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AN INTRODUCTION to the OLD TESTAMENT

Raymond B. Dillard and Tremper Longman Il

Zondervan Publishing House

Grand Rapids, Michigan

A Division of HarperCollins Publishers

PREFACE

The completion of this book after eight years of intense labor comes with
feelings of great joy and sadness. The joy accompanies the relief of a task
accomplished. | think if | had really known the work involved in writing
such a book | would have hesitated to begin. Nonetheless, | am glad that |
did do my part in the writing of this book. It forced me to confront issues
that | might otherwise have avoided.

The sadness | feel is that my co-author, mentor, colleague, and good
friend Ray Dillard is not present to savor this moment with me. Ray died of
a heart attack on October 1, 1993, at the age of forty-nine, just three
months before the writing was concluded.

It was a privilege to work with him at the seminary, to travel with him as
we spoke at churches and academic institutions, and to write this book
with him over the years. At his death we had only a handful of smaller
chapters to finish. He had already completed the rest of his assignment,
and he was able to interact with all of my material.
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Some months before he died, Ray and | had a conversation about the
dedication of the book. There was no question to whom we would
dedicate it. Our wives, Ann Dillard and Alice Longman, have supported us
throughout our careers. Without their help and encouragement, we could
never have completed this study.

We also want to thank our children—Joel, Jonathan, and Joshua Dillard
and Tremper (1V), Timothy, and Andrew Longman—six boys who have
kept us on our toes and brought great happiness into our lives.

Ray taught at Westminster Theological Seminary from 1971 until 1993,
and | have been there since 1980. | cannot imagine a better environment
for a teaching and writing career. The administration is supportive and
creative, the faculty is friendly and incredibly competent, and the students
are interested and interesting, coming from over thirty different countries.
We also thank the seminary for providing financial and moral support over
the years.

In addition, we appreciate the confidence that Zondervan has extended to
us by asking us to write this book. In particular, we thank Stan Gundry,
Len
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Goss, and Ed van der Maas. A student, William L. Stroup Jr., did an
excellent job helping me at the proofreading stage.

| am thankful that this book was not a mere academic exercise. Ray and |
believe that the Bible is God’s Word. We thus hope that our work will
serve the church in helping students and ministers understand that Word
better in all of its literary beauty and theological power. So lastly, and most
important, | thank God for allowing us the opportunity and giving us the
strength to bring this work to completion.

Tremper Longman Il Westminster Theological Seminary
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1. Introduction
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The Genre

The genre of introduction has a well-established place in the field of Old
Testament studies. It is one of the first volumes that serious students of
the Bible encounter in their quest to understand the text. Its very title
connotes the preliminary nature of its subject matter. As E. J. Young, the
authors’ distinguished predecessor at Westminster Theological Seminary,
commented, the word derives from the Latin introducere that means “to
lead in” or “to introduce” (Young, IOT , 15).

It is thus the purpose of this introduction, like all introductions, to acquaint
the reader with information that is important to know in order to read the
books of the Old Testament with understanding. In more contemporary
terminology, our goal is to provide the student with resources needed to
achieve reading competence (J. Culler, Structuralist Poetics:
Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of Literature [Cornell, 1975], 113-
30).

There have been many introductions written during the history of biblical
studies. The history of the genre may be found elsewhere (Young, IOT,
15-37, and Childs, IOTS , 27-47); it will not be repeated here.
Nevertheless, we will recount a few of the major transitional points to give
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the reader a feel for the evolution of the genre and to provide a framework
for the present volume.

The church fathers did not write what we would recognize today as
introductions to the Old Testament, but they did deal with topics that
would later occupy volumes that go by that name. Thus Jerome,
Augustine, Origen, and others wrote concerning authorship, literary style,
canonics, text, and theological issues. Their comments, however, may be
found in scattered locations and not in any single volume.

Childs and Young disagree over the date of the first true modern Old
Testament introduction. The latter ( IOT , 18) attributes it to Michael
Walther (A.D.

1636) because of his distinction between matters of general and special
introduction (see below). Childs, on the other hand, dates it later with J. G.
Eichhorn, whose three-volume Einleitung was first published between
1780 and

1783. The difference reflects the theological disagreement between
Young, who as a conservative acknowledges the work of Walther, who
held a high view of inspiration, and Childs, a critic (though moderate), who
requires the advent of the critical method to find the first “truly modern,
historical critical Introduction” ( 1I0TS

35).

In the twentieth century the introduction continued its evolution along the

lines of the development of the discipline as a whole. Thus after
Wellhausen
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iIntroduced the documentary hypothesis, all succeeding introductions had
to take his theory into account (see 2. Genesis, HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND, Composition and Authorship, pp. 38-48). The same is
true with later developments, including form criticism and tradition
criticism.

While mainstream introductions agree in their acceptance of critical
methodology, there are differences among them. These differences may
be observed in a sampling of the introductions that are still in use. The
introduction by Eissfeldt represents classic German criticism. Much of his
work is devoted to reconstructing the history of the composition of the
individual sections of the Bible. Although his work is idiosyncratic in detail,
Eissfeldt devotes detailed attention to a source analysis of the
Pentateuch. In the critical tradition, Rendtorff adopts a somewhat different
approach in that he follows in the line of Noth and von Rad to present a
more historical analysis of the Pentateuch. B. S. Childs, on the other
hand, brackets many of these questions of the historical development of
the individual books in order to delineate the canonical function of the
books.

The preceding paragraphs describe the general contours of mainstream
Old Testament studies. Specifically, they delineate the developments of
critical Protestant Old Testament studies in Europe, Britain, and the
United States. Protestant scholarship was mainstream because ever
since the early part of the nineteenth century this approach to the text
controlled most of the large churches and virtually every major academic
post. The majority of Catholic and Jewish scholars who were writing and
teaching at this time also accepted many of the tenets that were
developed by these Protestant scholars.

Nonetheless, there was still a small but determined group of conservative
Protestant scholars who were active in the field and produced Old
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Testament introductions. The four most significant works are by Young,
Archer, Harrison, and LaSor-Bush-Hubbard. They differ in length, areas of
interest, and, though they are all conservative in their approach to the text,
theology. A characteristic of conservative scholarship as represented in
most of these volumes is an apologetic interest. This concern is
represented least in the LaSor-Bush-Hubbard volume, but conservative
scholars have felt it necessary to direct much of their discussion toward
combating the historical-critical method and in particular a source analysis
of the Pentateuch.

The Purpose of the Present Volume

The above discussion provides a backdrop for a description of the
purposes and aims of the present volume. The following comments
provide a guide to the plan of this introduction and give a rationale for the
approach adopted here. We highlight the direction of this introduction and
also some of the ways in which it differs from typical introductions.

Theological Perspective

In the first place, this introduction represents a Protestant and evangelical
approach to the text. This theological orientation will become immediately
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obvious in the discussion of various critical issues. An evangelical doctrine
of Scripture, however, does not answer all hermeneutical and interpretive
guestions, nor does it prevent us from learning from the tradition of
historical criticism. Indeed, our introduction will provide example after
example of dependence on the previous labors of scholars in both the
evangelical and critical camps. Many of the issues that have divided
evangelical and critical scholars are as contested today as in the past, but
we appear to be entering a new era of communication and mutual respect
about which we can all be grateful. This introduction will depart from many
of the well-entrenched conclusions of critical study, but it will do so with
respect and not with rancor. What does it mean to write an introduction
from an evangelical perspective? Among other things, it means treating
the text as the church has received it. While not denying the possibility of
sources and the history of development of individual biblical books, the
focus of this introduction will be squarely on the finished form of the
canonical text. This approach dovetails with recent interests in canonical
theology and literary study of the Bible. The similarities, however, though
welcome, are in some sense superficial, since most critical scholars who
take a synchronic approach to the text merely bracket diachronic issues
for the moment. Childs is a good example. He is careful never to disown
typical historical criticism, while in his introduction and elsewhere he
downplays these concerns in order to highlight the canonical role that the
Bible plays in theology and the church. His commentary on Exodus
(Childs 1974) is a prime example of both his synchronic and diachronic
concerns. They are both present but are not integrated with one another.

Scope

Old Testament introduction is often subdivided into two areas: general
and special introduction. General introduction treats topics that cover the
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whole testament, issues such as text and canon. Special introduction
handles individual books. Our introduction will focus on special
introduction and will proceed book by book. The order adopted will be that
recognized by readers of the Bible in English. This differs from a number
of introductions that follow the order of the Hebrew Bible in the Masoretic
tradition (for instance, the introductions by Young and Childs).

Most of the introductions mentioned above concentrate on historical
guestions surrounding a biblical book. This diachronic impulse crosses the
conservative-critical line. Issues such as who wrote the book and when,
the history of the development of the text, and the historical background of
Its contents are typical. These are important problems that will be treated
here as well when necessary. Nonetheless, there are other equally
Important topics that help introduce the reader to the books of the Old
Testament. For instance, the literary genre, shape, and style of a book are
essential keys to its proper interpretation. In addition, while a book of the
Bible may have been produced separately from the rest of the canon, its
meaning now resides in the context of the other books of the Old
Testament and, for Christians, the New Testament.
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Accordingly, we will reflect at some length on the theological message of
the book within its broader canonical context. In conclusion, these three
general topics will constitute the discussion in each chapter: historical
background, literary analysis, and theological message. We will give
general introductions to these three topics in the second part of the
chapter.

By now our readers may be asking how we intend to cover all of these
topics while keeping the introduction to a reasonable length. We feel that
it is important, especially if the book is to be used effectively in the
classroom, to limit its size. There is one area that will get less coverage
than is found in some other introductions and that is the history of
research. Except in some critical areas such as source analysis of the
Pentateuch (and even here the discussion is brief), we will feature only
the high points in research and mention representative scholars rather
than attempt an exhaustive delineation of past scholarship. We will, of
course, be careful to give credit to those whose research has enlightened
us. Furthermore, the bibliographies refer to the works that can lead
interested students to the history of research on any given book. In regard
to the bibliographies, it will be noticed that a premium is placed on books
and articles written in English. In part, this signals the end of the period of
time when German scholarship was considered the vanguard in the field.
But, more significantly, it is part of our attempt to tailor these
bibliographies for the English-speaking seminary student. Foreign
language references are added to the bibliographies only when they are
crucial for the discussion.

The Major Topics

As we said, each chapter deals with the historical background, literary
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analysis, and theological message of the book under discussion. The rest
of this introductory chapter is devoted to explicating these three topics.
What follows will allow readers to understand the orientation of the
authors and will also allow the authors to refer back to these more general
statements.

While these three topics are treated separately, it must be born in mind
that they function in a fully integrated manner in the biblical text
(Sternberg). The history has theological meaning; the theology is based
on historical events. The texts that narrate this theological history or
historicized theology are fittingly described as literary art.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Bibliography

Alter, R. The Art of Biblical Narrative (Basic Books, 1981). Damrosch, D.
The Narrative Covenant: Transformation of Genre in the Growth of Biblical
Literature (Harper & Row, 1987).
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Long, B. O. | Kings with an Introduction to Historical Literature (FOTL 9;
Eerdmans, 1984).

Long, V. P. The Art of Biblical History (Zondervan, 1994). Ramsey, G. W.
The Quest for the Historical Israel (John Knox, 1981). van Seters, J.
Prologue to History: The Yahwist as Historian in Genesis
(Westminster/John Knox, 1992).

Cautions

Even new Bible readers hear the warning to read the Bible “in its context”
and not to treat passages in an isolated fashion. However, many
understand the context to be literary only and then forget to read the Bible
In its historical context, that is, the time period in which it was written and
about which it narrates.

One cause is the misunderstanding that describes the Bible as a timeless
book. The Bible is a timeless book only in the sense that it has impact on
every generation. The books of the Bible are also culture-bound. They
were written for people in antiquity in a language and culture and with
literary conventions that they understood.

As modern readers, we are distanced from the events that motivated the
writings of the book. So, even though the authority of the Bible is focused
on the text and not on the events which it narrates, it is still of the utmost
importance to read the Bible in the light of the time period from which it
comes.

As such, the books of the Bible are careful to signal their relative age. Not
every book is able to be dated with precision, but, with little exception,
each book informs the reader of its time of composition and describes
events of a historical character.
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While ignorance of the historical context of the Bible threatens a correct
understanding of the Bible, a second major danger confronts the reader.
This danger is the imposition of contemporary, Western values on the
historical writings of the Old Testament.

It is thus of great importance that we not only describe the value of a
historical approach to the Old Testament but also explore the nature of
Old Testament historiography.

What Is History?

In the first place it is important to differentiate history and historiography.
The first refers to the events that have taken place in the past, and the
second, to writing about the events. To ask whether a book is historical or
not is a complex question. It could refer to the intention of an author or to
his success in achieving his intention.

In this book, when we identify a biblical book’s genre as historical, we are
asserting that the author’s intention is antiquarian. We must, however, go
even further. A book may intend to be historical, but not be a history
textbook in the modern sense of the word. In other words, history is
different from a videotaped
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representation of the past in that it involves a historian, one who must
interpret these events for his contemporary audience. Indeed, as Howard
has indicated (1993, 30), “Only that account is ‘history’ that attempts to
Impose some coherence on the past” and “all history writing is of
necessity ‘perspectival,” even ‘subjective,’ in the sense that it owes its
shape to its author’s activity in selecting and communicating material”
(1993, 35). The subjectivity involved in historical narration does not
iInvalidate the historical intention, as some skeptics argue; rather, the
interpreter of the biblical historian must take into account the latter’s
perspective on the past.

Biblical history does have an antiquarian interest. The author(s) of the
Pentateuch believed that God actually created the universe in the past,
Abraham migrated from Mesopotamia to Palestine, Moses parted the Red
Sea, David ascended the throne of Israel, the kingdom was divided under
Solomon’s son, the Babylonians defeated the Israelites, Ezra and
Nehemiah led a reform in the postexilic community. However, the
historicity of these acts is assumed in that they are stated and not proved.
The concern of the text is not to prove the history, but rather to impress
the reader with the theological significance of these acts. History and
theology are closely connected in the biblical text.

Indeed, biblical history is not objective history—that is, uninterpreted—
history, but rather history narrated with a divine purpose. For this reason,
commentators have referred to biblical history as “theological history,”
“prophetic history,” and “covenantal history.” The last is especially
appealing, because covenant is the primary divine-human relationship
metaphor used in the Bible, and the Bible charts this relationship from the
time of Adam and Eve (Genesis) through the time of consummation
(Revelation).

Further, we must explore the relationship between history and fiction,
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especially in the light of the work of scholars such as Alter (1981) who
tend to confuse the two. Alter observes the literary artifice of the history
books of the Bible and labels it “fictional history” or “historical fiction.” As
Long (1994, 66) points out, however, “fictionality is a possible but
misleading category for biblical historiography since after all an account of
something is not literally that something. But fiction is a genre that is not
constrained by any ‘something.” He offers the adjective “artistic” in the
place of “fictional” to describe the “creative, though constrained, attempt to
depict and interpret significant events or sequences of events from the
past” (Long 1994, 66).

This issue leads to the question of historicity. Is it important that the
events actually took place in space and time in the past? Ramsey (1981,
see discussion in Long 1994, 83ff.) pointedly asks the question, “If Jericho
IS not razed, is our faith in vain?”

The phrasing of the question lures one to a simplistic answer. The
destruction of Jericho has no direct bearing on our faith in Christ.
Nonetheless, indirectly the question is crucial. It certainly raises the issue
of the epistemological basis of our faith. Many people, even modern
people, will agree with Paul when he states, “If Christ is not raised, our
preaching is useless and so is your faith” (1 Cor. 15:14, the verse in
whose language Ramsey poses his question). Our knowledge of this
resurrection comes from the Bible, which
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purports to be God’s Word and thus claims to be trustworthy. The Gospels
present themselves as historical, though theological and artistic, accounts
of the resurrection. The book of Joshua, as an example of an Old
Testament historical book, also presents itself as an account of the past
acts of God to save his people. On what basis, besides arbitrary modern
sensibilities and desires, would we accept the teaching of the Gospels
and reject the teaching of Joshua? Thus to suspect or reject the historical
facticity of the razing of Jericho does indeed raise an obstacle to faith. The
historicity of the historical books of the Old Testament is important
because “the Bible makes numerous claims—explicitly and
iImplicitly—concerning the factuality of the events it records. At the most
fundamental level, at the central core of Christian beliefs, is the fact that
Christ did indeed die for the sins of humanity and then rose from the grave
In a great victory over death. This forms the ground and basis of our faith”
(Howard 1993,

35).

History and the Supernatural

A major issue as one approaches the subject of history and the Bible is
the occurrence of supernatural events. This immediately brings to the fore
the role of the interpreter’s presuppositions.

In the Old Testament one reads of a bush that burns but is not destroyed,
a donkey that speaks, dead people who live again, seas that part, the
sun’s stopping in mid-sky, and more. If an interpreter approaches the Old
Testament as he would any other book—that is, if he perceives it as
written from a human vantage point, about human affairs—skepticism is
warranted. A second interpreter, however, who admits the reality of God
and who believes that God is the ultimate and guiding voice of the Bible
will not have difficulty accepting the supernatural events of the Bible.
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This is, of course, where the dialogue between conservative and critical
scholars gets stalled. Nonetheless, conservatives must guard against the
tendency to overhistoricize the Bible. Legitimate genre questions must be
addressed in the interpretation of certain books. Why are there differences
between the narration of the same events in Samuel-Kings over against
Chronicles? What is the historical kernel of the Job story? Is Jonah history
or parable? These issues will be addressed in later chapters.

The Nature of Biblical Historiography

Thus biblical history is not an objective reporting of purely human events.
It is an impassioned account of God’s acts in history as he works in the
world to save his people. Accordingly, it is “theological,” “prophetic,”
“covenantal history.” The following traits characterize this history:

Selectivity . No history can tell everything about its subject. It would take
longer to write about an event than it does to experience it if the
historian’s goal
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were to be comprehensive. Thus all history writing involves selectivity.
What will be included and what excluded?

A look at the synoptic accounts of the history of David’s reign in Samuel-
Kings and Chronicles illustrates the point. In the former, there is a long
narrative about David’s sin with Bathsheba and her later role in the
transition of the kingship to Solomon (2 Sam. 11-12; 1 Kings 1-2), but no
mention of the woman by the Chronicler (except in the genealogy in 1
Chron. 3:5).

But selectivity is not only a necessity of space but also a part of the
function and intention of the historiographer. The biblical historian is not
interested in every aspect of the past, but focuses on the community of
Israel (often as represented by its king). And although the community
interests often find expression in the political and military life of the people
of God, the historical books of the Old Testament are not interested in
politics for its own sake, but only in how politics and military action impact
Israel’s relationship with God.

One of the keys to a proper interpretation of biblical historical books is the
discovery of the writers’ intention and how that affects their principle of
selectivity. These issues will be addressed in the following chapters as we
study specific books, but we can illustrate our point quickly, though not
exhaustively, by comparing Samuel-Kings and Chronicles. Samuel-Kings
emphasizes the sins of the kings of both Israel and Judah, particularly
their rejection of the law of centralization. The role of the prophets is
emphasized as is God’s delayed retribution. Our later chapters on Samuel
and Kings will argue that the evidence indicates an exilic date for this
book and an intention to answer the question “Why are we, God’s favored
people, in exile?” So, for example, it fits into the purpose of this historian
to include the Bathsheba account, which highlights David’s sins. On the
other hand, Chronicles focuses on Judah alone, minimizes the sins of the
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kings, and asks questions of Judah’s historical continuity with the past.
There is also an emphasis in reporting on the temple. Once we discover
that the time of composition of this historical work is the restoration period,
we see that its principle of selectivity is driven by different questions:
“What are we to do now that we are back in the land?” and “What is our
connection with Israel in the past?”

Emphasis . This trait is closely connected to the previous one. Not all acts
of God, not everything that occurred to Israel was equally important to the
biblical historians. Some events are emphasized over others. Thus
emphasis often supports the intention of the book in a way similar to that
of the principle of selectivity. For instance, the emphasis on the temple in
Chronicles in contrast to Samuel-Kings arises, in part at least, because of
the fact that the temple was being rebuilt at the time. Thus through the
use of emphasis and by drawing analogies with the past, the Chronicler
shows the continuity between the people of God at the end of the period
of the Old Testament and the people of God at the time of Moses and
David.

But sometimes emphasis serves other, more didactic purposes. Of the
many cities that were overrun at the time of the conquest, two stand out in
the narrative in terms of emphasis: Jericho and Ai. These are emphasized
because
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they are first, but also because they are a paradigm for the proper waging
of holy war. The lesson of Jericho (Josh. 6) is that obedience to the Lord
results in military victory, while the lesson of Ai (Josh. 7) is that
disobedience, even by a single individual, will grind the conquest to a halt.

Order . For the most part, biblical history follows a roughly chronological
order. Much of it rehearses the history of Israel under the reigns of its
various kings. However, chronology is not a straightjacket, as can be
observed in a number of places in the narrative. Occasionally, other, often
thematic, concerns take precedence.

For instance, 1 Samuel 16:14-23 recounts David’s early service to Saul as
the musician whose gift soothed Saul’'s tormented soul. The following
chapter introduces David a second time as the one who defeats Goliath.
The problem with the latter story is that when David is presented to Saul,
the king does not recognize him (17:58); this would be strange if he had
been serving in Saul’s court for a period of time. A probable explanation of
this anomaly is that the text is not focused on chronological reporting but
intends rather a dual topical introduction of David, who as a young man
already manifested the gifts that would gain him renown as the sweet
psalm-singer of Israel as well as the mighty warrior of the Lord.

Application . Already we have commented that the biblical historians
make no attempt to be dispassionate. They were not modern historicists
seeking the brute facts of history. On the contrary, they were prophets
who mediated God’s Word to his people. They were the vehicles of God’s
interpretation of his own holy acts.

As a matter of fact, it is not misleading to envision the historians of Israel
as preachers. Their texts are the events. They apply them with zeal to the
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congregation of Israel. These texts are a wonderful integration of history,
literature, morality, and theology.

BIBLICAL HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY

Bibliography

Albright, W. F. “The Impact of Archaeology on Biblical Research—1966,”
iIn New Directions in Biblical Archaeology , ed. D. N. Freedman and J.
Greenfield (Doubleday, 1969): 1-14. Dever, W. G. “Archaeological Method
in Israel: A Continuing Revolution,” BA 43 (1980): 40-48. Idem.
“Retrospects and Prospects in Biblical and Syro-Palestinian Archaeology,”
BA 45 (1982): 103-8. Wright, G. E. “Archaeological Method in
Palestine—An American Interpretation,” Eretz Israel 9 (1969): 125-29.

<- Previous First Next->

http://www.biblecentre.net/reference/ot_intro/introl4.html (2 of 2) [14/08/2006 03:29:19 p.m.]



AN INTRODUCTION tothe OLD TESTAMENT

<- Previous First Next->

ldem. “The Phenomenon of American Archaeology in the Near East,” in
Near Eastern Archaeology in the Twentieth Century: Essays in Honor of
Nelson Glueck , ed. J. A. Sanders (Doubleday, 1970), 3-40.

Since the Bible does have a historical intention, it makes claims about
what happened in the past. Archaeology is the field of study that
iInvestigates the material remains of a culture to reconstruct its history.
Thus two sources, the biblical text and the material remains recovered by
archaeological study, make claims about the past.

The relationship between these two objects of study is highly disputed.
Some would argue that archaeology is the handmaiden of biblical studies.
The former is mute, so to give the remains voice we must turn to texts
such as the Bible. Others object strongly to such a subservient role for the
discipline (Dever), even rejecting the label of biblical archaeology in favor
of the more neutral Syro- Palestinian archaeology.

This volume is not a biblical history, but we must address for a moment
the hermeneutical issues involved in archaeology in order to assess its
value in connection with biblical historiography. The issue is actually very
complex, and the interested student should turn elsewhere for further
study (see bibliography,

1. Introduction, BIBLICAL HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY,
Bibliography). However, for our purposes we can point out that the use of
archaeology involves more than simply digging up artifacts and holding
them up against the biblical facts.

We have already considered some of the issues involved on the textual
side. For example, we are not presented with simple brute facts in the
Bible. On the other side, we must point out that archaeological remains
also need interpretation. This involves the presuppositions of the
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interpreter just as the interpreter of texts begins with certain
presuppositions. Indeed, the case can be made that archaeology is a
more subjective discipline precisely because the objects are mute (with
the exception of extrabiblical textual material, which is subject to the same
Issues as the interpretation of the biblical text) as opposed to the biblical
text, which provides us with interpretation of events.

In the final analysis, it is much too simplistic to expect from archaeology
either an independent verification of biblical claims or a certain scientific
refutation of them. For a specific example, please see the discussion on
the date of the Exodus (3. Exodus, HISTORICAL BACKGROUND, The
Nature and Date of the Exodus).
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Stories and Poems

The Old Testament contains very little technical material. For the most
part, its contents may be described under two rubrics: stories and poems.
Certainly, there are items like the list of tribal boundaries in the second
half of
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Joshua or the description of the main sacrifices in the first chapter of
Leviticus, the pentateuchal laws, and the seemingly endless genealogy
that begins the book of Chronicles. Even these passages, however, are
within the context of stories about Israel’s past and God’s great acts in
their midst. We encounter nothing quite like our modern history or
scientific textbooks and certainly nothing approaching a theological essay
or confession. Surprisingly, we encounter stories and poems.

Stories and even poetry speak to a broader segment of the people of God
than would a more technical and precise form of communication. Even the
youngest and the uneducated can appreciate and understand the stories
of Samson and Delilah, Esther, or Ruth. In addition, stories and poems do
more than inform our intellect. They also arouse our emotions, appeal to
our will, and stimulate our imagination in a way that a modern systematic
theology cannot.

Since such a large amount of the Old Testament comes in the form of
stories and poems, it is important to raise the question of interpretation
before entering a survey of its various components. Cultures differ in their
method of telling stories and writing poems, and as “foreign” interpreters
we need to discover the conventions that governed the writing of the
biblical authors. Thus we will offer an analysis of storytelling and poem
writing in ancient Israel with the intention of developing a “reading
strategy” for interpretation.

The Conventions of Old Testament Poetry

Poetry is highly stylized language that is usually easy to distinguish from
prose stories. Poetry is an artificial language in the sense that it does not
follow the normal rules for communication.
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While there are characteristics of poetry, there is no single or even group
of defining traits. In rare instances, particularly in some of the prophets, it
is difficult to tell whether the passage is poetic or highly stylized prose.

Terseness . The leading characteristic of poetry is terseness or
conciseness. While prose is composed of sentences and paragraphs,
poets use short clauses, grouped together by varying levels of repetition,
and stanzas. As a result, poetic lines are very short. This trait becomes
obvious in many English translations of the Bible, because the poetic
material has wider margins.

Poetry says much in very few words. This economy of language comes
about in various ways, the two most interesting being (1) the suppression
of conjunctions and other particles and (2) a high frequency of imagery.
The latter will be discussed below, but a note will be added here on the
former. Conjunctions are short but important words that show the
relationship between one clause and another. In poetry, however, they are
used very sparingly, and intentionally so. They are often implied, as for
Instance in Psalm 23:1:

The LORD is my shepherd,

| shall not be in want .
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There are no conjunctions here in the original, but a cause-effect
relationship is implied: Because the Lord is my shepherd, therefore | shall
not be in want.

The relative absence of conjunctions in poetry lends to its terseness and
necessitates a slower, more meditative reading.

Parallelism . Most Hebrew poetry contains a high proportion of repetition.
The most frequent type of repetition is within a poetic verse or line but
may occur over wide distances within the psalm (see Ps. 8:1, 9). The
repetition, while sometimes nearly synonymous, is rarely verbatim.

Parallelism is almost always present in poetry. It is also a linguistic
ornament that is occasionally found in prose contexts. Thus it alone is not
a sufficient criterion to define poetry. Wherever there is a high proportion
of parallel lines, however, we can be certain that we are dealing with a
poetic passage.

Parallel lines are not strictly identical; they are similar, yet different.
Parallelism is not “saying the same thing using different words.” The
different words of the second part of the parallelism advances the thought
of the first part in some appreciable way. For example,

| will praise you, O LORD, with all my heart ;

| will tell of all your

wonders . (Ps. 9:1)

In the second part (also called the second colon) of this rather typical
bicolon, the psalmist specifies the nature of his praise. He answers the
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guestion, How will | praise God? He will praise the Lord by witnessing to
God’s great acts in history.

The proper way to interpret a parallel line, then, is to meditate on the
relationship between its parts. Nothing can be assumed ahead of time
except that the second and following cola will in some way elaborate or
specify the thought of the first line (Kugel; Alter; Berlin; Longman 1988).

Parallelism is another reason to slow down and meditate on poetry. It
takes some moments of reflection to determine the relationship between
the cola and between the lines of a poem in the Old Testament.

Meter . Meter plays an important role in most poetry of the world. Greek
and Latin poetry operate with definite metrical schemes. Thus it is not
surprising that early exegetes, trained in classical rhetoric, sought to
identify the metrical canons of Hebrew poems by using the categories of
classical poetry (e.g., Josephus, Augustine, and Jerome).

The quest for the key to unlock the mysteries of biblical meter have
continued unabated ever since. Bishop Lowth, in his magisterial work on
Hebrew poetry in the eighteenth century, considered meter along with
parallelism to be an essential trait of poetry. He could not discover,
however, the particular type of
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meter that was at work in biblical poetry and attributed his failure to his
distance from the time of composition.

Lowth’s reticence did not hinder those who followed him. For over two
hundred years various scholars have claimed that they have finally
discovered metrical canons that allow us to scan and even to reconstruct
poems. One has only to look at the text-critical apparatus to see how
frequently an emendation is introduced metri causa (“for reasons of
meter”).

The attitude of more recent scholars toward meter has largely changed.
An increasing number have come to the conclusion that meter does not
exist in Hebrew poetry (O’Connor 1980; Kugel 1981). Although some
have continued to argue for metrical schemes (Stuart 1976), the view has
been unable to convince many scholars (Longman 1982).

Imagery . Although images are found throughout the Bible, they occur
with more frequency and intensity in the poetic portions. Imagery
contributes to the compactness of poetry, because it allows the authors to
communicate their message using fewer words.

Imagery is an indirect way of speaking or writing. Unlike dire