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Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 10 supplementary handout – OT Theology
Unity and Diversity - finding a Old Testament Theology

One of the big questions in Old Testament studies this century has been the subject of the theology of the Old Testament – in other words what does the Old Testament as a whole say about God, humanity and the world. For much of Christian history, the Church assumed the theology of the Old Testament was the same as that of the New Testament (apart from a few ‘heretics’, such as Marcion who rejected the Old Testament for having a different theology from the New Testament). It either used the Old Testament for proof texts (e.g. treating the prophets as predictors of Christ) or allegorised the Old Testament to tie in with the New.

The enlightenment gave rise to the view that the Bible should be read like any other book against its own historical context, not in the light of what had happened afterwards. Hence many historical critics consciously laid aside the New Testament (and often belief) to study the book 'objectively'. This reading of the Old Testament, without New Testament spectacles, has been given new emphasis by Literary criticisms. The growing awareness of the Jewishness of Jesus has given even more impetus to reading the Old Testament on its own terms rather than through a Christianised world view.

The question then, is: what is the theology of the Old Testament? Indeed does it even have a single unified theology? The latter question is important because there is so much diversity in the Old Testament – not only of genre but of content. We have already noted the difference between the historical books and the wisdom books, and the difference in theology between Job and Proverbs. Can we create a unified, systematic theology without omitting something?

For instance, in this course we have emphasised 'Blessed to be a blessing' (Gen. 12:3) as a central unifying theme. We have seen how Israel was blessed by God with the intention that she should be a blessing to all nations. This theme runs through all the histories, the prophets and the restoration. It is a helpful framework for holding the Old Testament together and overcoming a fragmentary view of it, as well as for understanding the New Testament. Yet, while some of the Psalms fit this theme (see e.g. Ps. 67), much of the Wisdom material doesn’t fit in so neatly! Indeed, many attempts at a unified Old Testament Theology have come unstuck on the Wisdom literature.

An overview of recent historical answers to unity and diversity

The historical studies of the Old Testament (especially source criticism) in the late 1800s tended to fragment the Old Testament and stress how it was made of many smaller units, as well as how similar it was to other Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) religions. The emphasis was on the Old Testament as a history of religion – the growth of religious ideas over the centuries. As a growing and developing religion it was hardly going to have a unified theology. Therefore it was believed that the theological ideas within the Old Testament changed and developed, reaching their purest and truest form in Jesus. In this view, if you wanted the best theology you need only look at the New Testament, but the Old Testament was useful to see how we had arrived at this theology. (Evolutionary ideology was holding sway!)

The 1930s evidenced a reaction against the history of religions school. Eichrodt published his 3 volume Old Testament Theology claiming that the Old Testament had a unified theology around the central idea of 'covenant'. All the Old Testament, he claimed, upheld this central principle that God was a personal covenanting God and the people were a covenant people in special relationship. While there might be changes in theology between older and later parts of the Old Testament, the changes were fairly insignificant because the Hebrew Bible did have a consistent theology. This worked well for Vol. 1 of his work dealing with the Pentateuch and the History Books, but not Vol. 2 when he discussed the Wisdom literature. Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes etc. don't mention covenant, and emphasise a God who is much more transcendent. The other point where he came unstuck was in deciding which covenant was central. The Old Testament has several covenants, and the one made with Noah is different from the Abrahamic or Mosaic covenants! The Bible, it appeared, was not quite as unified on this matter as Eichrodt made out. Other scholars tried to suggest other centres for a systematic Old Testament Theology: e.g. it was claimed that 'God' was the central theology of the whole Old Testament – but Esther doesn't mention God, and many of the Wisdom books are more about Israel and relationships between people than about the character of God.

In the 1960s Von Rad reacted against both these types of systematic interpretation of the Old Testament, and claimed there was no central theology to the Old Testament. He suggested that all these so-called 'Theologies of the Old Testament' imposed a systematic theology from outside of the Old Testament text. If the Old Testament was read for itself it revealed, he claimed, a concern for the unfolding of history as the sphere of God's action, an unfolding rather than a systematic revelation. He coined the phrase 'Salvation History' as a summary of what the Old Testament was about. Each biblical generation or group of people (priests, prophets, court historians, etc.) understood something different from God's workings within their history. However, many later scholars pointed out that all Von Rad was doing was substituting a different centre – namely, Salvation History – for those previously proposed. Like previous attempts, Von Rad's suggestion floundered on the Wisdom literature which has no direct reference to history, salvific or otherwise, but is more concerned with the present.

Von Rad's ideas led some people into a 'winding quest' view of the Old Testament, the idea of a developing revelation. This was a variation of the views of the original History of Religion School. It claimed that God revealed himself gradually to his people as they sought after Him. So, for instance, it was suggested that God started by revealing his law as 'an eye for an eye', which was very restrained for the time and as much of a change for the people as was possible early on. When the people had got used to this, Jesus introduced the idea of 'turn the other cheek', so gradually bringing people more in line with God's ultimate intentions. God did not approve of ‘an eye for an eye’, but it was a useful stepping stone to getting people to realise what God really did want – mercy not revenge. The theory goes on to suggest that at times – not surprisingly, because of human sin and weakness – Israel drew the wrong conclusions about God's revelation. So, e.g. Ezra with his exclusivism or the Judges with their holy war got the wrong end of the stick and proclaimed something that was not of God. God had to patiently teach them that this was not a proper theology and bring them back out of the cul de sac onto the path to true enlightenment. It has to be said that this sort of view is still basically evolutionary and imperialistic. It assumes that later peoples are more enlightened than primitive people; that the further one goes in the biblical revelation the closer one gets to the truth. It also assumes that we are the pinnacle of an upward movement of enlightenment, and are able to discern where all previous attempts at a Old Testament Theology took a wrong turn and where they got things right.

The 1970s saw a swing back to a Christian interpretation of the Old Testament to be put alongside a Jewish interpretation. Brevard Childs is the key instigator of canonical criticism, but others have taken it much further. In canonical criticism the stress is on the Old Testament as sacred literature to be read as a faith document rather than an historical one. It is therefore valid to read the Old Testament through Christian spectacles.
After Von Rad there was a hiatus in the writing of Old Testament Theologies. It was believed that such a task was now impossible – the Old Testament material is too diverse to claim any one theology from it. However the late 1990s saw several scholars take up the task of Old Testament Theology again. Walter Brueggemann produced his classic Theology of the Old Testament based around the idea of Israel's 'testimony' and counter-testimony to God. It tries to hold on to the paradox of differing views within an overall framework. John Goldingay has now written the first two volumes in his 3-volume Old Testament Theology. 

However difficult it is to create a theology out of the Old Testament books we all need to find some way of getting hold of the message of the Old Testament as a whole. We need to unify them to make sense of the books. Indeed if all the books are about the same God then there should be some unity. However, simplistic reduction of the Bible's ideas to a united theology does run the risk of ignoring the diversity of those books. At the same time as the Old Testament points to a consistent God it also mirrors the diversity that makes up life and the many paradoxes that are the heart of its claims about God (transcendent and immanent, disciplinarian and merciful, in control yet giving up control). Paradoxes do not nicely fit a scheme of unity. 

The Making of the Canon

At this point it may be worth recapping what was covered in Doing Theology on the making of the Canon.

Around 600 BC, before the exile, it seems likely that collections of 'torah' ('law, instruction') existed (c.f. 2 Kings 22:8ff). References in the prophets to patriarchal and exodus-tradition stories suggest that some at least of these traditions were also circulating and being collected, especially at the shrines (e.g. Bethel, Jerusalem). It is also possible that some of the prophets wrote down their own prophecies (see e.g. Mic. 3:1); certainly their disciples may have begun to record them. Most scholars believe the traditions were still oral at this stage but a substantial minority believe the writing of traditions had begun. Another minority believe that most of these traditions were lost and there are only faint echoes in the Bible we now have.
In the 400s BC, the Hebrew Bible began to be created in the Persian period during and after the exile. The Exile was a major crisis and required Israel to rethink her relationship with God. She either had to admit Babylon's gods were greater than Yahweh, or she had to redefine what it meant to be God's people. This may have prompted the collection and recording of traditions – ex-patriots often more zealously protect the customs of home! The return from exile gave the Jews the chance to re-establish their religion on a new footing. Ezra, Nehemiah and others of their group were determined that ‘torah’ should be the basis of Israel's religion. It is from this time that the various parts of the torah were collected together in the form of the Pentateuch,  i.e. the Pentateuch was probably written c.300 BC. Some scholars believe that the Pentateuch was created in this time (or even slightly later) as propaganda literature for this new form of religion, but most agree that what was created was a framework for the collection of traditions, passages to link traditions, and additional asides added to explain terms that had got lost. The ‘former prophets’ (the books we call Joshua - Kings) were also probably finalised in this time.

While the Pentateuch became fairly fixed as 'the Torah', other works such as the prophets and the wisdom writings were less determined and many different writings circulated in this period of time. Some were ancient while other books were relatively recent. Gradually the prophets and the histories became canonised, collected together into one work, but the Writings (Psalms and Wisdom) seem to have remained nebulous well into the first century AD. Some of the documents in this collection may well be post-exilic writings. 

By the first century AD there were two main ‘canons’ or groups of books in circulation:
1. The Palestinian or shorter canon was more like our Old Testament. This canon was approved for all Jews in Jamnia in 90 AD, when the fall of Jerusalem had caused another crisis in Judaism. It is likely that the choice of the Palestinian canon over the Alexandrian canon was influenced by the fact that Christians used the Alexandrian canon. (Ezekiel it seems almost got omitted from the Bible at this stage). It took several hundred years more before Christians accepted this Palestinian canon.
2. The Alexandrian Canon was based on the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures (the Septuagint) and included many Jewish books we now call apocryphal. Nevertheless, for the compilers of the Septuagint these books were canon and they seem to have been canon also for many early Christians.

Between 200 BC – 200 AD the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek in Alexandria. The early translations (e.g. of the Pentateuch) seem to have been a very careful translation, but the later translations seem to be a paraphrase – a sort of Living Bible version! This work is called the Septuagint (LXX) because of a tradition (probably erroneous) that it was translated by 70 Jewish scholars. We have many copies of the Septuagint but all from nearly 1000 years later, which gives a lot of time for copying errors to have crept in! The Septuagint is much longer than our present Old Testament (e.g. Esther in the Apocrypha has several extra chapters while Daniel 3 in the LXX has 96 verses not 30) and it also contains many extra works. It seems that the early Christians, being Greek speaking, used the Septuagint and often New Testament quotes seem to come from the Septuagint, although other Greek translations that have since been lost were probably also used. The Septuagint suited Christianity because of its many intertestamental works which were more akin to the New Testament (e.g. with the concept of angels, resurrection, apocalyptic, wisdom etc). In fact the Apocrypha was used right up until the Reformation – when Luther ditched it because he thought it was a Catholic invention. 

At a similar time to the translation of the Septuagint the scrolls found at Qumran were being written (c. 150 BC – 68 AD). What survived the ravages of time is mostly fragments but they are some of the oldest fragments we have of an authentic Hebrew edition of the Hebrew Bible.

Continuing our history of the canon, by the 100s BC most of the Jewish people no longer spoke Hebrew. So the rabbis began to do oral and then written translations into Aramaic. But it was not enough simply to translate the Bible – commentary and explanation was needed too. The Rabbis provided such commentaries, and they are known today as Targums. Many Targums were written in Babylon by those Jews who had not returned from exile – hence they are often called the Babylonian Targums.

In the 390s AD Jerome created a Latin translation i.e. a Christian translation of the Palestinian canon into Latin (known as the Vulgate). Similarly, Christians translated the Old Testament into Syriac creating the Peshitta Bible which uses Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic Targums for its Old Testament translation.

The Old Testament version we have today stems from the 500s-800s AD when the Massoretes (from Massorah 'text, tradition') developed a vowel system for Hebrew letters. Before this, Hebrew was written only with consonants and often without gaps between words. This was fine if you knew what the text was saying, but when the language was no longer a living one, it made reading hard work. The Massoretes were worried that, now Hebrew was no longer spoken, the meaning of the Bible would be lost. However they themselves were not always sure what vowels to put in and what the text had originally meant. The text was, it seems, considered so sacred that they could not alter it, but they did write in the margins corrections they thought should be made. The earliest copies we have of this Massoretic text date from 1000 AD e.g. Leningrad Codex, Aleppo Codex, Cairo Genizah. 

The question arises at times as to which is more authentic – the Qumran collection, the Septuagint, the Targums, the Peshitta or the Massoretic text, especially when they do not agree. It is doubtless the case that all are subject to scribal errors and guesses where the text is obscure. Therefore it is not possible to say that one of these is superior to all the rest. Most Christian and Jewish scholars prefer the Massoretic text, but will study all of them when a problem is encountered. The study of different texts to try and establish what was originally written is known as textual or lower criticism. 

Some hints for reading the Old Testament

This course has only been able to skim over the surface of the Old Testament in the hope of giving a better understanding of the story line running from Genesis to Nehemiah, of the different types of writing within the Old Testament, of some of its themes and a few of the questions scholars are asking.

In order to rightly read the Old Testament always keep in mind the differences in world view we discussed in Class 1 and don't ask of the text questions it is not designed to answer.

Read narratives carefully and take note of the narrator's asides. The biblical narrator is much more ambivalent than we think. David and Solomon are not explicitly condemned for their polygamy, but we note how the narrator blames future problems of the empire on too many sons from too many wives. The narrator is there to tell the story, as it is, warts and all, for you to make your own judgements, but s/he does not necessarily approve of all that goes on! Don't take it for granted that everything in the Old Testament is approved of.

Finally read varied commentaries and choose ones that mix scholarship with message. People with views other than our own may well have a challenge for us, however much we dislike them.
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