconfigurations of power.  Israel went from a social order that had no clear boundaries to centralized power and monopolistic order.  Old Testament scholar Walter Bruggemann, in the introduction of his excellent commentary on 1 and 2 Samuel, writes:

“Three distinct factors were at work in this social transformation.  

First, we must acknowledge the influence of political power, social pressure, and technological possibility.  The pressure of the Philistines, the growing power of Israelite tribes, the development of urban centers of power, the accumulation of wealth, the struggle for land, and the emergence of factions and parties were all important in the transformation.  The biblical account of the transformation is not primarily interested in these mattes, but they are factors that we look to first as modern historians and social critics.  This is the material out of which conventional modern “histories of Israel” are constructed.  The historical process is seen as a series of social, economic, political, military, and technological pressures and as various social adjustments to those pressures.

Second, the transition was wrought through the extraordinary personality of David.  The text is deeply and endlessly fascinated with David.  Although David does not make his entry into the text until 1 Samuel 16, the first fifteen chapters are a preparation for him.  The other key figures, Samuel and Saul, function primarily as foils for David, positioning themselves vis-à-vis David, even before he makes an appearance.  David is portrayed as a man of many parts, with all those parts subjected to close scrutiny in this literature.  What finally preoccupies this literature, however, is the conviction that, in this passionate man, Israel discerned something more than David.  The narrative articulates a purpose larger than David’s purpose and a passion more faithful than even the considerable passion of David.  Israel can scarcely find words for this David, to whom it does not wish to concede everything but before whom it pauses with a sense of awe.

The third factor in this transformation is Yahweh, the God of Israel.  In its unembarrassed and direct way, this narrative about the transformation of Israel presents Yahweh as playing a central part in this transition, sometimes acting and speaking directly, sometimes governing in hidden ways.”

Israel’s Most Beloved King

David was the most powerful and beloved king in Israel’s history.  His name is mentioned nearly 800 times in the Old Testament and 60 times in the New, most commonly in reference to Jesus being called the “Son of David.”  David is the main character in the books of 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 Chronicles.  As a gifted poet and musician, he is given credit as the author of almost half of the psalms.  

There is no question that David was a gifted and complex person who was blessed with enormous charisma.   He was a brilliant military and political strategist and leader.  He had superb organizational skills and the ability to bring diverse groups of people together to embrace a common vision.  He was a man of exceptionally strong faith.  And he was also fallible and wrestled with the same human weaknesses we all battle.  

After Saul’s death, David was crowned king of Judah in the city of Hebron.  After he’d reigned in Hebron for six-and-a-half years, elders from the northern kingdom (Israel), approached David about becoming their king as well.  In 2 Sam 5:1-5, we read, “Then all the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron, and said, ‘Look, we are your bone and flesh.  For some time, while Saul was king over us, it was you who led out Israel and brought it in.  The Lord said to you:  It is you who shall be shepherd of my people Israel, you who shall be ruler over Israel.”  So all the elders of Israel came to the king at Hebron; and King David made a covenant with them at Hebron before the Lord, and they anointed David king over Israel.  David was thirty years old when he began to reign, and he reigned forty years.  At Hebron, he reigned over Judah seven years and six months; and at Jerusalem he reigned over all Israel and Judah thirty-three years.”
David as the Unifying Force
David was the first person to unite all the tribes.  He needed to create a sense of unity between the northern and southern parts of the country, which had distinct difference and, at times, divisiveness.  Had David ruled the entire country from Hebron, the north would have felt slighted.  Had David moved to one of the northern cities, the people of Judah would have felt betrayed by their native son.  So David decided to attack the walled Jebusite city of Jerusalem, which was located along the border between Israel and Judah.  The city had never been occupied by either, so it was a neutral territory and would be acceptable to both.
Just how David and his troops captured the city the Jebusites believed would never fall, and what the text means, has been the focus of great speculation among biblical scholars.  There’s one theory that the city was so well fortified that people who were lame or blind could guard it.  The work of Eugene Peterson, based on that of Rabbi Gersonides, seems both plausible and fascinating.
  The rabbi lived in France from 1288-1344 and was one the most respected and influential intellectuals of the medieval person.  He defended the consensus theory of the Jewish interpreters of the Middle Ages that the lame and the blind in the text were two idols, deprecating images of Jacob and Isaac. 
Capturing Jerusalem
Jerusalem was, at that time, a small fortress city on a rock outcropping.  To the east and south, deep ravines made Jerusalem impenetrable.  Anyone ascending the steep slope from the other direction would be stopped by

the sight of two huge, demonic figures set on the north and west walls of the city.  One was a parody of Jacob, who became lame during his night of wrestling with the angel at Peniel.  The other was an equally grotesque parody of blind Isaac, who in his sightless old age had been tricked by his wife and younger son.  When anyone came near, the figures would slowly begin to move and emit loud sounds.  People ran in fear and the city because famous for the lore surrounding the Jebusiste demons.
David, however, wasn’t easily intimidated.  He’d dodged the evil rages of Saul for years and wasn’t afraid to attack a city that tried to protect itself with evil parodies of two of his people’s greatest patriarchs.  In his wilderness years, David had also picked up pieces of information about the Jebusites that convinced him that these two imposing figures weren’t demons but rather the results of impressive hydraulic engineering.  The minute an intruder was sighted, the Jebusites turned a lever and forced water from a spring through a series of pipes that set lame Jacob and blind Isaac spookily lurching.  The water also activated bellows that emitted belches and screams.  David’s plan called for his troops to enter the city through a secret entrance to the water pipe at the base of the eastern ravine and destroy the elaborate plumbing system.  Part of David’s army then reduced the anti-Jacob and anti-Isaac statues to a pile of rubbish while the others captured the Jebusites. (2 Samuel 5:6-9)

This particular passage is especially significant because it’s the conclusion of the long narrative chronicling the rise of David.  At the beginning, David appeared as an eighth son, a “nobody” to whom power was given.  Now God’s promises have been kept and David is fully established as the united monarchy’s king.   The passage closes by saying, “And David became greater and greater, for the Lord, the God of hosts, was with him.” (v 10) David, a man of God, had matured into a wise and capable leader.    

A Complex Man of God

There was, however, also a dark side to David.  The Deuteronomist history wanted to make very clear that no one – not even David – was perfect.  God alone is to be glorified, never a human being.  We ALL sin, which we’re called to recognize and own.  We must repent, not only asking God for forgiveness but trying to turn our behavior around.  We then must be willing to accept God’s gift of forgiveness while dealing with the consequences of our actions.  The story of David and Bathsheba highlights all of these areas. (2 Samuel 11:1-12:23) 

The great problem with sin is that it often doesn’t feel like sin when we’re doing it.  It feels satisfying and even godlike.  Eugene Peterson points out that David didn’t feel like a sinner when he sent for Bathsheba; he felt like a lover.  He didn’t feel like a sinner when he sent for Uriah; he felt like a king.
  Somewhere along the line, he had withdrawn from the life of worship; obedience to God had receded and obsession with self had moved in.   What began as a misguided act of passion spiraled into a murderous plot.  

The Importance of Nathan

God summoned the prophet Nathan to confront David.  One of the best things about Israel’s monarchy was the requirement that all kings had to listen to the prophets.  The prophets, who spoke on behalf of God, couldn’t force a monarch to repent or change his behavior.  They did, however, have the right to be heard without fear of punishment for delivering God’s truth.  Rather than directly confronting David, Nathan told him a story about a rich man who slaughters his poor neighbor’s only lamb rather than using one from his large flocks.  David reacts with righteous indignation, telling Nathan that the man deserves a death sentence and must restore the lamb to his impoverished neighbor fourfold.  Nathan then delivers the punch line, telling David that he’s the man.  

The instant that David recognized his sin, he repented.  “I have sinned against the Lord” (v 12:13a) was his immediate response.   As soon as David confessed his sin, he was forgiven by God.  Nathan immediately assured him, “Now the Lord has put away your sin.” (v 13b) To confess our sin is actually a statement of hope.  Repentance pulls us back into a healthier relationship with the God who saves us from our sin.  Knowing that God has forgiven us lifts a huge burden from our shoulders.  Yet we still have to deal with the consequences of our sin.  Sin can permanently alter people’s lives.  Bathsheba gives birth to a baby boy who dies. (vv 15b-19)  
David and Bathsheba then had a second son, whom they named Solomon. (vv 24-25) Solomon grew up in a troubled household.  David’s son Amnon raped his half-sister Tamar.  Tamar’s brother Absolom defends his sister by killing Amnon.  Absalom’s life is spared by David, but he will later plot against his father.  David’s loyal general, Joab, kills Absalom and David’s grief is overwhelming.  In 2 Samuel 19:1, David cries “Absalom my son!  My son, my son Absalom.  If only I had died instead of you, Absalom, my son, my son.”  

Solomon

When David is very old, his son Adonijah tried to take over David’s throne.  David was saved by the help of Nathan and Zadok the priest, who rushed to crown Solomon before Adonijah.  Solomon immediately took control of the nation.  1 Kings 2:12 says, “So Solomon sat on the throne of his father David; and his kingdom was firmly established.”

Solomon decisively eliminated those he perceived as a threat, including Adonijah and Joab.  (David was notoriously indecisive and sometimes passive when he should have acted, as in the rape of Tamar.  Solomon differed markedly from his father and didn’t take the easy way out.)  He cemented relationships with neighboring kings, making a treaty with the king of Tyre and taking the daughter of Pharaoh as one of his wives.  He utilized many Egyptian administrative practices and imitated the ways of foreign powers.  Solomon’s 1,000 wives and concubines were permitted to worship their pagan gods.  The introduction of pagan practices began to erode the nation.  Gradually, Israel turned away from the faithfulness that characterized David’s reign.   

Solomon is remembered, however, for his tremendous wisdom.  God bestowed wisdom on Solomon as a gift after a dream in Gibeon. (I Kings 3:11-15) Solomon is believed to be the author of thousands of proverbs and songs.  I Kings 4:29-34 says he had knowledge of all plants and animals.  In Israel, the king served as the chief magistrate.  Like the Supreme Court, Solomon would only hear a case if it had been sent up from a lower court.  The king would have judged the toughest of cases, but he would have known the issues in advance.  The story of two prostitutes (3:16-28) is the most famous of Solomon’s judgments.   

Solomon is also remembered for his building programs, especially the Jerusalem Temple.  He constructed the wall around the city of Jerusalem and fortified the major centers of Megiddo, Gezer, and Hazor as military bases for his chariot divisions.  He also built an enormous palace and temple complex in Jerusalem on a hill called Zion.  Artisans and craftsmen from Tyre and Sidon worked for twenty years with forced labor gangs from throughout Israel.  The building is described in 1 Kings 6 and 7.   Solomon’s speech and prayer are found in chapter 8:14-53.  

Solomon also developed extensive trade with foreign countries.  He commissioned a fleet on the Red Sea to bring back the wealth of Arabia and East Africa.  He also taxed and regulated the caravans going from Arabia northward.  He worked with the king of Tyre to share in the sea trade of the Mediterranean.  Solomon became so famous that even the Queen of Sheba came to Jerusalem to witness his wisdom and opulent living standards.

Solomon’s reign will always be remembered for the long period of peace Israel enjoyed.  Had Solomon’s story ended in 1 Kings 10, he would be remembered as a great king.  Yet in chapter 11, the mood changes.  Like far too many people with too much wealth and power, Solomon’s priorities gradually became distorted.  He excessively taxed his people to support his opulent life style.  He built temples to the pagan gods his wives worshipped.  He required people to join forced work gangs.  He also transferred rights and privileges from the tribes to the king, something David had been careful not to do.  

A Legacy of Excess

Sadly, instead of leaving a legacy of wisdom and faith to his children, Solomon passed on his obsession with excesses.  His son Rehoboam, who became king after his father’s death, began his reign by warning his new subjects that “whereas my father laid on you a heavy yoke, I will add to your yoke.  My father disciplined you with whips, but I will discipline you with scorpions.” (I kings 12:11) Not surprisingly the people rebelled and Israel split into two kingdoms.  

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) What part of David’s story most powerfully impacts your journey of faith?  Why?

2) Who has been a “Nathan” in your life?

3) Do you agree with the statement, “To confess our sin is actually a statement of hope”?

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:    Psalms 1, 6, 7, 14, 22-24, 32, 37, 46, 71, 91, 95, 118, 122, 131, 150; Proverbs 2, 3, 20, 31; Ecclesiastes 1-4, 7; Song of Songs 1, 2, 8

REGULAR:    Books of Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Song
LESSON 15:  THE PSALMS AND WISDOM LITERATURE

The Psalms

At the heart of the Old Testament lies the Book of Psalms.  A collection of 150 prayer-poems, all of the psalms were probably intended to be sung or accompanied by music.  The Israelites believed that “to sing is to pray twice.”  They understood that music has a way of touching the deepest part of our humanity and shaping our soul.  The Psalms give voice to every human emotion. 
Even though David is credited as the author of the Book of Psalms, we know that he wrote only some of them.  David does deserve the credit, however, for beginning the compilation of this sacred collection during his reign as Israel’s king.  Some scholars believe the psalms were completed approximately 600 years later in 400 B.C.  Others believe that the 150 psalms weren’t collected together in the form they now have until after the time of the Qumran community.

The Book of Psalms played a key role in the life and worship of the Israelites.  All other books of the Bible are God’s word to us, but the Psalms articulate the words of people to God.  The psalms put the history, beliefs, and feelings of the Israelites into prayer form.  It’s through the psalms that we best understand the soul of God’s people in Old Testament times as they expressed their deep joy, doubt, despair, and hope. 

The Psalms also play a larger role in our contemporary lives than many of us realize.  The New Testament quotes the Psalms more than the prophets.  At least a verse of the Psalms makes its way into almost all worship services.  The Psalms help us articulate the entire range of human emotions as people both praise and cry out to God.  This book, both literally and figuratively at the center of the Bible, demonstrates decisively that God wants our honesty more than our piety.  The Hebrew name for the Psalms is Tehillim, which means “Praises.”  There are many psalms of complete praise.  But an even larger number end in praise but begin with lament.  The Hebrew people knew how difficult life is.  They cried out in anguish and grief.  They implored God to heap revenge on their enemies.  They prayed about their fears, hopelessness, and anger.  But biblical laments always try to work their way into hope and confidence in God’s loving kindness (hesed).  A classic example is Psalm 22.  Jesus expressed his agony on the cross by quoting its first verse: “My God, my God, why have your forsaken me?”  The psalm is a plea for deliverance from suffering, but it ends with confidence and hope.  “Posterity will serve him; future generations will be told about the Lord, and proclaim his deliverance to a people yet unborn.” 

Organization of the Book

The arrangement of the Book of Psalms is not the order in which they were written.  Editors divided the collection into five books, probably in imitation of the Torah.  Each of these divisions is marked by a special prayer or blessing that serves as the last verse.  All are similar to the one in Psalm 41:14: “Blessed be the Lord the God of Israel for all eternity and forever.  Amen, amen.”

· Book 1 (Psalms 1-41) – The authorship of Psalms 3-41 is credited to David, indicating that these were from the royal collection.    

· Book 2 (Psalms 42-72) -- This is called the “Elohistic” psalter.  It’s theorized that the northern kingdom used the name Elohim instead of Yahweh. 
· Psalms 42-49 are called the “Korah” psalms.  It’s important to remember that these labels do not necessarily mean that the psalms were written by the man, but that it came from the collection under his name.   
· Psalms 51-72 are called the Elohistic psalter of David.
· Book 3 (Psalms 73-89)
· Psalms 73-83 are called the “Psalms of Asaph,” which means they were from the temple collection.
· Book 4 (Psalms 90-106) -- Psalms from the Royal Collection
· Book 5 (Psalms 107-150) -- a second and expanded royal collection of David’s.
In addition to the breakdown of the psalms based on the divisions of the Torah, we can arrange the psalms according to their use in worship and personal piety.  

1. Personal lament - The Davidic psalms (3-41) predominantly contain personal laments, which are the most frequent type of psalm in the entire book.  Psalm 13 is an excellent example of a personal lament.  It begins with a fourfold question, “How long?”  This is the deep, heartfelt sigh of a person who has suffered pain for a long time and can no longer keep silent.  The structure of a personal lament usually begins with a salutation, a complaint (often in three parts), a petition with reasons attached, and a confession of confidence.

· Within the personal psalms of lament are four different types:

· Psalms of confidence (Ps 23; 27:1-6; 63; 71; 131)

· Penitential Psalms, which highlight the psalmist’s confession of sin (Ps 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143)

· Psalms of personal integrity, prayed by those who were falsely accused (Ps 5, 7, 17, 26).

· Bitter psalms, prayed by those who saw good fortune come to the wicked (Ps 37, 49, 73),

2. Personal psalm of praise – the one who had been rescued from trouble would enter the sanctuary, bring an offering (66:13f), and tell others what God had done for him (66:16). (Ps 9, 18, 39, 32, 34, 40:1-12; 66:13-20; 92, 116, 138).

3. National laments – whenever the Old Testament says, “Then the children of Israel cried to the Lord,” there is an implication of a national lament.  National laments are also found in the Book of Lamentations and the writings of the prophets.  The full national laments in the Psalms are all found in the Korah and Asaph collections.  The structure of a national lament is similar to that of a personal lament, but in place of a confession of confidence, there is often a recollection of God’s previous saving activity.  

4. National hymns of praise correspond to the national laments.  These celebrate God’s help after the danger has been averted.  Psalms 124 and 129 are the best example of this type of psalm.

5. Hymns – Descriptive psalms of praise or hymns are found throughout the Book of Psalms, especially in psalms 8, 29, 33, 57:7-11; 65; and 66:1-7.  The hymns can be further divided into:

· Creations psalms (Ps 8, 104, 139, 148)

· Historical psalms, evolving out of praise of the Lord of history (Ps 78 and 105).

· Urgent summons to praise (Ps 100, 145, 148, 150).   

· Festal songs or liturgies, praising God (see Ps 118).  These were used at the time the Ark of the Covenant was carried in procession (Ps 24), in the liturgy of thanksgiving (Ps 107), in the psalms of the Lord’s kingship (Ps 47, 93, 96-99), and his manifestation in power (Ps 29, 50).

6. Psalms of pilgrimage and hymns of Zion.  The Psalter contains “Songs of Ascent” (Ps 120-134) that were sung as people climbed to Jerusalem for holy days.   Note the beginning of Psalm 122: “I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’”  There are also several hymns of Zion (Ps 46, 76, 84, 87).

7. Psalms of benediction – Pilgrims coming to the sanctuary received a blessing as they departed.  This was considered essential for everyday life.  The blessing is mentioned in the liturgy of Ps 118 (v 25f).  An almost identical blessing is at the end of Ps 129.  When the Ark was carried in procession (Ps 24), a final blessing was pronounced (v. 5).  In Ps. 67 the congregation receives a blessing in answer to their prayer, as they do in Ps 115:9-15. 

8. Royal psalms – psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101, 110, and 132 are considered royal psalms.  Ps. 2 and 110 are connected with royal enthronement, promising the king victory, success, and divine assistance.  Ps. 132 links a promise on behalf of Zion with one on behalf of the Davidic dynasty, both of which were divinely chosen.  In the royal psalms, we must carefully distinguish between their original meaning (referring to real kings of Israel and Judah) and the one that prompted their later adoption into the Psalter on the basis of their messianic interpretation.

9. Wisdom psalms – Psalms 1, 112, and 128 distinguish between the righteous and the wicked.  In the Songs of Ascents there are several proverbs of wisdom (127:1-2, 3-5, 133).  Maxims dealing with everyday life, these could have appeared in the Book of Proverbs without any alteration.  Psalm 37 is a wisdom poem in which a wise man warns against becoming envious of wrongdoers and urges trust in God.  Ps. 49 and 73, troubled by the question concerning the prosperity of the wicked, combine personal lament and wisdom.
Wisdom Literature
Wisdom literature, which is best illustrated in the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job, and the Song of Solomon, was international in its origin and influence.  It’s also empirical, illustrating what can be learned through observation.  The wisdom literature is some of the most practical in all of Scripture.  Unlike other books of the Bible, wisdom literature has minimal interest in God’s great acts of salvation.  It also has little interest in the history of Israel as a nation.  Its focus is how to behave as people of God and how to master life.  There is a questioning attitude about the problems of life:  suffering, inequality, death, why the wicked prosper, etc.  It emphasizes the well being of the individual within the context of the whole community.
Many of the wisdom writers were diplomats and people in court.  They weren’t as interested in the nature of justice but how one can exert effective leadership so justice will be done.  There’s an element of wisdom literature in Esther, Daniel, and Nehemiah; they all involve going to court and being successful without forgetting who you truly are.  It’s pragmatic; people need to be bright, hard working, and self-controlled.  In other words, be a person of God without getting tripped up by laziness, shortsightedness, poor behavior, or stupidity.  Be astute, wise, and treat others as you’d like to be treated.
Wisdom literature can also be thought of as spirituality of the market place.  It’s the arena where God meets us in daily life.  It focuses on what it means to be human before God, which embraces ambiguity.  It encourages reflective thought and new discoveries of meaning.  Yet wisdom knows its limits.  The basic virtue of all who are wise is trust in God.
Proverbs
Proverbs are an ancient form of wisdom literature.  Every nation has proverbs.  Cervantes once called a proverb “a short sentence based on long experience.”  It articulates the distilled folk experience that’s designed to help people lead a good life.  The book of Proverbs contains a number of sayings whose message is as old as the Sumerian culture of 3,000 B.C.
  Many of the proverbs are simply common sense.  Others warn of the great human foibles – money, sex, and power.  The proverbs are interested in helping people enjoy a happy life and good relationships.  They stress the importance of learning prudence, like keeping one’s mouth shut.  Most importantly, they talk about our relationship with God.  Proverbs 1:7a establishes the basic theme: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  The biblical understanding of fear of the Lord includes awe, obedience, and a mutually respectful relationship with God.  That’s what undergirds all wisdom and advice about living fulfilling lives. 
The Book of Proverbs will always be linked to King Solomon.  Solomon may have contributed many proverbs, but he did not have exclusive authorship or serve as its editor.  Rather, the king was seen at the height of his monarchy as the ideal representation of Israelite wisdom.  Scholars believe that the book received its final editing during the post-exilic period (6th century BCE and later).

The Book is divided into seven sections:

1) Chapters 1-9, labeled “The Proverbs of Solomon, Son of David.”

2) Chapters 10-22, labeled “Proverbs of Solomon”

3) Chapters 22:17-24:22, labeled “The Sayings of the Wise.”

4) Chapters 24:23-34, labeled “Also the Sayings of the Wise”

5) Chapters 25-29, labeled “More Proverbs of Solomon, Copied by the Men of Hezekiah, King of Judah.”

6) Chapter 30, labeled “The Sayings of Agur, Son of Jakeh: An Oracle”

7) Chapter 31, labeled “The Saying of King Lemuel:  An Oracle”

Ecclesiastes

The Book of Ecclesiastes infers that it was written by Solomon, but most scholars believe its author was an unknown teacher who wrote after the exile (Ecclesiastes is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word “Qoheleth,” which means “teacher”).  Based on the late form of Hebrew found in the earliest copies of Ecclesiastes, many scholars date the book during the Hellenistic period that followed Alexander the Great’s arrival in 333 BCE.  The teacher looks back and examines the predicament of life.  Much of life is vanity (hevel in the Hebrew), meaning insubstantial or empty.   If good theology begins with stripping ourselves of all illusions about ourselves, our neighbors, and God, then Ecclesiastes squares us with the reality of the world in which we live.  Ecclesiastes sounds hopeless at first reading, but some see it as a ringing affirmation of what’s most important in life and an admonition to live life with joy.  It addresses everyday issues like work/vocation.  The most famous passage in Ecclesiastes is 3:1-8 (a time for everything), but the heart of the teacher’s message can be found in 3:12-14: “I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; moreover, it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.  I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before him.”  The author teaches that if you’re not doing the work God has called you to do, you’ll have no peace.  The book emphasizes that God is with us in the midst of our ethical struggles.

The Song of Songs
The Song of Songs also attributes its authorship to Solomon but the book shows evidence of being worked and reworked through many centuries.  The love poems may have been wedding songs, some of which date back to the time of Solomon.  Because there are Persians and Greek phrases, scholars are sure that it didn’t reach its final form until after the Exile.   

Because of the book’s “lusty nature,” many of the Jewish rabbis opposed including the Song of Songs in the canon.  In the second century C.E., the decision was made to include it in the Hebrew Scriptures based on the belief that it allegorically describes the love of God for Israel as a beloved bride.  The Christian Church accepted it quickly for the same reason – it could easily describe the love of Christ for the Church. 

The Song of Songs is the only place in the Bible where there’s a dialogue of love.  Ellen Davis write “In highly imaginative fashion, the Song captures the ecstatic aspect of love that is the main subject of the whole Bible.”
 That love is reflected in the relationship between God and Israel, Christ and the Church.  But it’s also reflected in a mutually respectful relationship between equal partners in marriage.  Such love allows us to get beyond ourselves so we can fully appreciate intimacy with another.   
REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1)  Which Psalm is your favorite?  Why?

2) What are five proverbs that bring insight into your own life?  

3) Do you find hope a message of hope in the Book of Ecclesiastes?

ASSIGNED READING:
LITE:    

· Isaiah, chapters 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11

· Jeremiah, chapters 1, 7, 10, 20, 31

· Hosea, chapters 1, 2, 4, 13, 14 

· Amos, chapters 1, 2, 7, 9

· Micah, chapter 6

REGULAR:    Isaiah 1-39, Jeremiah, Hosea, Amos, Micah
LESSON 16:  THE PROPHETS

Introduction

Our English word comes to us from a Greek word that literally means “one who speaks for another, especially the gods.”  Behind the Greek meaning, we find a Hebrew word that refers to one who communicates the divine will.  The prophet was regarded as a person through whom God speaks.  (Exodus 4:14-16; 7:1-2; and Jeremiah 1:9).  Prophets served as intermediaries between God and His people.

The Role of the Biblical Prophets  

The Biblical prophets were deliberately called by God and placed at crisis points in history.  The Bible indicates that prophets were aware of the exact time of their calling by God (e.g. Moses and the burning bush; the call of Isaiah).  In a broad sense, prophecy arose with God’s call to Moses.  The role of the prophets took on even greater meaning when Israel moved from a theocracy to the monarchy.  For all their wealth and power, Israel’s kings are largely forgotten (with the exception of David & Solomon).  It’s the prophets of that period whose names are committed to memory by biblically informed Christians.

A large part of Israel’s history is sometimes called the “Period of the Prophets.”  It began over the tension between the fertility cults and worship of YHWH, the one true God. Prophecy wasn’t intended to be crystal ball gazing or foretelling.  It arose (and still arises) out of a cultural situation and addresses contemporary issues.  Prophets communicate God’s will for the present and urge people to respond today.  In every age, prophets communicate God’s concern about faithfulness, justice, and social kindness.  

The Message of the Prophet

The message of the prophets is basically five-fold:

1) The Lord is ruler of all history

2) We have a primary need to be right with God

3) There must be a moral foundation of both religion and society

4) God’s message is one of both judgment and hope

5) The coming of the messianic kingdom

Prophetic faith is the absolute belief in a singular, transcendent, holy, and absolutely righteous God.  The prophets had a high view of words. God SPOKE creation into being.  God SPEAKS anew to His people in every age.  In our culture, we see words as symbols which causes them to lose some of their sting.  In the Bible, words themselves are powerful.  

The prophets emphasized that God wants to live in community with His people.  They therefore used the metaphors of relationships:  parent-child, Israel & judge; husband & wife. Those relationships can be summarized as follows:

· God’s faithfulness (see Jeremiah 9:24)

· Israel’s unfaithfulness (see Isaiah 24:5b-6a; 28:15-16a; 17-18)

· God’s continued faithfulness (Judgment, the prophets tell us, is NOT the final word of God.  In spite of sin and judgment, God remains faithful to Israel.  God will act to initiate renewal and restoration.)

The Call

A prophet’s calling was not hereditary, as was a priest’s.  The prophets were men and women of all backgrounds called by God to speak on His behalf.  In the early Old Testament, ecstatic prophecy was common.  The ecstasy which characterized a prophet’s behavior wasn’t attributed to human emotion.  Instead, it witnessed to the spirit of God that fell upon a person, took control of the center of his/her being, and made him/her an instrument of the divine will.  In states of prophetic ecstasy, strange things happened.  I Samuel 19:19-24 tells how Saul, seized by prophetic ecstasy, stripped off his clothes and lay naked and stunned for a day and a night.  In Numbers 11:24-29, there’s a curious story about the spirit of Moses which was transferred to the elders of Israel and caused them to prophesy ecstatically.  When prophets were seized by the Spirit in groups, it’s called “orgiastic prophesy.”  (See 1 Kings 18:20-29).  Many of the early prophets belonged to guilds or schools, which were known as “the sons of the prophets.”  They lived together in communities where they were under the leadership of a chief prophet who was known as their “father.”  (2 Kings 2:3-4; 4:38)

In addition to roving bands of prophets, there were those who were more closely tied to the great holy places of Israel.  Sanctuaries like those at Bethel, Shiloh, and Jerusalem had both priests and prophets on their staff who served side-by-side in a joint ministry.  The cultic prophets had a special part in the services of worship.  Regarded as experts in prayer, they were called to speak to the Lord on behalf of the people.  They also communicated God’s answers to questions or petitions. They were used to gain God’s favor and advice during times of holy wars.  They used dreams (particularly those occurring in a holy place), the sacred dice (Urim and Thummin), and prophetic oracles to determine political decisions and policy.  Although prophecy could render real service, it could also degenerate into merely a professional trade (Amos 7:14).

The most faithful Biblical prophets all had:

1) Good historical memory of what God had done in the past

2) Excellent awareness of what God was doing in the present.

3) A clear grasp of what God had promised to do in the future. 

Prophets and Kings

Prophets and kings are found together in the Bible.  An important part of the prophet’s job was to advise and correct the king.  Because the prophets were called by God, they were beyond the jurisdiction of the kings.  Theoretically, they could deliver messages the kings didn’t want to hear without fear of reprisal.

Elijah and Elisha
Elijah and Elisha were called by God at a critical time in the nation’s history.  Many Israelites were doubting the power of God (YHWH) and sought to “cover their bases” by worshipping the Canaanite gods as well.  The Canaanites believed that Baal’s lovemaking with his female partners revived all fertility of the womb and field.  Baal worshippers imitated their god.  Since most Israelites were uneducated herdsmen and farmers, the cult of Baal held a fascinating appeal, especially when YHWH seemed to turn a deaf ear to their prayers during times of famine.
In contrast to the “latter” or “written” prophets, we don’t have collections of oracles from Elijah and Elisha.  We only have stories and legends that proclaim the great power of YHWH and the authority of God’s prophets.  The underlying question that’s answered in their stories is “who is to be Israel’s God?”

The Elijah and Elisa narratives, which contain many miracle stories, are found in 1 Kings 17-21 and 2 Kings 1-9.  Elijah and Elisha stand in the great tradition of Moses.  Both were prophets who served as intermediaries between the divine and the natural realm, using YHWH’s power to heal and protect.  Many of the nmiracles they performed would later be repeated by Jesus.

About fifty years after Solomon’s death, Omri came to the throne of the Northern Kingdom and founded a new capital in Samaria.  He worked very intentionally to strengthen Israel’s political situation by cementing relationship with other nations.  He sought to improve relations with the Phoenicians by marrying his son Ahab to Jezebel, a daughter of the king of Tyre.  By bringing in a queen who worshipped Baal and allowing her to set up a temple to his cult, the “House of Omri” became a serious threat to the strict monotheism of the laws of Moses.
Elijah, who is described as being “a hairy man, with a leather belt around his waist” (2 Kings 1:8b), is introduced at the beginning of I Kings 17.  He was clearly a well-known prophet with direct access to King Ahab.  Elijah’s power is unquestionable.  Ravens feed him bread and meat during a drought.  The widow of Zarephath fed him without depleting her meager supplies and Elijah resurrected the widow’s son.  The greatest Elijah story is told in chapter 18, when God, through Elijah, defeated 450 prophets of Baal. Nowhere else in the Old Testament is there this dramatic a confrontation between Baal (god of fertility and rain) and YHWH.  Chapter 19 tells the story of Elijah’s journey to Mt. Horeb (Sinai), where he found God not in the wind, earthquake, or fire, but in the silence (often a great lesson for us).  Elisha, Elijah’s successor, is introduced at the end of the chapter.  Morality and justice are the primary issues in the story of Naboth’s vineyard, told in chapter 21.  Elijah then pronounces God’s sentence on Ahab and correctly predicts that his wife Jezebel, whom the narrator blames for introducing Baal worship to Israel, will be eaten by dogs.  Elijah continues to be the agent of  God with King Ahaziah, who sent his men to inquire about Baal-zebub (Lord of the Flies, which is probably an Israelite corruption of Baal-zebul, “Baal the Prince”), the god of Ekron.  Chapter 2 brings the Elijah story to a close as the prophet parts the waters of the Jordan.  Elijah and Elisha cross the Jordan, where a “chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven.” (2:11)
Elisha then tore his clothes (sign of grieving) and picked up Elijah’s mantle (a wrap-around garment) and parted the Jordan so he could return to the west bank.  When the 50 prophets who’d followed the two at a distance saw him, they knew immediately that the spirit of Elijah rested upon Elisha.  (Elisha had asked for a “double portion.”)  Elisha purified a a tainted water supply, helped a poor widow, raised the Shunammite’s son, and fed 100 men (found in 2 Kings 4:42-44, this foreshadows Jesus’ feeding of the 5,000).  Found in chapters 5 and 6 are the healing of Naaman and the miracle of an ax head that floated like Ivory Soap.  These miracles established the power of YHWH and God’s concern for the welfare of ordinary people.  They also established Elisha’s authority, which was both greater than, and independent of, the kings.
Major vs. Minor Prophets

We often hear the prophets referred to as ‘major prophets” or “minor prophets.”  The terms are somewhat misleading because they refer only to the “writing prophets’” – those whose words were collected and recorded in separate books of the Bible.  The four “major prophets” (whose writings are the longest) are:  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.  The twelve “minor prophets” (whose writings are shorter) are:  Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.

It’s very important to remember that the words of the prophets were collected and then edited into their present form by later generations.  This process not only organizes the prophetic messages, it supplements material so it makes sense in a later context.  In some instances, a message may take on new meaning as it’s shaped and passed on in the canonical process.  The Old Testament scholar Brevard Childs writes, “Prophetic oracles which were directed to one generation were fashioned into Sacred Scripture by a canonical process to be used by another generation.”

The Book of Isaiah
Isaiah is actually the compilation of the works of three different prophets.   The name Isaiah means “The Lord (YHWH) gives salvation.”  The book is generally regarded as the greatest of the Hebrew prophets.  The Book of Isaiah is the longest Old Testament prophetic book.  It covers three different historical periods and draws its name from Isaiah of Jerusalem, a man who so strongly influenced subsequent prophecy that the anonymous work of others was associated with his name.  The book’s divisions are:

1) Chapters 1-39:  First Isaiah or “Isaiah of Jerusalem,” who wrote in the 8th century B.C.E.
2) Chapters 40-55:  Second or Deutero Isaiah (or “Isaiah of Babylon”), written during the Exile (which began in 587 B.C.E.)

3) Chapters 56-66:  Third Isaiah, written prior to the arrival of Nehemiah in Jerusalem in 444 B.C.E.
First Isaiah was born in Jerusalem around 770-760 B.C.  Well educated, he was from a family of wealth and stature.  He had a deep knowledge of Jerusalem, the Temple, and Jewish ritual.  Some scholars believe he was married to a woman who was a prophet.  His call (chapter 6) occurred in the same year as the death of King Uzziah, who may have been his cousin.  We know that Isaiah was politically connected, with access to the king.  He spoke very passionately about two political events:

· War against Judah in 734 by King Hoshea of Israel and the king of Damascus, in which King Ahaz of Judah asked for help from Assyria

· Attempt by King Hezekiah (the son of Ahaz) to free himself from the subjection to Assyria.  This occurred in 705, the year the Assyrian king died and his son Sennacherib took the throne (see chapters 36-37).
Isaiah’s theology demanded that Israel and Judah place their trust only in God and not in foreign powers.  The beautiful visions of Immanuel that fill chapters 7, 9, and 11 came about because Isaiah tried to show Judah’s kings that God would stand by them if they remained faithful.

Isaiah is revered for the sheer range and vision of his prophecy.  His message includes a rare mixture of ethical insight, realistic warnings of disaster, and long-range hopefulness.  Isaiah also emphasizes the theme of God’s holiness.  Because God is holy and chose to dwell among the people of Israel, they, as the “chosen people,” must imitate God’s holiness and righteousness.

Tradition says that when Isaiah resisted King Manasseh’s idolatrous decrees, he was fastened between two planks and “sawn in two” (Hebrews 11:37).

Second Isaiah build upon the insights of his mentor, Isaiah of Jerusalem, and his words are some of the most loved in the Old Testament.  We know nothing about his background but we know a great deal about his theology.  He brought Old Testament monotheism to its peak.  He knows that God’s word is all-powerful.  Merciful and forgiving, God will do things never done before – a new exodus, a new creation, the restoration of Zion.  There is a role for all nations in God’s plan of redemption.  (For Isaiah of Jerusalem, YHWH was the God of Israel; for Second Isaiah, there is only one God for the world.)

Writing from Babylon during the Exile, Second Isaiah’s words follow those of Jeremiah and Ezekiel and offer a message of encouragement and hope to exiled Jews.  He predicts God’s involvement in raising up Cyrus to free the Jews, and promises that God will lead his people home “as a shepherd leads his sheep.”

Perhaps Second Isaiah is best known for his interpretation of suffering.  His four “Servant Songs” are found in 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-11, and 52:13-53:12.  Second Isaiah understood the purifying and redeeming effects of suffering on Israel and, through them, the world.  This forms the basis for our understanding of the atoning suffering and death of Christ. 

Third Isaiah is a major source of knowledge about the conditions in Palestine after the return from the Exile.  His words show the tension between the vision of a renewed Israel and the difficult reality which the exiles found upon their return.  Using both prose and poetry, Third Isaiah articulates both hope and despair.  He berates Israel for falling into idolatry.  He emphasizes that God is more interested in inner renewal that external rites and practices.  The Lord wants justice, not fasting.  He wants faithfulness to the covenant, repentance, and a spirit of humility.  The just, Third Isaiah reminds us, will live in peace.

Jeremiah

Jeremiah was 100 years younger than Isaiah of Jerusalem.  He was born around 606 to a priestly family living just north of Jerusalem.  Around the age of 20, this sensitive man was called by God to preach while Judah was still suffering the effects of the long and idolatrous reign of Manasseh.  When Josiah’s good reign and the finding of the “Book of the Law” brought only temporary religious changes, Jeremiah’s mission became one of permanent protest.  Jeremiah is best known for his dramatic calls of repentance and his warning of impending disasters.  His boldness resulted in numerous punishments; he was barred from the Temple, put in stocks, flogged, imprisoned, and beaten.

After a long period of warnings, Jeremiah saw the Babylonian Exile as God’s judgment on the people of Judah.  Once Jerusalem had been destroyed (something the people of Judah thought would never happen), Jeremiah began giving encouragement to the exiles that God’s judgment would not be final.  Judah, now destroyed, would be restored.

The Book of Jeremiah is the second longest and contains considerable biographical and historical information, as well as the prophet’s intimate thoughts and prayers.  Unique to the book of Jeremiah are the laments that begin at 11:18.  Jeremiah is utterly candid about his spiritual struggles with God, especially in the face of his many trials.  Jeremiah’s laments are so vivid (and disheartening to read) that his name became became a noun in the English language.  A jeremiad is a long, mournful complaint or lamentation.  A list of woes can also be called a jeremiad.

Jeremiah emphasized that the inward aspects of religion are far more important than the external forms of worship.  One of the best examples is found in 4:4, “Circumcise yourselves to the Lord, remove the foreskin of your hearts.” It’s the relationship between God and an individual that leads to genuine religious experience.

Jeremiah was carried off to Egypt against his will, where he died.  He’s sometimes been called the “Father of Saints.”  

Amos

A farmer and herdsman from the small Judean village of Tekoa, Amos was tapped by God to preach to the northern kingdom of Israel.  He preached from the shrine in Bethel, but was never one of its professional prophets.   

The book of Amos doesn’t follow events and oracles chronologically.  It moves from large-scale condemnation of the evil in other nations (chapter 1) to the terrible injustice and evil found is Israel (ch. 2-6).  Chapters 7-9 contain visions of God’s punishment upon the people.  The people of the northern kingdom were confident that God’s original covenant guaranteed their protection regardless of how they behaved.  Amos disagreed, and he touched on their moral failures in every level of society – the law, their worship and economic life, and their leadership.  He tells them repeatedly that the natural disasters and attacks from their enemies are God’s punishment for their evil ways, but his message fell on deaf ears. 

Amos stressed the importance of God’s moral rule over the entire world.  God cares about all nations; in 9:7, the Lord says, “Are you not like the people of Ethiopia to me, O Israel?”  Yet because God had chosen Israel for special status, the Israelites were expected to lead a just and upright life.  With privileges comes responsibility.  Because the people refused to repent, Amos was forced to use strong language in an attempt to shock people into turning back towards God.  Amos told the residents of Israel that God would now punish all of the people of an evil nation, rather than merely singling out the king or leader.   

The future looked bleak to Amos, which it was.  Scholars believe that later editors added a small oracle in Amos 9:11-15, which added a note of hope and promise.  After God’s punishment, restoration will come.

Hosea

Born and raised in the northern kingdom, is unique among the prophets because he alone represents the thinking of a purely northern prophet. The book’s opening verse indicates that Hosea’s prophetic career began in 745 and continued at least until the fall of Israel in 722.  He was slightly younger than Amos, with whom he shared a passion for the commandments of the covenant.  (Most of the ten commandments can be found in this book.)

We don’t know if Hosea actually endured a painful marriage to a prostitute or whether this was purely a dramatic way of delivering his message.  What we do know is that Hosea felt so strongly about Israel’s betrayal of God’s love and mercy that he used the metaphor of God as the loving and faithful husband (Hosea) who is betrayed by his harlot wife.  The book of Hosea opens by saying, “The word of the Lord that came to Hosea, son of Beeri in the days of Kings Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah of Judah, and in the days of King Jeroboam son of Joash of Israel.  When the Lord first spoke through Hosea, the Lord said to Hosea, ‘Go, take for yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord.”  So he went and took Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore a son.” (1:1-3) Over and over, Hosea forgives his unfaithful partner, who continues to sin and turn away.  

Hosea emphasizes God’s compassion and sorrow at having to punish Israel for its sins.  He hopes people will turn back to the Sinai covenant and uses many images of their period of desert wandering.  He, more than any other prophet, stresses the importance fidelity and of knowing God.  We best understand those to whom we are the closest, and Hosea stresses that we must come to know God well enough that our attitudes and behaviors are changed for the better.  He pleads in YHWH’s name, “I desire loving compassion and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God and not burnt offerings.” (6:6)    

Hosea failed to alter Israel’s fate.  His words, however, have given all generations a powerful reminder of the covenant’s meaning and the tension between human sin and God’s love.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) The call of Isaiah (in chapter 6) is an excellent example of a symbolic description of a religious experience whose wonder moves beyond the limits of human language.  Have you ever had an encounter with God/Christ/Holy Spirit?  If so, how would you describe it?  

2) Amos taught that with privilege comes responsibility.  As Americans, we are very privileged.  What do you think is our responsibility to God and God’s world?

3) Who, in your opinion, are God’s contemporary prophets? 

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:    1 Kings 12-19, 2 Kings 1-2 and 9-11, Amos 7-9
REGULAR:    1 Kings 12 – 2 Kings 11, Amo
LESSON 17:  THE NORTHERN KINGDOM (ISRAEL)
Distinct differences in geography, history, and culture had long separated the northern and southern parts of Israel.  Seven and a half years after David began reigning in Hebron as king of the southern kingdom (Judah), representatives of the ten northern tribes asked David to rule over a united Israel.  David agreed and moved the capital to the neutral city of Jerusalem.  Solomon inherited the “united kingdom” from his father.  Initially, Solomon’s wisdom and judgment endeared him to all the tribes.  The nation enjoyed peace and prosperity.  Gradually, however, Solomon became seduced by money, sex, and power.  He taxed the people heavily to acquire the funds to complete his ambitious building projects, which included opulent homes for his one thousand wives and their gods, as well as the Jerusalem Temple.  People were conscripted into forced labor gangs.  Unrest was especially prevalent among the northern tribes.

After forty years as king, Solomon died.  His son Rehoboam went to Shechem (deep in northern territory) where the northern tribes were willing to receive him as king if he promised to discontinue some of the burdens imposed by Solomon.  They communicated their concerns in I Kings 12:4: “Your father made our yoke heavy.  Now therefore lighten the hard service of your father and his heavy yoke that he placed on us, and we will serve you.”  

Rehoboam asked for three days to think over their request.  He disregarded wise advice from his father’s advisors and listened instead to a younger group of friends.  His response split the United Kingdom forever: “My father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your yoke; my father disciplined you with whips, but I will discipline you with scorpions.” (12:14).  The northern tribes’ response is understandable: “What share do we have in David?  We have no inheritance in the son of Jesse.  To your tents, O Israel!  Look now to your own house, O David.”

The northern tribes immediately selected Jeroboam, a former chief of Solomon’s forced labor gangs who’d revolted and fled to Egypt, as their king.  The southern kingdom, made up of the tribe of Judah, embraced Rehoboam as their king out of respect to David.  The border between the two kingdoms ran only ten miles north of Jerusalem, the southern capital.  The land owned by the tribe of Benjamin was constantly fought over by both nations.   

The northern kingdom had far more population than Judah.  In addition, its territory contained the richer and more fertile part of Palestine.  Jeroboam worked hard to help his nation regain pride in its history.  He established worship centers at Dan and Bethel, where he built two golden calves.  Since Jerusalem was now part of the southern kingdom, Jeroboam saw the calves as the northern equivalent of the Ark of the Covenant in terms of providing a seat on which the invisible God could sit.  (Only later did people look back on the calves and see how they marked “the beginning of the end.”)

The stories of both the northern and southern kingdoms are told in 1 and 2 Kings, and in 1 and 2 Chronicles.  The books of Kings do not give specific dates for the reign of each king.  The reigns are coordinated with one another so that the years of one king are used to establish the years of another (see 1 Kings 15:25).  This method of dating is not always accurate and scholars now compare the Bible’s probably dating with those given in other historical records (such as Assyrians and Babylonian writings).  That’s why the dates may differ in various commentaries and resources.

The books of Kings are the conclusion to the history of the Israelites that began in the book of Deuteronomy.  They compiled many historical records within a theological framework.  The viewpoint of the Deuteronomic historians was that God blessed those who were faithful to the covenant and punished those who disobeyed the laws of Moses (which fill the book of Deuteronomy).  In the books of Kings, all the Judean and Israelite kings are strictly judged on the basis of their faithfulness to the covenant.  All idolatry and tolerance of foreign religious influences is condemned. 

It’s important to remember that Old Testament history is not just a reporting of events.  Everything is interpreted according to their causes and effects, which are dependent upon the will of God.  The Old Testament writers don’t explore the nature and being of God.  Instead, they tell us who God is by telling us how God acts.  Old Testament historical narratives witness to the fact that the world, and everything in it, belongs to God.  Each story or event is part of God’s salvation history.  

None of the northern kings were faithful to God, at least in the eyes of the authors of 1 and 2 Kings.  We also need to remember, however, that they wrote much later from the perspective of Judah and interpreted the separation of the northern tribes as the beginning of the idolatry that led to their defeat by the Assyrians.  The listing of the kings of the northern kingdom and an approximate listing of dates are:


Jeroboam I…….922-901


Nadab…………
901-900


Baasha…………900-877


Elah……………877-876


Zimri………….
876


Omri…………..
876-869 – founded a new capital of Samaria; “House of Omri”  


Ahab…………..
869-850 – married to Jezebel; period of incredible wealth


Ahaziah………..850-849


Jehoram……….
849-842


   Jehu……………842-815  


Jehoahaz………815-801


Jehoash……….
801-786


Jeroboam II……786-746—Israel gains more land and prosperity

  
Zechariah………746


      Shallum……….. 745



      Menahem………745-738

      Pekahiah……….738-737



      Pekah…………..737-732

      Hoshea…………732-722

The northern prophets and tribal leaders were much harder on the northern kings.  Many of the kings were assassinated.  Sometimes a prophet was behind a coup that led to a change in power.   The custom of having a king’s son succeed him to the throne was much less established in Israel (which had 10 tribes) than in Judah (which was one tribe and a part of Benjamin).  In a nutshell, here’s what we know of the 19 northern kings:

Jereboam I (12:1-14:20) will be condemned for the two golden calves he built (12:20 says “And this thing became a sin, for the people went to worship before the one at Bethel and before the other as far as Dan.”)  Jeroboam is also criticized for appointing priests who weren’t Levites and changing the date of the fall festival. God’s judgment upon him is told in 14:8-9.  There was a great deal of fighting during his reign between Israel and Syria.

Nadab (15:25-32) was the son of Jereboam I.  Nothing good is said about him.  Baasha, the son of the prophet Ahijah (who’d picked Jereboam as king), plotted against him.

Baasha (15:29-34) wasn’t an improvement over Nadab.  He reigned at Tirzah for 24 years during a period when Israel and Judah were constantly at war.    

Elah (16:8-10) succeeded his father as king.  Two years later, his servant Zimri, commander of half of Elah’s chariots, killed the intoxicated king.    

Zimri (16:11-20) destroyed all living members of the House of Baasha.  Because of the bloodshed, Israel chose to have Omri, commander of the Army, take over.  The devastated Zimri committed suicide by burning down his house while he was in it.

Omri (16:21-28) took power with the support of only half the people of Israel.  After four or five years of civil war, his troops defeated those of his rival, Tibni, and Omri took the throne.  He was an able and vigorous leader who is recognized in the histories of other nations.  He moved the capital from Tirzah to Samaria, where excavations reveal the wealth of reign.  He brought Moab under Israelite control and received a tribute from them.  Omri made an alliance with Phoenicia, sealing it with the marriage of his son and the Phoenician princess, Jezebel.  The alliance worked to Israel’s advantage economically by increasing trade, but it had disastrous long-term results.  Even though he was so powerful that Assyrian records referred to Israel as “the land of the house of Omri” long after his death, the authors of I Kings describe him as “even more evil than the kings who’d preceded him.”  Despite the internal stability and economic prosperity that characterized his reign, Israel’s relationship with God and the quality of life for many of her inhabitants were weakened.

Ahab (16:29-22:40) succeeded his father, Omri.  Ahab was Israel’s most powerful and prosperous king.  Archeologists have determined that his building projects were even more elaborate that Solomon’s.  Yet the Old Testament isn’t nearly as interested in reconstructing history as they are telling things from a perspective of faith.  Here, Ahab failed.  He was enormously influenced by his wife Jezebel, the daughter of King Ethbaal of the Sidonians.  Ahab erected altars to Baal and “did more to provide the anger of the Lord, the God of Israel, than had all the kings of Israel who were before him.” (16:33) He introduced the Israelites to the Phoenician Baal, incurring the wrath of the great prophet, Elijah.  Elisha later joined Elijah in denouncing the Baal worship that thrived under Ahab and Jezebel.  Ahab’s wars with the Arameans of Syria are detailed in chapter 20, which appears to be the compilation of two sources of material.  Verses 1-34 are favorable to Ahab, while verse 35-43 are critical of his leniency toward the Aramean king.  At the beginning of chapter 22, Ahab makes peace with Judah and married his daughter to the son of Jehoshaphat (see 2 Kings 8:16-18).  Together they waged war on the Arameans.  The story of Ahab’s death in battle is told in chapter 22.  Note that the dogs lick his blood, just as Elijah promised in 21:19.

Ahaziah (1 Kings 22:51-2 Kings 1:18) succeeded his father and “walked in the ways of his father and mother.”  He served Baal and reigned less than two years before falling through the lattice of his upper chamber in Samaria.  After a fascinating exchange between Elijah and the king’s men in 2 Kings 1, Ahaziah died.

Jehoram/Joram (2 Kings 3:1-9:26) succeeded his brother as king because Ahaziah had no sons.  Immediately, the king of Moab rebelled against him.  Jehoram, who’s also called Joram, went to battle with the kings of Judah and Edom.  Jehoram wasn’t as bad as his parents or brother.  He attempted some religious reforms, including the removal of the pillar of Baal that Ahab had erected.  Nevertheless, he’s judged harshly for following in the footsteps of Jeroboam and has several encounters with the prophet Elisha.  Jehoram was wounded in a war against King Hazael of Aram; he was killed by Jehu with a well-placed arrow that pierced his heart when he was on the property of Naboth. 

Jehu (9:1-10:36) was anointed by Elisha with this message from God: “Strike down the house of your master Ahab, so that I may avenge on Jezebel the blood of my servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of the Lord.  For the whole house of Ahab shall perish.”  When Jehu came to Jezreel, Jezebel called out to him from the window of her palace.  Jehu then asked who was on his side; two or three eunuchs looked down at him and then, in response to his command to throw her out the window, did just that.  Jehu then summoned help from the people in killing all of Ahab’s descendants.  He then had the worshipers of Baal massacred in order to cleanse the land of the idolatry and witchcraft of Jezebel.  The reign of Jehu was excessively bloody; Hosea condemns his actions in the fourth verse of his first chapter (“And the Lord said to him, ‘Name his Jezreel {God sows} for in a little while I will punish the house of Jehu for the book of Jezreel.’”)  We’re also told in 10:31 that “Jehu was not careful to follow the law of the Lord the God of Israel with all his heart; he did not turn from the sins of Jeroboam, which he caused Israel to commit.”

Jehoahaz (13:1-9) succeeded his father Jehu.  Like the other kings of Israel, he “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.”  His reign was marred by battles with King Hazael of Aram (Syria).  At one point, God took pity on the Israelites and their oppression by Aram and “sent a savior” (as in the days of the judges) who helped them escape.  This gift from God did not make the people repent and Jehoahaz died in Samaria.

Jehoash/Joash (13:10-25) succeeded his father as king.  He, too, was wicked.  He had some military success against the Syrains and against Judah, however, and seems to have helped Israel regain at least some of its former power.

Jeroboam II (14:23-29) was the son of Joash of Israel; he reigned for 41 years.  Under his reign, Israel enjoyed renewed levels of prosperity and stability.  The writers of Kings condemn Jeroboam for following in the sins of the first King Jeroboam.  They do, however, state that God chose to use Jeroboam II to save Israel from complete destruction.  Jeroboam II restored Israel’s northern border to Hamath, where it had been during Solomon’s reign, and took the southern border to the Dead Sea (Sea of Arabah).  The increased internal stability led to economic advances.  Israel enjoyed peace with Judah, and the major trade routes through both nations were used to their mutual advantage.  Archaeologists confirm the luxury enjoyed by the upper class citizens of Israel during this period.  Amos and Hosea, however, paint a dark picture of the stark separation between the “haves” and the “have nots.”  This is so counter to the covenant, which was intended to be the foundation of just society where the needs of all people are met.  

Zechariah (15:8-10) succeeded his father to the throne as the fourth generation descendent of Jehu.  Evil like his ancestors, Zechariah was killed by Shallum.  His assassination marks the beginning of more than a decade of violence and near anarchy in the government of Israel.  In the last 23 years of Israel’s existence, the nation had six kings, five of whom gained the throne by murdering their predecessor.  Around the time of Zechariah’s death, King Tiglath-pileser III ascended the throne of Assyria.  He began an aggressive policy of expansion and conquest that eventually made his nation the dominant power in the ANE.

Shallum (15:13-15), after murdering Zechariah, spent only one month of the throne before being murdered by Menahem.

Menahem (15:14-22) reigned for the decade during which Israel lost its independence and became a vassal state of Assyria.  King Tiglath-pileser (called Pul, his Babylonian name) began very successful military campaigns.  Menahem paid the king well over one million dollars annually for the privilege of keeping his throne, an amount he had to gather by taxing his people.  This saved the nation from destruction, but marked the end of Israel’s life as an independent nation. 

Pekahiah (15:23-26), the son of Menahem, was king for only two years before being murdered by Pekah, the son of his captain.  He, like the other Israelite kings, “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.”

Pekah (15:27-31) and the king of Syria formed an alliance to oppose Assyria.  Pekah also took action against the king of Judah (15:37), perhaps in an effort to force him to join the alliance.  Because of this rebellion, Tiglath-pileser captured the cities and regions listed in verse 29 in the year 733.  According to Assyrian records, they turned the captured areas into Assyrian provinces.  Israel was consequently reduced to an area about thirty by forty miles around Samaria.  Many Israelites, particularly those in the upper classes, were deported to other parts of the Assyrian empire.  Hoshea plotted Pekah’s murder, apparently with the blessings of the Assyrians.

Hoshea (17:1-41) appeared to remain an obedient vassal after Shalmaneser replaced Tiglath-pileser as the Assyrian king.  Soon, however, Shalmaneser discovered that Hoshea was trying to engage Egypt in a plot against Assyria.  When his plan failed and Hoshea tried to make peace with Shalmaneser, he was arrested.  The Assyrian army occupied all of Israel except the capital city of Samaria, which held out for over two years.  The city finally fell in 722 and the destruction of the northern kingdom was complete.

The writers of 2 Kings condemn the national leaders of Israel for failing to live by the covenant relationship established between God and the people of Israel.  The covenant is also the basis for judgment by the prophets, who condemn Israel’s economic corruption, social injustice, and religious perversion.  2 Kings 17:15 summarizes the situation when it says, “They went after false idols, and became false” (translated as worthless in the NIV).  

From the perspective of the Deuteronomic historians and the prophets, serious sin has serious consequences.  Israel’s sin leads to the death of the nation.   

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) This lesson is overwhelming in terms of the number of kings.  What were their common mistakes?

2) What can you take from this lesson that will deepen your faith and inform your spiritual journey?

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:    2 Kings 12-14:22, 18:1-25:30, Isaiah 10:20-11:9, Micah 3, 6, Zephania 1

REGULAR:   2 Kings 12-25, Isaiah 10:20-11:9, Micah:1-7, Zephania 1-3 

LESSON 18:  THE SOUTHERN KINGDOM (JUDAH)
Introduction

The kingdom of Judah was smaller and less populous than its sister kingdom to the north.  Compared to the Northern Kingdom, which lay at the crossroads of travel and commerce, the hill country of Judah was relatively isolated.  That proved to be an advantage because it was easier for the residents of Judah to resist foreign deities and practices.

The Kingdom of Judah

Judah had twenty monarchs and all except one (Queen Athaliah) were descendants of David.  Judah relied heavily on the theological conviction that Yahweh had made a special covenant with David, promising to uphold his throne and fill it with his descendants.  That’s why the Southern Kingdom chose to retain Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, even after the ten northern tribes revolted.   

Each of the southern kings is judged in terms of their faithfulness to YHWH and how closely they lived up to their ancestor, David.  The historian’s standard of judgment also focused on whether the king’s worship of God was pure and if the worship rituals were held in the Jerusalem Temple.  Those who allowed the worship of foreign gods are condemned, as are those who built shrines to God away from the Temple.  

The writers of Kings give the following information about each of the southern kings:

1) The king’s name; the first year of his reign is coordinated with that of the king of Israel

2) The king’s age, the length of his reign, and his mother’s name

3) Comparison of the king to King David

4) Reference to another book about the kings

5) Information about the king’s death and his successor

Monarchs of the Southern Kingdom 

Rehoboam.…….922-915 - bad


Abijam…………915-913 - bad


Asa……………..913-873 - good


Jehosaphat……..873-848 - good


Jehoram……… .848-842 - bad


Ahaziah………..842 
- bad


*Athaliah………842-837 – the worst


Jehoash…………837-800 – good at first; then bad


Amaziah………..800-783 – good and bad


   Uzziah………….783-742  - fairly good; Judah’s “Golden Age” 


Jotham……….…742-735  - fairly good


Ahaz……………735-715  - awful


Hezekiah………..715-687  - wonderful

  
Manasseh………687-642
  - awful

      Amon…………..642-640
  - bad


      Josiah….……….640-609  - the best

      Jehoahaz……….609
  - bad

      Jehoiakim………609-598  - bad

      Jehoiachin………598-597 - bad

      Zedekiah………..597-587 - bad


*the only queen, who took the throne illegally

Rehoboam (1 Kings 14:21-30) reigned in Jerusalem, “the city that the Lord had chosen out of all the brides of Israel, to put his name there.”  He fortified Judah by building military cities that were well supplied with food, weapons, and personnel.   

Under his leadership, the people of Judah became unfaithful by copying the idol worship and fertility cult practices of the pagans who lived in Judah.  They built “high places, pillars, and sacred poles” and turned to cultic prostitution.  Both males and females were used in fertility cult rituals; sexual intercourse in the temples was believed to spark magical powers that ensured the fertility of the land and its people.  

During Rehoboam’s reign, Shisak, the founder of a new Egyptian dynasty, invaded Israel  in 918 B.C.  With “twelve hundred chariots and sixty thousand cavalry” (2 Chron 12:3), the Egyptians destroyed some of Judah’s walled cities.  They then entered Jerusalem, where they stripped the Temple, and the opulent homes built by Solomon, of their treasure.  2 Chronicles says that the prophet Shemaiah told Rehoboam that this defeat was the result of their abandonment of God.  Rehoboam and his people repented, and God prevented the destruction of Jerusalem.

Abijam (15:1-8) (some manuscripts call him Abijah) succeeded his father and “he committed all the sins that his father did before him.”  Abijam’s mother was the granddaughter of Absalom, (who’s referred to as Abishalom by the author of Kings), and a worshiper of Asherah. 

Asa (15:9-24) enjoyed a long and faithful reign.  The text is unclear as to whether Asa was the son (v 8) or brother (v10, 13) of Abijam.  Asa instituted a series of reforms.  He stripped his mother (grandmother?) from her position as the queen mother, banished male temple prostitutes, and removed idols.  He didn’t destroy shrines at the high places, but “nevertheless the heart of Asa was true to the Lord all his days.”  Further evidence of Asa’s faithfulness comes from the votive gifts he gave to the Temple.

King Baasha of Israel built a fortress at Ramah, which is only five miles north of Jerusalem near the border between Israel and Judah, so he could control the main road.  Using gold and silver from the Temple, Asa bribed the king of Syria to attack Israel.  When King Ben-hadad invaded Israel, Baasha pulled back from Ramah and the northern kings began reigning in Tirzah.  At the request of Asa, the Judeans dismantled the buildings at Ramah.  The text states that Asa had significant power and built many cities.    

Jehoshaphat (22:41-50) was as faithful as his father.  He eliminated all remaining male temple prostitutes, although he allowed the high places to remain.   Jehoshaphat controlled enough of Edon that he tried (unsuccessfully) to revive Solomon’s merchant fleet operations at Ezion-geber. The authors of Chronicles tell of Jehoshaphat’s judicial reforms so that justice could be administered uniformly and decisions could be appealed.

Jehoram (2 Kings 8:16-24) was sometimes called Joram (v21) like his brother-in-law, the king of Israel.  Jehoram was married to Athaliah, the daughter of King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, who introduced Baal worship to Judah.  Jehoram is condemned by the writers of Kings for following the apostasy of his wife’s family.  Chronicles says that in an attempt to eliminate any possible rivals, Jehoram killed all his brothers and their supporters.  In spite of Jehoram’s sins, God refused to destroy Judah because of the covenant God made with David.

Judah did, however, lose some of its territory during Jehoram’s reign, including the Philistine city of Libnah.  Even more costly was the loss of control over Edom, which meant the Southern Kingdom no longer had a seaport at Ezion-geber (Elath) and its access to southern trading routes to Arabia. 

Ahaziah (8:25-9:29) was 22 when he succeeded his father.  He also “walked in the way of the house of Ahab, doing what was evil in the sight of the Lord.”  After his uncle, King Joram of Israel, was wounded in a battle with King Hazael of Aram, Ahaziah went to Jezreel to see him.  There, be became caught up in the civil war that began when Elisha anointed Jehu to succeed Joram as king.  Jehu ordered his troops to kill Ahaziah as he fled in his chariot.  Ahaziah died at Megiddo; his officers carried him in the chariot back to Jerusalem, where he was buried.

Athaliah (11:1- 16) seized the throne when she learned of Ahaziah’s death. As ruthless as her mother (Jezebel), Athaliah systematically began killing every member of the royal family.  Fortunately, Ahaziah’s half sister Jehosheba rescued one of her nephews, Joash, and hid him and his nurse in a bedroom for six years.

In the seventh year of Athaliah’s reign, Jehoiada, a priest in the temple and, according to Chronicles, the husband of Jehosheba, intervened.  Athaliah, not related in any way to King David, had no legitimate claim to the throne.  Jehoiada summoned the captains of the Carites, who were mercenaries serving as royal bodyguards, and showed them Joash.   With the help of priests who fortified the troops with spears and shields that had been King David’s, the troops surrounded seven-year-old Joash as Jehoiada crowned him as the next king.  The people cheered the restoration of the Davidic monarchy.  Athaliah, hearing the noise, approached.  When she saw the new king and his supporters, she “tore her clothes and cried ‘Treason.’”  She was immediately assassinated.   

Joash (11:12-12:21), who was also called Jehoash, was guided by Jehoiada.   Jehoiada made a covenant between God, the new king, and the people that reinforced the people’s faithfulness.  They then tore down the “house of Baal” and instated repairs to the Temple.  After the death of Jehoiada, however, Joash turned away from God.  2 Chronicles 24:18 says, “They abandoned the house of the Lord, the God of their ancestors, and served the sacred poles and the idols.  And wrath came upon Judah and Jerusalem for this guilt of theirs.”  Judgment came through Syria.  King Hazael of Aram captured the city of Gath, and then headed for Jerusalem.  Joash was forced to pay a heavy tribute, emptying the  treasuries of the Temple and his house to save the capital city.  God used Johoiada’s son Zechariah to confront Joash but the king refused to listen to the prophet.  He had Zechariah stoned to death in the court of the Temple.  (2 Chronicles 24:21)   Joash was wounded by the Syrian army; his own servants then killed him in his bed.   

Amaziah (14:1-22) took the throne after his father’s assassination.  The evaluation of his reign is mixed.  Amaziah was faithful to God in worship and in his covenant responsibilities, but he wasn’t as close to God as was King David.   He vacillated between good and evil.  After avenging his father’s death, Amaziah battled the Edomites which ended in a decisive victory.  The Judean king then contacted his northern counterpart, Jehoash, and asked to meet him face to face.  Jehoash took this request as a threat and counteredwith a fable that put Amaziah in the role of a thorn, while Jehoash is a mighty cedar and a wild beast.  The insulted Amaziah gathered his troops and the two nations battled each other about 15 miles west of Jerusalem.  About two hundred yards of the Jerusalem wall was torn down, and both the Temple and palace treasures were looted.  Hostages were taken, probably to guarantee that there wouldn’t be further aggression on the part of Amaziah.  The people of Judah conspired against Amaziah.  They pursued the king, who fled to Lachish where he was killed.

Uzziah (14:21-22 and 15:1-7) is introduced as Azariah.  His long rule began when he was sixteen.  Uzziah was a successful military leader.  He rebuilt Elath (Ezion-geber) on the Gulf of Aqaba and used the port to open new sea trading routes to the south.  He defeated the Philistines and built cities along the Mediterranean coast.  He also made peace with King Jeroboam II of Israel.  Both nations benefited from their improved relationships.  Uzziah and Jeroboam profited from increased trade and from fees collected from merchants who were promised safe travel through their countries.  Archaeologists have confirmed that Judah thrived economically during Uzziah’s reign.  Local industries, such as weaving and dyeing, were prosperous.  The Negeb area in southern Judah was also more heavily settled than it had been in the past, part of Uzziah’s efforts to develop Judah’s economic and agricultural resources.

The prophet Isaiah began his ministry in Judah during the reign of Uzziah.  The book of Isaiah (chapters 1-39) helps us further understand the reign of Uzziah.  The prophet attacked social injustice among God’s people.  He also attacked the spiritual poverty and lack of faithfulness to the covenant that would prove to be the undoing of both Judah and Israel.  

Second Chronicles (chapter 26) goes into more detail about Uzziah’s reign, including his leprosy.  They attribute the disease to the king’s pride and arrogance, as well as his attempt to perform ceremonies in the Temple that are assigned to priests.  He was required to live in a separate place and excluded from the Temple.  His son Jotham had to take over the palace and governing the people.  

Jotham (15:32-38) “did what was right in the sight of the Lord, just as his father Uzziah had done.”  Yet Jotham didn’t destroy the high places of pagan worship.  He resisted the advances of Pekah of Israel and Rezin of Aram to join them in their confederacy against the Assyrians.  He built the “upper gate” – probably the Benjamin Gate in the north wall of the Temple compound.


Ahaz (16:1-20) succeeded his father, Jotham.  Information about Ahaz’s reign is found in 2 Chronicles 28, in Isaiah’s prophecies (especially 7:1-9), and in the prophesies of Hosea (Hosea 5:8-6:6) and Micah (Micah 5:12-14).  Ahaz is one of the most condemned Judean kings because of his devotion to paganism.  He not only practiced the nature and fertility religions of Canaan, he also sacrificed his eldest son as an offering.  Verse 3b says, “He even made his son pass through fire, according to the abominable practices of the nations whom the Lord drove out before the people of Israel.”  This probably refers to a rite that was part of the worship of the god Molech, practiced just outside Jerusalem.  Children were sacrificed by fire to appease the god, who was probably an underworld deity.

Ahaz faced aggression from the Edomites in the southeast and from Israel and Syria in the north.  He asked Assyria’s King Tiglath-pileser for help, using the treasures from the Temple and his palace in payment.  King Ahaz ignored Isaiah’s plea to stand firm and rely on God, putting Judah squarely under Assyrian control.   To honor the Assyrians, Ahaz built an altar like the one used in his treaty ceremony with Tiglath-pileser in the Temple in Jerusalem.

Hezekiah (18:1-20:21) couldn’t have been more different than his father, Ahaz.  From the standpoint of the narrator, the reign of Hezekiah was the high point in Judah’s history. “He did what was right in the sight of the Lord just as his ancestor David had done.”  He tore down the high places and instituted sweeping religious reforms.  He sought to purge all pagan cults, reorganized the Temple services, and corrected some of the economic and social abuses.   

Hezekiah recovered territory that the Philistines took from Judah during the reign of Ahaz.  Another window of opportunity opened when Assyria had to deal with unrest in Babylon after the death of Sargon.  Hezekiah succeeded in temporarily throwing off Assyrian domination.  In 701 B.C.E., the Assyrians, now under Sennacherib, attacked Judah.  Outlying towns and villages fell first (see Micah 1:10-15), and the siege of the fortress town of Lachish during this campaign became the subject of a large Assyrian carving that’s now in the British Museum.  Hezekiah was forced to pay a heavy fine after the Assyrian victories in Judah.  Assyrian records claim that Sennacherib stormed 46 cities in Judah, took 200,000 captives, and shut Hezekiah up like a “bird in a cage.” 

Not surprisingly, Hezekiah considered military alliances but Isaiah urged the king to trust in God alone.  Hezekiah’s Prayer is found in 2 Kings 19:15-19; verses 21-34 contain God’s response through the prophet Isaiah.  God promised to save Jerusalem; Sennacherib’s defeat and death are described in 19:35-37.

Hezekiah became very ill.  In response to the king’s prayers, God decided to heal Hezekiah and add 15 years to his life.  The Babylonians, hearing of Hezekiah’s illness, sent envoys to visit the Judean king to make a courtesy call and to enlist Judah’s support in a Babylonian rebellion against Assyria.  Hezekiah welcomed them with a great show of hospitality and Isaiah, alarmed at the prospect of a Judean-Babylonian alliance, reacted strongly.  In an oracle in 20:16-18, Isaiah rebukes the king and tells him that it will be Babylon, rather than Assyria, that will devastate Judah.  Isaiah tries to get Hezekiah to understand that God is the only power Judah can trust.  In Isaiah 39:5-7, Isaiah predicts the Babylonian Exile:  “Hear the word of the Lord:  Days are coming when all that is in your house, and that which your ancestors have stored up until this day, shall be carried to Babylon; nothing shall be left, says the Lord.  Some of your own sons who are born to you shall be taken away; they shall be eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon.”

One other notable event took place during Hezekiah’s reign.  The Siloam tunnel (also called Hezekiah’s tunnel) was constructed in Jerusalem so the city could have water even if it were under siege in every direction.  This tunnel (described in 2 Kings 20:20, 2 Chronicles 32:30, and Isaiah 22:8b-11) runs from a spring outside the city walls through 1,700 feet of rock to a pool inside the city.  

Manasseh (21:1-18) succeeded his father as king.  2 Kings focuses exclusively on his sinfulness and lack of faith.  His reign was the epitome of evil.  Manasseh rebuilt the high places his father destroyed.  He erected altars for Baal.  Like Ahaz, he sacrificed his son; he practiced soothsaying and dealt with mediums.  The authors of 2 Kings lay most of the blame for the coming exile on Manasseh.

Assyrian documents verify that Manasseh was a loyal vassal who paid a heavy tribute to them.  During this period, the Assyrian empire reached its height.  2 Chronicles, which isn’t nearly as hard on Manasseh as is 2 Kings, tells how he was taken captive by the Assyrians.  He ended up in Babylon, where the Assyrians dealt leniently with him.  He was allowed to return to Judah, perhaps because the Assyrians wanted to have a loyal, fortified vassal state between them and the Egyptians, who posed far more of a threat than Judah could ever have been.  Archaeologists have concluded that Assyrian captains were stationed in Judah during Manasseh’s reign.   

Amon (21:19-26) took the throne after Manasseh’s death.  He, too, did “what was evil in the sight of the Lord.”  During his two-year reign, Amon continued to be a loyal subject of Assyria.  He was killed at his house by his servants.

Josiah (22:1-23:30) took the throne at the age of eight and was probably aided by a circle of advisors.  The writers of Kings consider him to be the most faithful of the kings.  “He walked in all the way of his father David; he did not turn aside to the right or to the left.” Later, the author of Kings writes, “Before him there was no king like him, who turned to the Lord with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might, according to all the law of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him.”

Josiah instituted sweeping religious reforms.  As the Temple was being thoroughly cleaned, a copy of the “Book of the Law” (a copy of Deuteronomy that had been misplaced and forgotten for some time) was found.  The high priest Hilkiah gave the newly found book to Hezekiah’s secretary, who read it to him.  Josiah was horrified to learn how far Judah had strayed from the covenant.  He sent his officials to seek a message from God through the prophetess, Huldah.  She emphasized God’s judgment on Judah because of its long history of idolatry, but assured Josiah that his humility and grief over the sins of the people would be rewarded; he wouldn’t live to see the coming desolation.

Josiah continued to issue strict Deuteronomic reforms.  He realized that Judah’s future depended upon their faithfulness to the covenant rather than God’s promise to be present in the Temple and the permanence of David’s dynasty.  He gathered people at the entrance to the Temple and led the people in renewing their covenant vows.  He got rid of all cult objects associated with Assyrian, Canaanite, and Phoenician worship.  

Josiah then extended the reform measures into the countryside.  He went as far north as Bethel and Samaria.  He reformed the Passover observances by requiring all people to come to Jerusalem so they would be together of the feast of Unleavened Bread.  He abolished child sacrifice and all other practices that were counter to the laws of Deuteronomy.

During Josiah’s reign, Assyria’s hold on her western vassals began to ease.  In 612 B.C.E., Ninevah, capital of the crumbling Assyrian empire, was destroyed by the Babylonians and Medes.  Egyptian troops moved north to help Assyria against the Babylonians.  Josiah opposed this and his troops met those from Egypt at Megiddo.  There, Josiah was killed by Pharaoh Neco.    

Jehoahaz (23:31-37) was a younger son of Josiah who apparently supported his father’s anti-Egyptian policies.  Pharaoh Neco took him prisoner, brought him to Egypt (where he died), and set his older brother, Jehoiakim on the throne.  Jehoahaz “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.”

Jehoiakim (23:34-24:6) paid the tribute demanded by Pharaoh by heavily taxing the people of Judah.  By 605, Babylon eclipsed Egypt as the world power and Nebuchadnezzar demanded that Judah’s king become his subject.  Jehoikim, who was unfaithful to God, rebelled after three years.  Nebuchadnezzar responded by sending raiding parties into Judah from neighboring countries under his control.    

Jehoiachin (24:8-16) was also evil.  While his servants attacked Jerusalem, King Nebuchadnezzar took Jehoiachin prisoner.  He carried off all the treasures from the temple and king’s house.  He took 10,000 captives, all of whom were skilled or wealthy.  (“No one remained except the poorest people of the land (v14b).” )  The last three verses of 2 Kings tells about Jehoiachin’s release from prison.   

Zedekiah (24:17-25:7) was the uncle of Jehoiachin.  He was installed as king by King Nebuchadnezzar.  He was evil and the behavior of the king and his people angered God.  When Zedekiah rebelled against Babylon, the Babylonian army invaded Jerusalem.  They broke through the Jerusalem walls, burned down the Temple, and carried the remaining people into Exile.  The Babylonians slaughtered Zedekiah’s sons in front of him, then gouged out his eyes and took him to Babylon.   

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:
1) What is one lesson you can apply to your own life from the story of Hezekiah?

2) How did Josiah alter the course of Salvation History?

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:   Ps 137, 2 Kings 25; 2 Chronicles 36; Jeremiah 52; Lamentations 1; Ezekiel 1, 12-18, 37
REGULAR:  Ps. 137, 2 Kings 25; 2 Chronicles 36; Jeremiah 52; Lamentations, Ezekiel, 

LESSON 19:  THE EXILE

Judah’s Final Years

The Babylonians carried the people of Judah into exile in two stages.  In 597, King Nebuchadnezzar’s army took the first group, which included the boy king Jehoichim, the royal family, and Judah’s leading citizens.  While 597 is actually the beginning of the Exile, it’s usually dated as 586, when Jerusalem fell.  The Babylonians burned the Temple and destroyed the city’s walls.  It was at that moment that displaced Jews realized they no longer had a homeland.  During this second deportation, professionals, priests, artisans, and the wealthy were taken to Babylon in chains.  The “people of the land,” shepherds, farmers, and unskilled laborers, were left behind in Judah.

Lamentations

Our best description of what life was like for the “people of the land” is the book of Lamentations, which was written in Jerusalem shortly after the destruction of the city.  It’s a series of five laments and one of our most important sources of information about the conditions in Judah after the Babylonians attacked.  From Lamentations, we know that the remaining people were wracked by famine.  The situation appears to be one of complete despair.  The five lamentations are poems built upon the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.  Each line or stanza starts with the next letter, moving through the alphabet.  To intensify the emotional impact, the author or authors (most scholars don’t believe they were written by Jeremiah) used the form of a funeral lament.

Archeologists have determined that a huge number of towns and cities were destroyed in Judah during the 6th century B.C.E. and never rebuilt again.  Their excavations point to a large loss of life and many of the cities were burned.  The Babylonians left only a few impoverished Judeans behind, far too few to rebuild.  “How lonely sits the city that once was full of people!” begins the book of Lamentations.  “How like a widow she has become, she that was great among the nations!  She that was a princess among the provinces has become a vassal.  She weeps bitterly in the night…Judah has gone into exile with suffering and hard servitude; she lives now among the nations, and finds no resting place.”

Yet no Old Testament book is without hope.  After lamenting the death of the city and nation, we find these words, “But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope; the steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.  ‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘therefore I will hope in him.’  For the Lord will not reject forever.  Although he causes grief, he will have compassion according to the abundance of his steadfast love; for he does not willingly afflict or grieve anyone.” (3:21-24 & 31-33)

Egypt

The land of Judah was reduced to an area only twenty-five miles long by twenty miles wide, stretching from Jerusalem down to Hebron.  In chapters 40 and 41, Jeremiah writes that the Babylonians set up a native prince, Gedaliah, who came from a family that had close ties to the reforms of King Josiah, as governor of the new Babylonian province formerly known as Judah.  Jeremiah was released from prison and chose to stay in Palestine to help.  Unfortunately, a zealous patriot names Ishmael, with the support of the King of Edom, led Gedeliah into a trap and assassinated him.  Ishmael fled to Edom; the Judean leaders who’d been left behind were so wary of the Babylonian response that they fled to Egypt, taking Jeremiah with them.

Egypt became one of the major centers of the Jewish Dispersion (Diaspora).  About a hundred years after the migration of Jeremiah and his fellow Jews to Egypt, some of their descendants were settled on the island of Elephantine (now Aswan).  We know from a papyri discovered there at the beginning of the 20th century that they built a temple where Yahweh was worshipped.  (By this time, the temple had been rebuilt in Jerusalem).  Later, important Jewish settlements also sprang up in Alexandria and other Egyptian cities.  

Jeremiah

Jeremiah understood that the future belonged not to the exiles in Egypt, but to those in Babylonia who preserved the traditions of their past.  The Jews in Babylon were very fortunate Nebuchadnezzar settled them in a single place where they could retain their religion, practices, and culture.  This stands in sharp contrast to the Assyrians’ deportation of the Israelites in 722.  Those people (the “Ten Lost Tribes”) were never heard from again.  The people of Judah knew that history and tried hard to maintain their faith.  Psalm 137 beautifully articulates their struggle: “By the rivers of Babylon – there we wept when we remembered Zion.  On the willows there we hung up our harps.  For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’  How could we sing the Lord’s song on foreign land?  If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither!  Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy.” (v 1-6)
Jeremiah kept in contact with the first group of exiles from the years 597 to 586 (Jer 29).  He counseled them to “build houses and settle in them; plant gardens and eat their produce.  Marry and have sons and daughters…and seek the peace of the city to which I have sent you in exile.”  (Jer 29:5-7).  All indications are that many of the people of Judah did settle down contentedly and make a home in Babylon.  The length of stay in exile – 61 years for the first deportees and 50 for the second group – suggests that almost all of the deportees died in Babylon.  Most of their children knew no home other than Babylon.  The records of the Murashu family, a Babylonian banking firm of the fifth century B.C., were found by archaeologists in the city of Nippur.  They list several prominent Jewish families among their clients about the years 450 to 400 B.C.  Obviously, the Jews were given opportunities to succeed.  Many were so comfortable by the time Cyrus freed the Jews in 536 that they chose to remain in Babylon.  
Second Isaiah

Yet others longed for home.  The people of Israel/Palestine had never been separated from the land that featured so prominently in their faith.  Second Isaiah had a huge impact on these exiled people of Judah.  The time for dire warnings and stern calls to repentance had passed.  Chapter 40, which marks the beginning of Second Isaiah’s works, begins with the familiar words, “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.  A voice cries out, ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.  Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’  To people experiencing spiritual weariness towards the end of the Exile, Second Isaiah spoke about the creative power of God.  “Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel; For our sake I will send to Babylon and break down all the bars, and the shouting of the Chaldeans will be turned to lamentation.  I am the Lord, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King.” (43:14-15)  (The Chaldeans inhabited the coastal area near the Persian Gulf.  The term was often used interchangeably with the Babylonians.)  Chapter 44 begins with these hope-filled words of Second Isaiah: “But now hear, O Jacob my servant.  Israel whom I have chosen!  Thus says the Lord who made you, who formed you in the womb and will help you: Do not fear, O Jacob my servant, Jeshurun (an old poetic name for Israel) whom I have chosen.  For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing on your offspring.”  This prophet’s recorded words end with “For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.” 
Ezekiel

Yet the person who shaped the exilic period more than anyone else was the prophet Ezekiel.  Of priestly descent, Ezekiel was one of the exiles taken in the first deportation.  The fact that he belonged to that group is noteworthy because Nebuchadnezzar’s plan was to take the cream of the population to Babylon and leave behind those who were poorer.  Ezekiel may have been a member of the powerful priesthood of the descendants of Zadok, the High Priest installed by Solomon.  The book of Ezekiel begins with the prophet’s call: “In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, on the fifth day of the month, as I was among the exiles by the river Chebar, the heavens were opened and I saw visions of God.  On the fifth day of month (it was the fifth year of the exile of King Jehoichin), the world of the Lord came to the priest Ezekiel son of Buzi, in the land of the Chaldeans by the river Chebar; and the hand of the Lord was on me.”  That’s followed by Ezekiel’s vision.  It’s important to remember that all language describing God is metaphorical.  In verses 26-28, the word “like” is used ten times to emphasize that Ezekiel isn’t actually seeing God, but he’s experiencing God and describing that the best way he can.   

During the period prior to the destruction of the Temple in 587, Ezekiel warned the Jews about their optimism.  Believing that no harm could befall the holy city, people who were part of the first deportation waited for news from home.  They hoped that Egypt would come to Judah’s aid in revolting against the forces of occupation.   Ezekiel warned that such optimism was folly.  Like prior prophets, he pointed out that Israel’s election as God’s chosen people involved moral obligations.  Only repentance would save the nation or at least a remnant of it.  Ezekiel is very similar to Jeremiah in his oracles of judgment.  He warned that the pagan idolatry of Judah was worse than that of Samaria or Sodom! 

Ezekiel’s message fell on deaf ears until the arrival of the Babylonians plunged the nation into panic.  The Babylonians carried the people of Judah into exile in two stages.  In 598, Nebuchadnezzar stripped the Temple of its valuables and took Judah’s leading citizens to Babylon.  He then set Zedekiah on the throne of Judah.  Weak and uncertain, Zedekiah waffled continuously.  He finally decided to align Judah with Egypt.  Nebuchadnezzar moved in quickly, capturing all cities in Judah and starving the city of Jerusalem for two years.  By 587, almost everyone was exiled by the Babylonians who burned the Temple and destroyed the city’s walls. Archeologists have determined that a huge number of towns and cities were destroyed in Judah during the 6th century B.C. and never rebuilt again.  Their excavations point to a large loss of life and many of the cities were burned.  The Babylonians left only a few impoverished Judeans behind, far too few to rebuild.

In Babylon, Ezekiel’s task shifted to saving the people from total despair.  He predicted the restoration of the people and set about helping them discover how to worship God on foreign soil. The exiles settled by the banks of the river Chebar, a large canal that carried water from the Euphrates through Nippur.  Ezekiel received his call to prophesy in 593, five years after the first deportation.  Clearly called by God to preach to the exiles, he was influenced by his older contemporary, Jeremiah, who frequently wrote letters to the people in Babylon.  The Babylonians gave Ezekiel a great deal of freedom in his ministry and, in chapter 33, the prophet refers to messengers who traveled back and forth to Jerusalem to keep lines of communication open.  

Ezekiel relied upon psychic powers and an older tradition of prophetic behavior which included dreams, trances, ecstasy, and fantastic visions.  By using very traditional language from prophets of earlier periods (including Elijah and Elisha), Ezekiel sought to re-create a sense of trust that God still worked as he always had.    

He was the first prophet to preach to people without a Temple or the Promised Land.  He stressed the presence and power of God throughout his ministry.  For instance, during Ezekiel’s call, God appears in majesty on a chariot throne.  This is noteworthy because God encounters the prophet on the “unclean soil” of the Exile.  Ezekiel saw his role as a watchman over the exiled Jews.  Just as Jeremiah was to have been a “watching tree” (the almond vision in Jer. 1:11-12) and Habakkuk stood at his watchtower (Hb. 2:1), Ezekiel sounded a warning when he saw what God was about to do.

Ezekiel is one of the most highly ordered books in the Bible.  Because there was no court or Temple or city square in which to address people, Ezekiel wrote his words on the scroll:

· Chapters 1-24:  Oracles against Judah and Jerusalem before 587 B.C.

· Chapters 25-32:  Oracles against foreign nations

· Chapters 33-48:  Oracles of hope and restoration for Judah

Throughout the book, Ezekiel uses dramatic picture stories, as well as symbolic actions and visions.  In the 4th chapter, he lies on his left side for 390 days, then on his right side for 40 days.  He also draws on a brick to show how the city will be taken.  In the 5th chapter, he shaves his head and cuts his beard into three parts.  Each is treated differently to demonstrate how Jerusalem will fall:  he burns one, chops up another, and throws the rest to the wind.  The most famous of the visions is the famous allegory of the “dry bones,” found in chapter 37.  “Thus says the Lord God:  I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel.  And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people.  I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.” (37:12-14).

God used Ezekiel to pick up the pieces of a broken exiled community and use them as the basis of a reformed faith.  Throughout his book, he emphasizes God’s justice, holiness, and power.  He emphasizes the Lord’s role in the events of the day, so that Israel and the nations “will know that I am the Lord.”  It’s Ezekiel’s ministry that marks the transition from the religion of pre-exilic Israel to post-exilic Judaism.  More than any other person in the Old Testament, it’s Ezekiel through whom God worked to create Judaism.  God was no longer confined to a small nation; Judaism became a world religion that focused on worship and study, leading to more holy living.  From this period on, the name Jews is used for the people of Judah.  The prophet’s impact can be seen in many ways:

· Israel’s political history had shown how often the chosen people fell into injustice and idolatry while claiming devotion to kingly rule and possession of the land.  A new and better way had to be found now to ensure that Israel’s sordid past wasn’t repeated.

· Ezekiel found that the key for understanding the new covenant is within us; it’s written on the hearts of God’s people.

· Furthermore, the heart becomes central to the expression of faith, not the Temple.  Religion is no longer only the matter of what the community did externally.

· Ezekiel stressed the roles of the Sabbath as a day of rest, reflective meditation on the covenant, personal uprightness, purity, and holiness.

· The spiritual dimension of life is now more important than bloodlines; God will no longer accept people because they were born as Israelites. (chapter 18)

· Individual responsibility becomes, for the first time, important.  “The person who sins shall die.  A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a parent, nor a parent suffer for the iniquity of a child; the righteousness of the righteous shall be his own, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be his own.” (Ez 18:20)

· The study of Scripture becomes central to the faith.  During this period, synagogues begin (one can be started by ten men coming together).  Rabbis become the primary religious leaders, teaching the Scriptures and keeping the faith alive.

· Ezekiel’s new vision was priestly; it stressed the union of the moral demands of the covenant with personal devotion to the daily practices of worship.  His ministry has an important effect on the Priestly school’s arrangement of the Pentateuch (Torah).
The Priestly Writers
During the Exile, a school of priests gathered many of Israel’s cultic and legal traditions together.  This included the lists of ancestors preserved in the Temple, the isolated stories and traditions not found in earlier works, and most of the great law collected in Leviticus and Numbers.  This material becomes the final strand that was later combined to complete the Torah.  The P material was clearly intended to supplement what other sources said about Israel’s historical and religious traditions.

The P writers were very familiar with Ezekiel’s writings.  To help people maintain their faith in YHWH even when everything seemed lost, P emphasized all aspects of Israel’s faith that were still valid.  For the P writers, the promise of land wasn’t nearly as important as the time in the desert at Sinai where the law was given and the tent and ark were built for Yahweh.  P’s treatments of these themes is often longer than even combined accounts from other sources.  P emphasizes the importance of practicing one’s faith despite conditions of hardship or the loss of the land.  They emphasized the importance of placing trust in Yahweh’s goodness and fidelity so they wouldn’t lose faith.  To this end, P structured many details of the old traditions into new patterns that put the emphasis on continuity.  These included:

· The use of genealogies

· The names of places

· Establishing laws for future generations 

· Emphasis on the divine presence in Israel’s midst

· God’s all-powerful word  

· The importance of blessing 

REFECTION QUESTIONS

1) Imagine that we, as Americans, were forced into exile.  How would your life change?  How would that impact your faith?

2) Ezekiel “afflicted the comfortable and comforted the afflicted.”  In which areas of your life do you need to be afflicted?   Where do you need to be comforted? 

3) The Exile changed the Jews’ understanding of religion, stressing God’s presence in our lives and emphasizing the spiritual dimension of faith.  Where is God present in your life?  How can you be more spiritual in living out your daily life?   

ASSIGNED READING:

LITE:   Ezra 1, 3-6, 9; Nehemiah 2-4, 9, 13   

REGULAR:  Ezra and Nehemiah (skip all the long lists!)
LESSON 20:  THE RETURN AND RESTORATION

Introduction

The Israelites’ bondage to the Babylonians was broken when King Cyrus of Persia defeated the Babylonians.  The Babylonian king at the time (539 B.C.) was Nabonidus, a strange man who was far more interested in past history than the present.  He’s been called the “first archeologist,” but his obsession with the past, rather than the present, made him a very unpopular ruler.

In sharp contrast to Nabonidus, Cyrus was a brilliant leader.  Ascending the throne in 550, Cyrus was popular with his people.  He had a gift for winning people over to his side; many battles were halted because the losing side asked for, and received, mercy from Cyrus.  Ruling the entire Median-Persian empire, Cyrus spent the next decade expanding his kingdom to include all of what is now India and Pakistan.  It became obvious to Second Isaiah and the later editors of Jeremiah that is was merely a matter of time before Babylon became his next victim.

The Persian Empire

By 540, Cyrus was marching west.  He defeated the Babylonians in Mesopotamia along the Tigris River by introducing a new weapon, fire.  Already angered and betrayed by their king’s failure to honor Marduk (the Babylonian king of gods) and his capital city, Babylon’s citizens didn’t put up a fight (they actually opened the gates to the city) when Cyrus’s army attacked in October, 539.  Nabonidus had already fled south to escape and the Babylonians were well treated.

The Persians were Aryan people, rather than Semites like the people of Palestine and Mesopotamia.  They had many links to other Aryan groups in northern India.  Their religion was Zoroastrianism.  Zoroaster, who lived during the early 6th century in northern Iran, proclaimed one god who was lord of all.  “Ahura Mazda,” he taught, was the creator of good and evil, the just and powerful one.  There were also many lesser deities and spiritual powers.  At the heart of the religion lay the dualism of good and evil in the world, which was filled with spirits or “angels.”  Zoroaster introduced the idea of a moral judgment for those who die and eternal reward and punishment in heaven (a paradise full of all good things) or hell (a lake of fire).  There was the concept of cosmic judgment and the resurrection of the dead.  Many of these concepts found their way into later biblical descriptions and helped fuel the belief of an afterlife in some Jewish circles by the end of the O. T. period.  Astrology and the office of the magi were developed early in Persian history and survived, despite Zoroaster’s opposition to both.

The Edict of Cyrus

The Persian policy differed greatly from that of earlier Near Eastern empires.  Cyrus respected the local gods and self-rule as much as possible.  He did for Israel what he did for all exiled groups – he issued a decree in 538 that permitted them to return to their homeland.  The “Edict of Cyrus” is found in Ezra 1:2-4: “Thus says King Cyrus of Persia:  The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem in Judah.  Any of those among you who are of his people – may their God be with them! – are now permitted to go up to Jerusalem in Judah, and rebuild the house of the Lord, the God of Israel – he is the God who is in Jerusalem; and let all survivors, in whatever place they reside, be assisted by the people of their place with silver and gold, with goods and with animals, besides freewill offerings for the house of God in Jerusalem.”

News of their freedom was carried by runners throughout Babylon.  For Jews who’d lost hope and deserted their faith, the news was embarrassing.  To the Jews who’d remained faithful to YHWH, the news resulted in utter joy and thanksgiving.  

Babylonian tablets verify the good standing of many Jews within Babylonian society.  They owned business, had planted orchards, and built good lives.  Many chose to remain in Babylon, but others anxiously awaited the arduous journey back to Jerusalem.  

The Return of the Exiles

The first return of the Exiles was led by Sheshbazzar, the son of King Jehoiachin, to whom Cyrus gave valued items taken from the Temple by Nebuchadnezzar (see Ezra 1:9-10).  When the people reached Jerusalem, they were horrified to find the city charred and desolate.  Weeds and rubble covered the “Holy City,” opening old wounds.  The people’s resettlement was further compromised because the crops failed during their first year back. In their second year after returning, they began the long task of rebuilding the Temple, beginning with the foundation.  

The Samaritans, who’d occupied the Holy Land during the period of exile, were eager to participate in this building venture.  They came to Jerusalem and offered their assistance, but were turned down.  A period of extreme tension followed, finally resulting in an order from Persian King Artaxerxes to halt Temple construction.  At this point, the prophets Haggai and Zechariah were summoned by God. Both demanded that the building process resume immediately.  Haggai writes, in 1:8-9: “Go up to the hills and bring wood and build the house (Temple) so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored, says the Lord.  You have looked for much, and, lo, it came to little; and when you brought it home, I blew it away.  Why? says the Lord of hosts.  Because my house lies in ruins, while all of you hurry off to your own houses.” The building efforts were buoyed by the arrival of a second wave of exiles returning from Babylon.  With more workers, construction escalated.  The Temple was finally completed in 515. 

The fact that the holy city had a Temple but no walls was a source of deep concern to Nehemiah, a Jewish cupbearer to the Persian king, Artaxerxes.  He asked for, and was granted, permission to go to Jerusalem and lead the reconstruction.  Nehemiah led the third wave of exiles home and work on the walls began immediately.  Soon Sanballat, the governor of Samaria, conspired with Tobiah, the governor of Ammon, to attack the workers.  Their plot was discovered and the battle plans dropped, but the realization of their vulnerability forced the Jews to work with a sword in one hand and bricks in the other.  A second plot was also foiled.  Amazingly, the walls were completed in only 52 days.  

Finally, around 450, the day for celebration came.  The scribe Ezra assembled the faithful and, according to Nehemiah 8, “all the people gathered together into the square before the Water Gate…the scribe Ezra brought the law before the assembly…and read it from early morning to midday.”

It was Ezra who, convinced that Israel’s tragic history was due to its failure to remain a holy and separate people and alarmed because of the pagan assimilation he saw in the new community, called for a radical new separatist policy.  Chapter 10 describes how Ezra called all the people together and told them to reject their foreign wives and their children.  The people yielded and the policy was carried out.  

This strict policy of separation grew out of Ezra’s desire to make sure that the Jews avoided the apostasy of their past.  Yet the strict emphasis on the letter of the law fostered a very conservative form of Judaism which still thrived in Jesus’ day.

Biblical Resources and Dates
Knowledge of the exile:

· Jeremiah, especially chapters 26-45, and the prose sections

· Ezekiel

· 2 Kings 24-25

· 2 Chronicles 36

· Isaiah 40-55

· Habakkuk

· Lamentations

· Psalm 137 

Twenty-five years immediately after Cyrus’ decision to let Israel go back to Palestine in 538:

· Haggai, 

· Zechariah,

· Isaiah 56-66

· Ezra 1-6

· Chronicles 36:22-23
From 500 BCE to 400 BCE:

· Ezra 7-10 & Esdras (expanded Greek version of Ezra)

· Nehemiah
· Esther

· Jonah

From 200 BCE to 100 BCE

· Daniel

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1) Had you been a Jew living comfortably in Babylon, would you have returned to Israel?

2) The Persians influenced the course of Judaism and, subsequently, the New Testament gospels.  Is that a source of concern or does it help you appreciate the richness of Scripture? 
NEXT ASSIGNMENT:
LITE:  skim Esther and Daniel

REGULAR:   Esther and Daniel, skim Maccabees (especially 1 Maccabees 4:36-59)
LESSON 21:  THE FINAL YEARS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT PERIOD

Introduction

Persia, the leading empire of the day, attacked Greece multiple times.  The Greco-Persian Wars (492-449) rebuffed the Persian advances only by the collective defenses mounted by Greek states.  The Persians then tried bribes, pitting Greek states against one another.  Fighting between Athens and Sparta was especially intense (the Peloponnesian Wars).

During this period, however, the cultural life of Athens reached its peak.  Playwrights (Aeschylus (525–456), Sophocles (d-406), and Euripides (480-406) wrote their dramas, Aristophanes (b-444) his comedies.  Socrates (d 399), Plato (427-347), and later Aristotle (384-322) taught their philosophy, while Epicurus (341-270) and Zeno the Stoic (334-262) worked out their moral philosophies.  Athens, the birthplace of democracy, had about 300,000 inhabitants during this period.
  While the older of these men were making a lasting impact on Greek culture, Ezra and Nehemiah were restoring Jewish life. 

Philip and Alexander 

Philip II of Macedonia became king of the ancient Greek Kingdom.  He made vast improvements to their army, then defeated both Athens and Thebes.  He formed a federation of Greek states, the League of Corinth, before being killed in battle in 338.  His son Alexander, then 20, replaced him.  Alexander had been groomed to replace his father almost since birth.  As a boy, he was tutored in reading, writing, and playing the lyre.  At the age of 17, he began a three-year study with Aristotle.  Alexander had a life-long love of reading and music.  He also followed the example of Aristotle, never forcing Greek culture on those he conquered.  Instead, he introduced it to them with enthusiasm and passion.  Upon assuming the throne, Alexander’s first move was crushing a revolt in Thebes so harshly that it struck fear into the other city states and they all agreed to let him be their leader.  In 334, Alexander began his war against the Persian empire.  He consistently routed the Persians; Darius III fled to the east and was assassinated by local leaders who wanted to make peace with Alexander.  Alexander invaded Egypt, where he founded the city of Alexandria (which would become an important city for both Jews and early Christians).  In 333, he and his armies swept through Israel/Palestine.  He then moved on to Phoenicia, Afghanistan, Persia, and India.  It’s said that when Alexander reached the Indian Ocean, he cried because there was no more land to conquer.  Alexander died on the 10th or 11th of June, 323, at the age of 32.  He was in Babylon, where he’d had a high fever for 10 days.  Tragically, his comrade Cassander had Alexander’s wife Roxana, her son with Alexander, and his mother Olympia murdered so he could take over the throne.

A Divided Kingdom with Greek Culture

Because there was no living heir, much of Alexander’s kingdom was divided between Ptolemy (Ptolemaic Dynasty) of Egypt and Seleucus of Syria.  Poor Israel lay between the two huge empires.  Life under the Ptolmies was easier than under the Seleucids.  
Israel had been influenced by the Greeks even before Alexander the Great.   Greek rulers founded a large number towns populated by Greek pagans.  They had Greek temples, gymnasiums, stadiums for horse racing, youth centers, and theatres.  Greek taxation systems spread throughout the empire that was Alexander’s.  Greek education had a strong emphasis on scientific and philosophical knowledge.

Free movement within the Hellenistic world allowed customs and ideas to flow throughout the empire.  Many Oriental beliefs from Persia and the East began to influence Jewish thought in the late Old Testament period.  Apocalyptic language, concepts of heaven and hell, and a more positive view of the afterlife all enter biblical books in this period.  The late Old Testament period was during an age of syncretism, in which peoples took in the new ways of thinking from both East and West.  The Decapolis (league of ten Greek cities in Galilee and Transjordan) was flourishing by the second century B.C.E.  Samaria had become more a Greek city than a Jewish one.

The Jewish Struggle for Freedom  

Around 200 BCE, Antiochus III (“the Great”) defeated the Ptolemies and took control of Palestine.  In 175, the son of Antiochus III got control of the kingdom and took the throne under the name Antiochus IV Epiphanes (“the god made manifest.”)  The Ptolemies and Seleucids had a mild suzerainty (remember God & Abraham) over Judea. They respected Jewish culture and protected Jewish institutions.  Antiochus IV Epiphanes changed all that.  He was power-hungry and cruel.  To rebuild his empire’s military, he ordered the Hellenization of all his different ethnic people so there would be unity.  To finance his campaigns, he attacked Jerusalem and twice stripped the Temple of all its wealth (169 and 168).  Understandably, the Jews resisted.  2 Maccabees 5 tells the story.  “When news of what had happed reached the king (Antiochus), he took it to mean that Judea was in revolt.  So, raging inwardly, he left Egypt and took the city by storm.  He commanded his soldiers to cut down relentlessly everyone they met and to kill those who went into their houses.  Then there was massacre of young and old, destruction of boys, women, and children, and slaughter of young girls and infants.  Within the total of three days eighty thousand were destroyed forty thousand in hand-to-hand fighting, and as many were sold into slavery as were killed.  Not content with this, Antiochus dared to enter the most holy temple in all the world, guided by Menelaus (he bought the high priesthood, then betrayed his people), who had become a traitor both to the laws and to his country…” (v 11-15).  

Antiochus Epiphanes then forbade the Jewish practice of circumcision, abstaining from pork, and sacrificing in the temple.  He even set up an altar to Zeus in the temple.  The effects were traumatic.  For many faithful Jews, who were already angry with the upper classes who neglected Jewish piety to imitate Greek customs, this was the final straw.  In 167 a revolt broke out in the small Judean town of Modein led by an older gentleman named Mattathias.  It spread throughout the country.  There are 2 important sources which recount the struggle for religious freedom and then for political independence:  Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews (about 100) and I and II Maccabees.

First Maccabees

This book follows the battle for freedom through the eyes of Mattathias and his sons who led the struggle.  In many ways, it’s a “court history” of the “royal family,” who called themselves Hasmoneans after an ancestor.  Mattathias died only a year into the revolt and was replaced by his son Judas, who was given the nickname “Maccabeus,” meaning “The Hammer.”  He was a great leader and general who put together a guerrilla campaign that handed many defeats to the Syrians.  By 164, Judas had taken enough control of the country that he could purify and rededicate the temple in Jerusalem to God after its three years of defilement by the “Abomination of Desolation.”  This is the origin of Hanukkah.  The rededication of the temple so mobilized the Jews that the Maccabeans were able to take control of the territory from Syria down to the Negev and from the plains near the Mediterranean to beyond the Jordan.

Judas was killed in 160 trying to stop a major Syrian attack.  His brother Jonathan took over as leader for the next 17 years.  He was captured in 143 and died in a Syrian prison.  His brother Simon continued his brother’s policies and had even greater success during his nine years of leadership from 143 to 134.  He died violently at the hands of his son-in-law.  First Maccabees ends with the coronation of Simon’s son, John Hyrcanus in 134.  (The book was probably not written down until after Hyrcanus died in 103). 

Second Maccabees

Written by a different author, the book can be divided into three parts:

· First (1:1-2:18) contains two letters to the Jews in Egypt giving directions about the celebration of the feasts of Booths and Hanukkah.

· The second (2:10-10:9) summarizes the account by Jason up to the dedication of the temple by Judas in 164

· The third (10:10-15:39) follows the remainder of Judas’ life up to his great victory over the Syrians in 160.

Second Maccabees includes many stories of Jewish martyrs who died heroically in the midst of persecution by Antiochus Epiphanes.  In praising people for their faith, the book describes an afterlife of happiness with God for the just person.  The author also stresses that God created the world out of nothing.

The Book of Daniel

The Hebrew Bible places Daniel among the last of the writings and doesn’t consider the book prophetic.  Once again, the book can be divided into three parts:

· Part 1 (chapters 1-6):  six “court tales” about a young hero who lived in the courts of Nebuchadnezzar and of the king of the Persians.  The stories reflect many Persian court customs and interests (astrology and dream interpretation), but are written from a very Jewish point of view (through the eyes of Daniel).  Because the stories are set in the period of Israel’s greatest crisis, they provide an example of how God delivers all who are faithful.

· Part 2 (chapters 7-12):  four visions in which Daniel learns about coming occurrences either in a dream or through an angel.  These all contain an explanation of past and future events that will culminate in the destruction of Israel’s enemies in a battle conducted from Heaven.  In the visions, Daniel is shown all the events of the centuries leading to Antiochus IV Epiphanes’ persecution of the Jews.  

· Part 3 (chapters 13-14):  Three stories about Daniel (found only in the Septuagint, which is the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament)

The entire book claims to take place in the 6th century, but almost all scholars agree that the book was written long after the Babylonian Exile.  The book of Daniel is about faith, not history.  The visions are a veiled way of predicting the coming end of the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes and his persecution.  The author of this middle section of Daniel was undoubtedly living through this terrible period and wrote these visions to give strength to Jews suffering for their faith.  God, the author promises, will do away with both the persecutor and the persecution.

Most scholars now believe that the whole book was put together by an author and editor who first collected the stories in part 1 and then added them to the visions of chapters 7-12.  This kind of writing is called vaticinium ex evenua, a “prediction after the fact,” in which an author creates a character of long ago and puts into his mouth as predictions all the events that have already happened.  The language is often coded with symbolic animals, colors, and dates to protect its message from the persecuting authorities.  The emphasis isn’t on predicting the future, but of giving meaning to the present by showing that past events led up to the terrible situation.  God has permitted everything that takes place and is planning to act soon to rescue His people.

Daniel has many similarities to the wisdom tradition and reflects the Jewish concern for the wise practice of religion (compared to the foolish, and sometimes evil, conduct of the pagans who persecute them).  The behavior of Daniel and his friends shows the ideal piety for the post-exilic period.  The book contains the first explicit teaching about the divine promise that the just person will rise after death to a life of happiness with God (12:2).  This teaching is echoed in the later book of 2 Maccabees and becomes a regular part of the faith of the Pharisees at the time of Jesus.  The book of Daniel also predicts a coming kingdom of God that will be brought about by a heavenly yet human figure, the Son of Man (chapter 7), which becomes Jesus’ favorite name for himself in the gospels.
Apocalyptic Literature

Daniel also introduces apocalyptic literature to the prophetic tradition.  Apocalyptic literature is generated by those who are oppressed or persecuted.  They can see no way that forces as they know them – the military (or lack thereof), grass roots movements, an uprising – can help them.  Apocalyptic literature helps answer the question “Why is God allowing the righteous to suffer?”  It responds by showing that God is about to intervene and end the present age, punishing evil and rewarding those who are faithful.  The present therefore becomes a time of testing (will the righteous remain faithful?).  Apocalyptic hope is “otherworldly.”  It’s pessimistic about the present age of history but optimistic about the age to come.   

Apokalypsis is a Greek word meaning “a revelation, disclosure, unveiling, or vision.”  This kind of literature is very dualistic.  The universe is divided into good and evil.  Those forces engage in battle but, in the end, God is always victorious.  Apocalyptic literature is filled with: 1) animal symbolism, 2) numerology (especially 6, 7, and 12), 3) predicted woes, 4) astral influences, 5) angelology and demonology, and 6) emphasis on the Messiah.  Apocalyptic literature is almost always written under to pseudonym since it promises the demise of one’s enemies.  

New Testament apocalyptic literature, which talks about the end times (eschatology), cannot be understood apart from its Old Testament backdrop.  For instance, the book of Revelation has 404 verses.  Of those, 278 contain one or more allusions to Old Testament passages for a total of 518 references.  Each of the synoptic gospels has a discourse containing apocalyptic eschatology:  Matthew 24:1-25, Mark 13, Luke 21:5-36.

Esther

The book of Esther is unique for two reasons: 1) it doesn’t specifically mention God, and 2) it’s the only Old Testament book not found amidst the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran.  The dating of the book is late – either from the late Persian or early Greek period.  Its setting is during the reign of King Xerxes, who ruled the Persian empire from 486-465.  Esther reads like a short novel and was included in the canon for two reasons:  it establishes the feast of Purim and warns the Jewish people that they must always separate themselves from pagan governments and be prepared to defend their faith when it’s threatened.  The feast of Purim (the word means “lots” and refers to the lottery than Haman used to choose the date for the massacre) is still observed annually in gratitude for their deliverance from extermination.  The scroll of Esther is read as part of the celebration

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1) What’s your reaction to the book of Daniel?

2) What makes this book unique to the Old Testament?
3) God’s timing is incredible.  What changes in thought did He bring about in late Old Testament time?  How did they enable Jesus to have a more effective ministry? 
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