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Preface

The following work requires some explanation as to its purpose since it
is neither an introduction to the Old Testament in the accepted sense
nor a comprehensive history of the ways in which the Old Testament
has been interpreted since Wellhausen. It is no more than a sketch of the
latter, and to have attempted the larger task would have required a
volume much greater in size than I have been able to offer. My aim has
been to provide the student and general reader with some picture of the
main lines of interpretation which have affected the study of the Old
Testament, with a particular emphasis upon questions of methodology.
In doing this I have concentrated upon the work of a few scholars whose
contributions appear to me to have been particularly significant and in-
teresting in this respect. I have also endeavoured where possible to
show some of the inter-connections which relate the work of various
scholars to each other. Within each of the chapters which deal with the
main sections of the Old Testament canon I have endeavoured to main-
tain a broadly chronological outline of development.

Two major departments of the study and interpretation of the Old
Testament have been almost entirely left out of my treatment. One of
these is the linguistic and philological examination of the text and
language of the literature and the other is that of Palestinian and Near
Eastern archaeology. For these omissions I would wish to venture the
following reasons, besides my own lack of competence in these
specialized fields. One is that both fields of research affect the entire Old
Testament, so that to consider them would have required a separate
section in each of my main chapter divisions. The other is that each of

vii



these departments of study has grown so enormously in the past century
that they properly require separate treatments of their own if they are to
be described in a sufficiently meaningful way.

For practical reasons I have kept footnotes to a minimum and
references to literature to what is essential for a proper understanding of
the chronological perspective. I hope I have provided enough informa-
tion for the reader to be able to find some further treatments of the main
issues that are discussed. That my selection of developments may
appear somewhat arbitrary has been unavoidable in order to keep the
work within a reasonable length. I have also found it necessary at times
to indicate where I think scholars have been wrong, without being able
to set out all the reasons for my doing so. Undesirable as this is, it seems
to me preferable to making the survey no more than a catalogue which
remains neutral in its conclusions. I hope that the reader who is unable
to accept my judgements will at least see the point of them.

My indebtedness to other scholars should be apparent throughout the
book, although I have avoided so far as I have been able to do so the
repetition of discussions and surveys which are readily available in
other volumes. It remains for me to express my particular thanks to Dr
Cecil Northcott of the Lutterworth Press for his kindness in suggesting
that I should write this book.

R. E. Clements
1976

1

Introduction

The years since 1870 have witnessed an immense scholarly involvement
in the study and interpretation of the Old Testament, closely matching
in effort and range that devoted to the study of the New. Both
Christians and Jews, as well as historians and orientalists who have ad-
mitted allegiance to neither faith, have been intensively occupied with
sifting the documents, searching out relevant parallels, and repeatedly
asking how, when, and why this literature came into existence. Since
the beginning of the Christian era the Old Testament has been used and
read in substantially the same form as that in which it exists today, and
its earliest literary sources go back approximately a millennium more.

The reasons which led to the quest for a fresh critical understanding
of the origins and significance of the Old Testament are certainly to be
traced to the years before 1870, and most of the methods and tools of
literary and historical scholarship had already become available, and
had been tested, by this time. In fact many of the conclusions about the
structure and origin of the Old Testament which broke so disturbingly
upon the Church and the world in the next decade through the writings
in Germany of such scholars as J. Wellhausen and B. Duhm, were cer-
tainly not entirely novel or unprecedented. In a great many respects they
represented a refinement and consolidation of views that had been
propounded for a number of years. What was new was the strength of
the case that was now being eagerly canvassed for a fresh critical ac-
count of the historical rise of Israel and its religion, and the clarity with
which the case was now presented. It made a warm appeal to a wide cir-
cle of competent scholarship who were readily able to examine the
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evidence on which it was based. In the minds of the leading exponents of
this higher criticism, as this study came to be called, it was clearly felt
that no one had anything to fear from its new truth. Faith would not be
overthrown, but rather strengthened, and given a new and more solid
foundation on which to rest. Knowledge of the historical facts about the
origin of the Old Testament, and the Israelite religion from which it had
emerged, would provide a sure foundation upon which faith could build.

Hence in the writings of the new generation of critical scholars there
is to be found an evangelical fervour about the manner with which the
new insights were publicized and presented. Where breaks were sharply
made with traditional Christian and Jewish views about the Old Testa-
ment there was felt to be a welcome deliverance from hampering bonds
and new and more lasting ties made with truth, morality and piety in a
broad human setting. Where the older Christian view of the Old Testa-
ment as a book of ancient prophecies about the coming of Jesus Christ
was being set aside, it was felt that it was nevertheless being replaced by
a fresh and more scholarly apologetic which showed that in the Old
Testament were to be found the moral and spiritual foundations of a un-
iversal religion. This found in Jesus Christ the fullest embodiment of its
own earnestness.

As far as Great Britain was concerned this new religious enthusiasm
for the critical approach to the Old Testament is well illustrated in the
writings of W. Robertson Smith. His two popular series of lectures,
subsequently published as The Old Testament in the Jewish Chuxh’
and The Prophets of Israe12,  represent a determined attempt to spread
abroad to the widest Christian readership the insights of the new
scholarship. Far from regarding this as a threat to the Christian faith,
W. Robertson Smith firmly claimed that it brought to this faith a new
intellectual foundation. That the Church was not ready for this may be
readily conceded and is amply shown by the heresy trials to which
Smith was subjected. Nevertheless the achievement of critical
scholarship in the interpretation of the Old Testament was immense, so
that by the turn of the century virtually all the major centres of
theological learning in Europe had embraced its methods and its basic
conclusions. Only in America was the reaction to it more intense and
more prolonged, where the dismissal of C. H. Toy from his
professorship at the Southern Baptist Seminary in 18793 reflected a
more deep-seated suspicion of critical biblical scholarship and a marked
difference in the structure and background of American theological
education.

In recent years it has frequently been widely claimed that a cloud of
suspicion and error hangs over the pioneers of the newer criticism of the
Old Testament on account of their particular theological and
philosophical presuppositions. Most especially the purported
Hegelianism of Wellhausen has been alleged to constitute a serious
weakness, and to show that the fundamental assumptions of this in-
tellectual enterprise were mistaken. Such a claim can only be main-
tained by substantially disregarding the facts, and by looking away from
the actual evidence adduced by these scholars in support of their views.
This is not to say, of course, that they were altogether without presup-
positions, which would undoubtedly have required that they should
have ceased to be children of their own time. A. Kuenen, the dis-
tinguished Dutch scholar whose work on the history of Israelite religion
stands out as a major achievement of pioneering critical work on the Old
Testament,4  displays a note of rationalism which cannot be entirely
denied. So also W. Robertson Smith’s attraction to Kuenen’s work
lends to his own writings something of the same colour. Furthermore
we cannot deny features in Wellhausen’s assessment of Israel’s religion
which betray touches of philosophical idealism reminiscent of Hegel.
That WelIhausen was drawn to the earlier work of Wilhelm Vatke on
Old Testament theology, which was quite markedly Hegelian in its
views, is also not to be denied.5 Yet all these factors in no way amount to
an overall demonstration that the rise of critical Old Testament
scholarship was the product of a number of contemporary philosophical
presuppositions. The essential basis of critical study and its major con-
clusions were arrived at and upheld by scholars of very varying
philosophical, theological and ecclesiastical backgrounds. The un-
derlying conviction of their endeavours was a foundation of common
truth which alI could reach and share.

If we can single out any one assumption which lies behind the rise and
triumph of the critical approach to the Old Testament, it is that a foun-
dation of historical fact can be attained by use of the appropriate
methods of study, and that this historical foundation, when known, can
shed light upon the true nature of biblical faith. Thus it is readily ap-
parent that the main intention which motivated the newer scholarship
was that of reaching something which could be called historical truth, in
the conviction that this was itself of intense religious worth. Whilst it is
true that there were figures involved in the newer research who felt that
their earlier faith was slipping from them, be it Lutheran, Reformed,
Catholic or whatever, for the most part it is evident that the critical ap-



preach  was embraced as an instrument of faith. It was held that it could
help to lay bare the truth of God’s revelation to his ancient people.

Moreover, it would be wrong to ignore the relationship between the
emergence of this new critical approach to the literature of the Old
Testament and the much wider intellectual concern with the historical
studies and historical methods which arose in the nineteenth century.
Methods which had proved successful and illuminating in the study of
the classical antiquity of Greece and Rome were clearly also relevant to
early Israelite history. Similarly the emergence of whole new areas of
knowledge with the rediscovery through archaeology of the ancient
civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia were of direct concern to the
study of the Old Testament. A whole new science of historical research
with completely fresh material evidence was being brought to light
which made it possible to obtain a knowledge of periods of man’s past
which had long since been forgotten.

Certainly it is significant that the primary goal of the new scholarship
was a historical one, concerned with the recovery of a knowledge of the
history of ancient Israel and its religion. In retrospect we can see that
this was in fact almost entirely taken up with the latter and that only
after the main positions of Old Testament criticism had established
themselves were questions concerning Israel’s political, social and
cultural history brought more fully into the debate. That they have a
very considerable bearing on more directly religious issues has become
increasingly evident as scholarship has progressed. In consequence the
development of scholarship since 1870 has seen a growing diversifica-
tion of disciplines, with separate subjects coming to enjoy a relative im-
portance of their own. As a result we have been presented with a situa-
tion in which a number of basic subjects related to the Old Testament
have come to acquire special places within its general interpretation.
The history of Israel, the development of its religion, the growth of the
Old Testament literature and the theology of the Old Testament have
all become basic subjects which are related in separate ways to the inter-
pretation of the Old Testament. No single one of them can claim
exclusively to be the only valid way of interpreting the Old Testament,
yet each of them owes a great deal to the rise and achievements of
critical biblical scholarship since 1870. Each of these subjects occupies
an accepted place in theological studies which reflects both the degree to
which they are all interrelated, and the difficulty of setting apart any one
of them as dispensable, or unable to contribute to the better understan-
ding of the others. While the theology of the Old Testament most
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naturally reflects the interests of the largest number of those who are oc-
cupied with this literature, it is impossible in practice to present such a
theology without some basis of attention to literary and historical
questions. It is not surprising therefore that we can discern a continual
process of interaction taking place between them. When making any
survey of research over the period, it is evident that there have been fluc-
tuations of interest, such as for example between the concern with the
history of Israelite religion, and that with the theology of the Old
Testament.

The story of scholarly endeavour which we can now look back upon,
and which can with justification be seen to have established a special
place for itself in the wake of the achievements of Wellhausen, is an un-
finished one. Many of the most pressing questions are still not easily
capable of solution, and for some periods of Israelite history the efforts
to establish a detailed scientific chronology have remained beset with
uncertainties. The uninitiated reader may at times feel somewhat
bewildered by the wide disagreements between scholars which still
exist. For example historical questions concerning the Hebrew
patriarchs continue to receive widely differing answers from different
scholars. No doubt too the theologian may feel at times that his own
particular questions addressed to the Old Testament have sometimes
been neglected, and that historical, rather than theological, interests
have dominated its interpretation. If at times this has been the case, it is
scarcely so today, and the large number of books dealing with the
theology of the Old Testament shows that this area has attracted
renewed interest. In looking at the picture as a whole the reader cannot
but become aware that this literature has provided for many a window
onto a world that is too little known in our modem times.

Apart from some brief acquaintance with the classical antiquity of
Greece and Rome, and a justifiable admiration for the artistic and
technological achievements of ancient Egypt, the pre-Christian cen-
turies have often appeared to modem man to be obscure, and of
academic rather than practical concern. This is no doubt partly a con-
sequence of the complacent myth of modernity that still beclouds our
times, and which regards the past as curious rather than relevant. A
familiarity with the Old Testament writings may, along with the
evidence now exhibited in abundance in our museums of the splendours
of the ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian worlds, reveal the great
depths of insight and heights of aspiration which man attained in his
preChristian centuries. The researches of archaeologists and ancient
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historians in the past century have pushed back the frontiers of
historical knowledge to a remarkable extent, and have shown how far
back the dawn of civilization is set. At times historians of Israel’s
religion have mistakenly pictured its origins as lying in a primitive
world of animism and taboo, of greater interest to the social
anthropologist than the theologian. Such an understanding has been
seriously in error, and it is to be hoped that the study of the way in
which scholars have sought to make clear the background and message
of the Old Testament will show why this is so.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

W. Robertson Smith, The Old Testament in the Jewish Church, London,
1881. Several reprints were made before a second edition appeared in 1908.
W. Robertson Smith, The Prophets of Israel, London, 1882; second edition
1895.
Toy’s dismissal is discussed by J. Clayton, ‘Crawford Howell Toy of
Virginia’, in The Baptist Quarterly 24 (1971),  pp. 49-57.
Especially A. Kuenen, De Godsdienst van Israel, Haarlem, 1869. An English
translation of this by A. Heath was published in three volumes as The
Religion of Israel, 1874-S. His work on the Hexateuch was also of
significance for the work of Wellhausen, and an English translation by P. H.
Wicksteed of a work entitled The Hexateuch also appeared (London, 1886).
This was a translation of the first part of the second edition of Historisch-
kritisch Onderzoek naar het onstaan en de verzameling van de Boeken des
Ouden Verbonds (First edition three volumes, Leiden,1861-65.  The first
part only of the second edition appeared in 1885.)
The question of the relationship between the work of the two scholars has
been examined fully by L. Perlitt, Vatke und Wellhausen, BZA W 94,
Berlin, 1965. Perlitt concludes that Wellhausen cannot be regarded as
having baaed his views of Israel’s history upon the earlier reconstruction of
its religious development by Vatke. Vatke’s book, Die Religion des Alten
Testaments, Z, appeared in 1835.

2

Interpreting the Pentateuch

Julius Wellhausen was born in Hamelin in 1844 as the son of a Protes-
tant pastor. In 1862 he went to Gottingen to study theology with the in-
tention of entering the ministry of the Church like his father. However,
his love of German studies, and his disenchantment with theology,
brought him to the point of deciding to abandon that subject. Before
doing so, however, a friend sought to interest him in the work of the
Tubingen school of research into Christian origins, led by F. C. Baur,
and this for a time engaged his interest. The young Wellhausen even-
tually also found this too speculative to be satisfying, and so he dis-
carded it. At this time the distinguished theologian A. Ritschl was lec-
turing in Gottingen and Wellhausen formed a warm personal friendship
with him, even though he claimed not to understand his theology.

A major turning point in Wellhausen’s career came in 1863 when by
chance he came to read the Geschichte des Volkes  Israel,’ of the great
Gottingen Semitist Heinrich Ewald (1803-75). This immediately won
his interest and claimed his enthusiasm so that he turned to the study of
Hebrew and Semitic languages under Ewald in Gottingen. In the
summer of 1870 he received his Licentiate, and for the next two years he
taught as a private lecturer there. In 1871 he published his first book
devoted to a study of the text of 1 and 2 Samue1,2  which is of significance
for its relevance to Wellhausen’s subsequent concern with the sources
and structure of the Pentateuch. In 1872, at the age of 28, Wellhausen
was called to a professorship of theology in Greifswald, where in 1878,
he published his important pioneering work Geschichte Israels, I.3 The
storm of controversy which ensued from this took Wellhausen by sur-

7
6



prise, and made him into an object of attack from the authorities of the
Church. Under the intensity of this opposition, and conscious of the fact
that, if he were to remain true to his own insights he could not offer the
kind of teaching which theological students wished to receive in order to
prepare themselves for the ministry of the Church, Wellhausen resigned
in 1882.4

turer in Halle, leaving for Marburg

Gottingen to succeed P. de Lagarde as Professor of Semitic Languages.
Much of his research in these later years was devoted to the origins of
Islam, although he also turned his attention to the problems of the
Synoptic Gospels and continued to present in varying publications and
new editions of his major works, his conclusions regarding Israelite-
Jewish history in the Old Testament period.5 His death occurred early
in 1918.6

In his studies Wellhausen set out first and foremost to be a historian,
with which he combined in a remarkably adept way the skills of a
linguist, literary critic and historian necessary for his task. The most
important feature of his study of 1878 was its clarification of the history
of Israel’s religious institutions, and the consequences that this had for a
proper recognition of the sources and structure of the Pentateuch. The
fact that the latter was a work composed from sources emanating from
different ages had become gradually accepted since the suggestions
made in this direction by the Paris doctor Jean Astruc (1684-1766) and
the French Catholic priest Richard Simon (1638-1712). Over the years
such a view had come to command more and more scholarly support
and to rest upon more and more refined and reliable criteria of analysis.
Many key insights had been obtained, and, although for a brief period
scholars had flirted with theories of the progressive supplementation of
an original source document, or of a great miscellany of fragmentary
sources, views had increasingly settled upon a recognition of four basic
literary source documents, labelled  for convenience E’, E2, J and D.

Since the work of W. M. L. de Wette (1780-1849)  the D source,
which comprised a large part of our present book of Deuteronomy, had
been identified as the law book which figured in the great reform under
King Josiah recorded in 2 Kings 22-23. Thus a fixed anchorage had
been found for one source, which should have facilitated the relative

placing of the others in the history of the formation of the Pentateuch.
Yet this had not proved to be an easy undertaking since, unlike D, none
of the others could be readily, or demonstrably, linked with known
major events of Israel’s history. Even more disconcertingly the relative
ordering of the other sources among themselves had not been satisfac-
torily worked out in a way which could command wide support. The
main reason for this was the problem of the two Elohist sources, El and
E2, the first of which clearly provides the basic framework of the com-
pleted Pentateuch which we now have.

Scholars had tended to regard the E’ source as the oldest and most
fundamental of the Pentateuchal sources, although others claimed that
it was late and not early. Among the latter advocates were the
Frenchman Eduard Reuss (1804-91),  a vigorous and stimulating
teacher, who taught first at the seminary, and later the university, of
Strasbourg, and his pupil K. H. Graf. Graf was a strange, and almost
eccentric figure, given to ambitious plans and unpopular views, who
regretted that he had lost his childhood faith, and who retained an in-
tense interest in Old Testament studies. Throughout his life he
remained a schoolteacher, and never obtained a theological
professorship. He set out in print the view, which he had learnt in lec-
tures from E. Reuss, that the First Elohist, El, which basically cor-
responds with what scholars have now come to know as the Priestly
Document, P, was the latest and not the earliest of the Pentateuchal
sources.’ This was based in the claim that the vast complex of regulations
for the ceremonial laws and rituals of Israel’s worship which it contained
were late and post-exilic. Thus, instead of this compendium of laws
preceding the prophets and the early writers of Israel’s history, it followed
after them, and throughout presupposed them. The law was later than the
prophets, which was the antithesis of the view established by Jewish
tradition, which had not previously been seriously challenged.

Wellhausen tells that, when he heard of Graf s conclusion, in a private
conversation with Albrecht Ritschl, he sensed immediately that it was
right, even though he could not at the time examine Graf’s reasons.8
Already in his studies of the books of Samuel and Kings, Wellhausen
had come to see that these historical writings did not presuppose a
knowledge of the elaborate priestly laws of the First Elohist, which
Wellhausen labelled  Q but which is now universally recognized as P.
Thus he was ready to accept the rightness of Graf’s conclusion and to
provide it with a basis of scholarly evidence and support which neither
Reuss nor Graf had been able to give it. He did this in two main works,
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the first a series of critical studies of the source analysis of the
Hexateuch which were for the most part originally published in the
_7ahrbiicher  fir Deutsche Theologie in the years 1876-77 in which he
examined section by section the narratives of the Hexateuch from
Genesis to 2 Samuel.9 The second was his Geschichte Israels I of 1878,
which was subsequently revised and reprinted as Prolegomena %ur
Geschichte Israels. The first of these works was in every way a
necessary preparation for the second. In it Wellhausen followed earlier
critics in using criteria of vocabulary usage, characteristics of style,
prevalent theological ideas and local colouring in order to distinguish
between the various source documents used.

Many of the conclusions arrived at were in line with those of earlier
Old Testament scholars, although Wellhausen’s own skill as a linguist
and his literary sensitivity enabled him to establish his positions with
great thoroughness and care. The results of the critical source analysis
were used in the Prolegomena to present a wide-ranging conspectus of
the history of the development of Israel’s religious institutions. What
was especially original in this picture was the argument that the great
collections of cultic and ceremonial laws were late, and that the docu-
ment in which he believed they were set (Q, now generally called P) was
the latest of the Hexateuchal sources. This enabled Wellhausen to
provide a coherent and well-founded chronology of the growth of the
Hexateuch as a foundation for a proper understanding of the entire
literary history of the Old Testament.

As an interpretation of the development of Israel’s religious history,
this work was an outstanding achievement, even though it only partly
fulfilled the promise of its title, since it gave only limited attention to the
story of Israel’s political and cultural history. Its central concern was the
history of Israel’s religious institutions of priesthood, temple and
sacrifice, and this was brilliantly carried through with great attention to
detail. It represented an uncompromising substantiation of Grafs
hypothesis, set out with a skill which Graf could not have begun to
emulate. The resulting picture of Israel’s religious development meant
that the documentary source hypothesis as an explanation of the origin of
the Hexateuch was lifted onto the plane of religious history. Its fun-
damental conclusions reached beyond the minute details of verbal and
literary comparisons. Those who criticized it as being too refined, and
who challenged the validity of analysing short passages, and even in-
dividual verses, into strata from separate sources, could make little im-
pact on the generally convincing nature of its overall presentation. To
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challenge this required the putting forward of a credible alternative.
In this broad critical picture of Israel’s religious history the un-

derstanding of the origin and structure of the Pentateuch, or the
Hexateuch as Wellhausen argued, provided the central subject. The
question that was most at issue was that of the date of the ceremonial
law, with its underlying assumption that Israel was a priestly theocracy.
Wellhausen showed that, on the evidence of the Old Testament witness
to Israel’s life during the period of the monarchy, the nation had not
functioned at that time as such a priestly theocracy. On the contrary this
theocracy was an ideal, a pattern fastened onto a picture of the past. The
more reliable evidence of the nation’s beginnings in the books of Judges
and Samuel showed a much more primitive organization, and confirmed
the view that the idea of a Jewish theocracy, centred  upon a law given to
Moses, was a post-exilic creation which had only arisen once Israel had
lost its own national existence. The real source of the people’s religious
spirit was not to be found in an ancient lawgiver, but in the prophets,
who, in the years before the nation’s fall, had established a truly ethical
faith in one-God.

In all his writings Wellhausen was supremely a historian, albeit a
religious historian. His task was to understand, evaluate and use the
sources available in order to present a picture of Israel’s history in the
Old Testament period as it actually had been. When later he turned his
attention to the origins of Islam the same passionate historical concern
was evident. So far as the Old Testament was concerned it is significant
that Wellhausen did not involve himself with other questions relating to
it, but re-presented his main conclusions regarding the history in a
number of separate publications, as well as in further editions of the
Prolegomena. Even so the reader can readily discern behind this
historical passion a deep religious feeling, and a very real sensitivity to
theological issues. He did not hesitate to see the crowning glory of the
religion of the Old Testament in the preaching of Jesus, nor did he
shrink from expressing his own sympathies and antipathies in dis-
cussing the rise of the Jewish sectarian parties.” W. Robertson Smith,
who more prominently than any other sought to spread throughout
Britain the methods, aims and conclusions of the higher criticism, pre-_. ”
sents a strong apologetic for it in his preface to the English translation ot
the Prolegomena : ‘the main reason why so many parts of the Old Testa-
ment are practically a sealed book even to thoughtful people is simply
that they have not the historical key to the interpretation of that
wonderful literature .’ l1 Wellhausen himself would surely have agreed.
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In understanding his historical task Wellbausen rightly saw the cen-
tral problem to lie in the interpretation of the Hexateuch, since it was
here that the greatest differences emerged between the traditional date
ascribed to the origin of its contents, as a uniform whole, and that which
literary criticism had brought to light. Only when this had been clarified
and explained, and the proper sequence of the sources established, could
a coherent picture be drawn which made adequate sense of evidence
preserved elsewhere in the Old Testament. The objection has
sometimes been raised against Wellhausen’s reconstruction of Israel’s
history that it leans heavily upon a Hegelian philosophy, which has
made it too rigorously evolutionary in its presentation of history. The
fact that Hegelian ideas can be traced in Wellhausen’s work is not to be
denied, but they certainly did not determine his general method and ap-
proach. If there is any one underlying assumption that runs through all
his work it is that the uncovering of the truth about Israel’s history is
itself an achievement of immense religious and spiritual worth.

For Wellhausen, the interpretation of the Hexateuch, when un-
derstood critically, provided a key to the understanding of the whole
development of Israel’s religion. Nevertheless it offered, in his estima-
tion, only a very limited guide towards a knowledge of the real begin-
nings of Israel in the days of Moses and the patriarchs. In his scheme
even the earliest of the Hexateuchal sources had not been composed
before the middle of the ninth century BC, and so it could tell us nothing
of the nature of the oldest religion of Israel. Rather, as Wellhausen
believed, it reflected the situation that had developed by the time of its
composition. It was this conclusion that waschallenged, and replaced by
a more convincing alternative, in the work of Hermann Gunkel
(1862-1932).‘*

Gunkel’s great contribution to the interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment lay in a remarkably new awareness of the place and function of
literature in early societies. To an unusual degree he was sensitive to the
aesthetic and spiritual potentialities of literature, and used this to un-
cover from the Old Testament writings a picture of the spiritual life and
ideals of early Israel. He is rightly regarded as the pioneer of form
criticism as a method of biblical study, even though the type criticism
(German Gattungsgeschichte) which he introduced reached far beyond
questions of literary form alone. He himself began as a New Testament
scholar, and became the teacher of both M. Dibelius and R. Bultmann,
who were able to carry over into the study of the New Testament
methods which Gunkel had first established with regard to the Old. In
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his type criticism we can find the essential insights which lie behind the
methods of form criticism, traditio-historical criticism and redaction
criticism.

Like Wellhausen, Gunkel was the son of a Lutheran pastor, and he
was born in Springe, near Hannover in 1862. He started out his
theological studies with research in the New Testament but then
changed to the Old, where his first major published work was entitled
Schiipfung und Chaos in Urzeit nnd Endzeit (Creation and Chaos at
the Beginning and End of Time). l3 In it he examined the problem of
apocalyptic in its relationship to ancient Near Eastern mythology, and
argued very strongly that the influence of this mythology was to be seen
in both Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writings. Thus at this early
stage Gunkel expressed his deep conviction that the Bible could be
shown to have received deep influences from the surrounding peoples of
the ancient East, a claim which immediately drew forth the sharp
criticism of Wellhausen against him.14

This interest in the background of the Bible led Gunkel to associate
himself with what was to become known as the History of Religion
School. Gunkel’s views of the Bible differed sharply from the way in
which some members of that school ultimately carried their con-
clusions, making the entire New Testament little more than a late reflec-
tion of ancient myths. l5 What mattered deeply to him was the
awareness that there was a continuity between what we find in the
religion of the Old Testament and that which was just beginning to be
rediscovered of the religious life of Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. We
could not therefore be satisfied with the presentation of Israel’s religious
history which Wellhausen had put forward, which left out of account
any significant influence from outside.

In the years before the First World War the study of the connections
between the Bible and the rediscovered religions of Mesopotamia
became known as the Bible-Babel controversy and was brought under
the deepest suspicion. This was a sharply conducted academic debate
over the question of traces of Babylonian religion and mythology in the
Old Testament which began with a lecture given in 1902 by Friedrich
Delitzsch before the German Oriental Society in Berlin in the presence
of the Kaiser. The effect was to draw suspicion upon all who, like
Gunkel, were interested in exploring the Old Testament in the light of
what could be learnt of its background in the ancient world. Since
Gunkel, having turned from the study of the New Testament to the Old,
was already looked at askance by some other Old Testament scholars on
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the grounds that he had not had a full training in Semitic languages, his
association with an unpopular cause was a serious disadvantage in the
highly competitive theological scene which prevailed in Germany before
the war. It is not surprising therefore to discover that Gunkel was not
well received by many of his fellow biblical scholars, and that he was
compelled to wait an inordinately long time in order to obtain an or-
dinary professorship. This did not finally occur until he was called to
Giessen in 1907, when he had already published a number of outstan-
ding works of scholarship.

In the prevailing dominance of Wellhausen’s views in Old Testament
circles, it was only slowly that the real genius that was present in
Gunkel’s studies came to be realized, and many of his insights only
received their full and rightful recognition very late in his career. Only in
his last years as a teacher was his true greatness honoured in Germany,
when increasingly the wide relevance of suggestions and analyses which
he had originally published long before came to be realized. In some
respects the full exploration of paths which he pioneered has still to be
completed.

Gunkel’s early work on apocalyptic drew forth criticism from
Wellhausen on this question of method, and led to a tendency on the
part of the two scholars to speak as if they were more greatly at variance
with each other’s work than was in fact the case. In its main features
Gunkel’s work fully presupposed that of Wellhausen, and built substan-
tially upon it. Where the work differed was in its understanding of the
nature of the major documentary sources of the Pentateuch. For
Wellhausen we have seen that these were regarded as original com-
positions made at particular periods in Israel’s history, and therefore
strongly reflecting the life of these periods. Gunkel however had come to
see that their composition was only a relatively late phase in the history
of the material which they contained, and that this material must at one
time have existed separately as oral tradition. Not only so, but the pre-
sent setting of the various narratives and regulations as part of a con-
tinuous history must have been preceded by an earlier stage when they
were independently related to particular places and customs. This was
their original setting in life (German Sitz im Leben), which was impor-
tant for an understanding of many of the features retained in them. By
examining the narratives and laws separately, as individual units,
Gunkel believed that it was possible to recover a knowledge of a much
earlier period of Israel’s life than that in which the final composition of
the source documents had taken place. Thus whereas Wellhausen’s
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brilliant source criticism had brought to light four main layers, or
stages, in the growth of the Hexateuch, each with its own reflection of
Israel’s religious institutions, Gunkel was able to carry this much
further into obtaining a picture of greater depth than Wellhausen had
achieved.

This major advance in Pentateuchal studies, which represents the es-
tablishing of new methods of form, and traditio-historical, criticism,
was introduced by Gunkel into his commentary on the book of Genesis,
which was first published in 1901. l6 The introduction to this was

translated into English and published as The Legends of Genesis.” In it
Gunkel applied his insights to the stories of the Hebrew patriarchs and
showed that we could obtain from these narratives a most illuminating
picture of the earliest stage of Israelite spirituality and piety.

Behind this study by Gunkel was a whole new understanding of the
place of literature in early societies, and especially of the way in which
such early literature reflected its close connection with oral story telling
and tradition. Thus, as Gunkel saw it, each type of narrative had a par-
ticular place, or function, in society, so that we should not regard such
stories as free, and arbitrarily chosen compositions. Rather they con-
formed to certain basic patterns which were determined by the par-
ticular uses to which such stories were put. Thus for example, it was
possible to see that several of the stories about the Hebrew patriarchs
had been designed to explain how certain places had become sanc-
tuaries. Others explained why certain customs were to be performed, or
endeavoured to explain how peculiar geographical features had arisen.
Subsequently these separate stories had been put together to form
chains of stories relating to particular persons, or regions. Eventually
they had been built up into the extended sources which Wellhausen’s
documentary hypothesis had done so much to clarify.

Gunkel worked on the assumption that it was these separate stories,
taken and interpreted individually, which offered the most significant
and fascinating feature of the book of Genesis. Each story had been
composed in a specific, and very ancient, setting, and so it was in rela-
tion to this that its fullest meaning became apparent. By paying regard
to such stories it was possible, Gunkel saw, to penetrate into the earliest
spiritual life of Israel, and to probe its aims, ideals and practices. It
provided a key to recovering invaluable insights into the earliest pre-
prophetic faith and practice of Israel. This antedated by centuries the
period when the earliest of the documentary sources of J and E had been
composed. In a striking way also such material provided evidence of the
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truly popular character of the Old Testament, in contrast to the more
widely affirmed emphasis upon its great individual heroes of faith, es-
pecially the prophets. It was evident to Gunkel that such narratives
which have been preserved in Genesis bear a relationship to other early
popular folk-tales and legends of many nations, and he drew attention to
such comparative materials in later editions of his commentary. Yet
there is no evidence that Gunkel consciously arrived at his conclusions
regarding the Old Testament by carrying over conclusions reached in
other fields of folk literature.‘*

In line with his work on apocalyptic, Gunkel was, however, very con-
scious of the importance of examining and comparing the literary and
religious background of Israel’s neighbours. This was becoming more
and more possible through the continuing discoveries of ancient text
materials from Mesopotamia and Egypt. For Gunkel these were not
looked upon as the source of biblical ideas, but rather as the background
of thought and custom which illustrated what we find in the Old Testa-
ment. To deny the relationship of the religion of ancient Israel to those
of its neighbours would have been, for Gunkel, a denial of the real
historical context in which the Bible had arisen.

The method of Gattungsgeschichte which Gunkel had initiated was
capable of being applied over a wide area of the writings of the Old
Testament. Although Gunkel himself dealt initially with its use in the
interpretation of the narratives of Genesis, his friend and associate
Hugo Gressmann (1877-1927) carried over the method into a very full
study of the narrative sections of the book of Exodus:r9  and also, more
briefly, into the study of the historical books from Joshua to 2 Kings.2o
We shall have occasion to consider the latter work later, so that the
former study is our more immediate concern. In it Gressmann sought to
show the character of the narratives about Moses and the Israelite
exodus from Egypt, with a concern to demonstrate their particular
quality as Israelite saga.

Even more than Gunkel, Gressmann laid emphasis upon the connec-
tions which were to be traced between the stories of the book of Exodus
and other ancient legends and sagas. The approach is throughout that
of traditio-history, examining the individual units to learn from them
their original setting and purpose. At the same time Gressmann was not
indifferent to seeking to look beneath the present form of the material to
lind out from it what had actually happened to Israel in Egypt, and how
it had escaped from thence.

The most noticeable immediate impact of the work was to open up a
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number of rather speculative essays regarding the whole episode, cen-
tred upon the suggestion that the original mount Sinai must have been
an active volcano, and must therefore be sought, not in the Sinai penin-
sula but much further east. On a very important question Gressmann
challenged Wellhausen’s assessment of the literature. This was over the
date of the Decalogue of Exodus 20:2-17,*l  which Wellhausen had
placed late in Israel’s history, but which Gressmann now argued was to
be set much earlier since it bore no evidence of the influence of
Canaan.22  He argued that it was older than the prophets, and
represented one of the foundational traditions of Israelite religion. On
this point he was in agreement with the work of another German
scholar, Paul Volz (187 l-1941), who used the Decalogue, and the
ascription to it of a very early date, as a basis for expounding the work of
Moses.23

Gressmann’s studies were only one example of the way in which the
method of Gattungsgeschichte enabled scholarship to go behind the
source documents which Wellhausen’s work had demonstrated. The
various narrative parts which were incorporated into the longer
documentary sources could be studied by themselves, and their history
examined before they had been given a wider literary context. The same
was true of the basic law collections, such as the Decalogue, and in fact
of almost all the materials which had become part of the Hexateuch.

In consequence, for the next two or three decades we find the inter-
pretation of the Pentateuch being conducted along two paths. The first
of these was the further study of the evidence for the four main
documents which had become identified with Pentateuchal criticism.
The second, and in many respects more fruitful, work lay in the
examination of individual parts of the Pentateuch along the lines of
Gunkel’s method.

In the former category we can note that two of the basic documentary
sources, E and D, showed certain peculiar features which especially in-
vited further consideration. Of the first of these the point that was most
noticeable was that the passages which were ascribed to it were dis-
jointed, and in some cases fragmentary, so that they did not fit together
to make a continuous narrative. In several instances too, narratives
from E were duplicates, with some modifications, of narratives that
were also to be found in J. Therefore E could not be regarded as a com-
pletely independent work. The explanation for this which critics put
forward was that E was basically an epic history of the beginnings of
Israel which ran parallel in considerable measure to that of J. When a
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redactor had come to combine the two epic histories together to make
one comprehensive story, he had used J as a basis, working parts of E
into this, thereby expanding it. This was the view proposed by Otto
Procksch,24 who argued that, in spite of its fragmentary remnants, it had
once been a great saga of the origins of Israel written and preserved by
the northern tribes. This was not the only possible explanation,
however, and P. Volz later argued that E had never been a continuous
document, and the attempt to identify it had been mistaken.25 The
material that had been so classed was either such that could not properly
be separated from J, or it represented various glosses and additions that
had been made to it.

Most scholars, however, have not been willing to set aside E as not
being a part of the four source hypotheses in the structure of the Pen-
tateuch. In a rather different direction a further modification of
Wellhausen’s position was advocated by Otto Eissfeldt (1887-1973)
who sought to divide up the J document into an earlier L source and
rather later J document. 26 Substantially the same view has been
proposed by G. Fohrer, with the variation that the earlier document is
described as N.*’

The D source, which belonged among the group of four main
documents, is distinctive because of its compactness, in that it is vir-
tually coterminous with the book of Deuteronomy. It also shows a
remarkable homogeneity of style. This is certainly very much more
marked than in the case of the other documents, and can in fact readily
be noted even in an English translation of the Old Testament. Since the
days of de Wette the D law book had been identified  with the law book
found in the temple in Josiah’s time (621 BC). Since there are several
points of similarity in language and thought between the E and D
sources, C. F. Bumey suggested that both of them represent written
documents which have emanated from Northern Israel.28  Thus we are
asked to recognize a regional, as well as a chronological separation
between the four source documents, which had not been properly
allowed for in Wellhausen’s scheme of their origin and history.

Such a suggestion was taken up and developed by several scholars
quite independently, notably A. C. Welch in Scotland,29 A. Bentzen in
Denmark3’  and G. von Rad in Germany.31 Both the latter scholars
argued that much of the material contained in D had a substantial
history reaching back into a quite early period of the history of the
northern tribes. In the wake of these studies a large number of further
researches have appeared aimed at probing into the sources and

18

traditions which lie behind Deuteronomy. A characteristic feature in all
of them has been that they have accepted that it represented a distinc-
tive branch of Israelite tradition.

The P document also has come in for further studies which have, over
the years, resulted in a substantially revised estimate of it. The Jewish
scholar Y. Kaufmann used a different understanding of P as a lever with
which to topple the whole of Wellhausen’s picture of the growth of the
Pentateuch.32  This was the most detailed and far reaching work of its
kind. Kaufmann sought to find evidence for a pre-exilic date for this
material in the accounts of the cultic prescriptions of P. With this as a
foundation he argued that P itself, as a written document, must be of
pre-exilic origin and represent a stream of tradition which ran parallel to
that of D. Thus the entire picture of the development of Israel’s
religious institutions, which lay at the heart of Wellhausen’s reconstruc-
tion of Israel’s history, was taken to be false. In spite of some support,
especially from his fellow Jewish scholars, Kaufmann’s view has not
proved generally convincing. Much of the reason for this has been due to
the fact that traditio-historical research, based on the lines laid down by
Gunkel, has come to recognize that all four of the main Pentateuchal
sources contain material which is far older than the time at which the
final document came to be composed. Kaufmann’s arguments therefore,
were they to be sustained, do not go beyond establishing the presence of
early material in P, without really showing that P itself is of such an ear-
ly date. Even this conclusion, however, must be set in a different light in
view of another marked trend in the criticism of the P source. This has
argued increasingly that, in spite of its being labelled P, for Priestly, on
account of the extensive range of priestly rules and instructions which it
contained, most of these had not originally belonged to it. Rather P must
be seen as primarily a historical narrative, into which various collections
of priestly instructional material have been incorporated in progressive
stages. It is likely in fact that most of the book of Leviticus did not
originally stem from the P source, but represents a collection of rules
and prescriptions which have been incorporated into it at a later stage.33
In the case of some of this material it is probable that when this took
place P had already been expanded with the earlier Pentateuchal sources
of J and E. This, however, is to carry the story of Pentateuchal inter-
pretation far forward beyond the years of worL by Gunkel and
Gressmann.

We have pointed out that from the time of Gunkel, Pentateuchal
criticism was able to move forward along two paths. The first of these
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was the further examination of the evidence concerning the four main
written documentary sources. The other was to pursue the gat-
tungsgeschichtliche method which recognized that these four source
documents were comprised of collections of narratives and laws which
had originally once existed independently as oral tradition. Gunkel’s
studies of the patriarchal stories of Genesis had thus been able to go
behind the J and E sources to recognize that the individual stories about
the Hebrew patriarchs had once had a different setting, which had
decisively determined their character. Gressmann had worked similarly
on the narratives of the book of Exodus, which covered stories from J, E
and P. In the hands of these scholars the stage of ‘collection’ into one of
the longer written documents was not regarded as of anything like
the significance which Wellhausen had accorded to it. It was clearly
possible to extend this insight much further and to examine virtually the
entire Pentateuch along these lines. This would not ignore the division
of the material between the four main sources, but would concentrate
rather on the individual narratives and law collections.

An early worker in this particular field was the Norwegian scholar
Sigmund Mowinckel(1884-1966),  who had been a pupil of Gunkel’s in
Giessen before the First World War. After the publication of his com-
mentary on Genesis, Gunkel had turned his attention to the book of
Psalms. He recognized that here were certain basic types of psalm, just
as there were basic types of folk narrative. It was this aspect of Gunkel’s
work which had attracted the interest of Mowinckel. He first of all
developed Gunkel’s method with regard to the prophetic book of
Jeremiah and then much more extensively in the Psalter. In the light of
these latter studies, however, Mowinckel turned his attention to the
Decalogue of Exodus 20:2-17 .34 He argued that an old tradition lay
behind the account of Yahweh’s revelation at Sinai, and that the
Decalogue represented a collection which had grown up over a con-
siderable period of years. But what was its Sitz im Leben 7 Mowinckel
drew attention to several elements which betrayed a connection with
features of Israelite worship which his studies of the Psalms had led him
to ascribe to a great autumnal celebration in the temple in Jerusalem
in pre-exilic Israel. This had entitled the Festival of Yahweh’s
Enthronement.

What was significant here was the claim that a collection of laws as
important as that of the Decalogue had originally been formulated in the
setting of Israel’s cult, and that the narrative context which this collec-
tion enjoyed had also taken its shape as a result of its transmission in the
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cult. This amounted to a substantial modification of the picture of the
oral stage of the transmission of Pentateuchal narratives from that put
forward by Gunkel. The latter had focused his attention almost entirely
upon the popular folk setting of the old narratives, but now this was
being extended to include the rites and liturgies of worship as a for-
mative factor in the composition of the stories. Such an idea as this, that
we could see behind some of the Pentateuchal narratives the creative in-
fluence of the cult, was applicable to other parts of the Pentateuch as
well. One section in particular that was quickly brought into the discus-
sion here was the story of the exodus contained in Exodus 1-15. The
Danish scholar J. Pedersen suggested that the basic tradition here had
originally taken shape as a liturgy for the celebration of Passover.35 The
stage of oral tradition was thereby seen as a period of cultic transmis-
sion, when the main structure of the narrative had been established.
Pedersen himself used this suggestion as a reason for casting doubt
upon the division of the material between three main literary sources, J,
E and P, although it would be possible to make such a claim only in
regard to the pre-history of J. In spite of enjoying a measure of support,
with modifications, from a number of scholars, some decisive objections
against Pedersen’s view have been made by G. Fohrer.36

Working from a rather different direction from Mowinckel, but none-
theless making full use of the insights of form criticism and traditio-
history, the German scholar A. Alt (1883-1956) published in 1934 a
remarkably fruitful study of the origins of Israelite law.37  He noted two
main forms of law, a basic type of case law, such as we find well
represented in the Book of the Covenant of Exodus 20:22-23:19,  and a
more distinctive form of apodictic law, which is best exemplified in the
Decalogue of Exodus 20:2-17.  In respect of the latter he argued that its
special form as direct speech from God indicated that it had at one time
been orally transmitted in the cult, and that such a cultic setting was in
any case essential for an understanding of it as law. It was because the
deity lay behind the commandment to impose punishment upon
offenders that it could rightly be regarded as law. Thus, from a different
approach, he had arrived at conclusions which could be compared with
those of Mowinckel. This particular understanding of the Decalogue
has obtained a wide following, and has tended to encourage still further
the view that several features related to the form and early history of
material contained in the Pentateuch can best be explained by positing a
period of cultic transmission. This setting in a context of worship has
been seen as a strong influence upon the structure and literary form of
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the whole biblical account of God’s revelation at Sinai.
On the question of the Decalogue, the notion that it was a distinctive

type of law which had originally had its setting in the worship which
Israel’s ancestors had brought with them from the desert was set in a
different light by arguments put forward by G. E. Mendenhal13’  He
drew attention to the fact that stipulations, couched in a similar second
person style to that of the apodictic law, were to be found in ancient
vassal-treaties, of which several examples were known from the Hittite
empire of the late second millenium BC. This led Mendenhall to argue
that the Decalogue was formulated on the basis of such a type of vassal-
treaty which must have been adapted in Israel, by Moses, to serve a
special religious end. Not only so, but the whole tradition of covenant-
making in Israel, including the written accounts of the Sinai covenant in
the books of Exodus and Deuteronomy, showed traces of the Israelite
adaptation of this vassal-treaty form. The debate on this issue still con-
tinues, but it is of interest to note it here, since it marks a significant
alternative to the various attempts which have been made to trace the
original oral stage of parts of the Pentateuchal narrative to a setting in
the ancient cult of Israel.

It is not practicable to list here all the wide variety of studies which
have been published in an endeavour to uncover as full a picture as
possible of the history of the Pentateuchal traditions in their pre-literary
stage. Not only have the books of Genesis and Exodus been dealt with in
this way, but in various ways almost the entire Pentateuch has been
covered by scholars seeking to recover a picture of the history through
which the material has passed before being taken up into one or other of
the major source documents. All of these studies may quite fairly be
regarded as a direct application of the methods of Gunkel to the source
criticism which Wellhausen’s researches had established as the founda-
tion of studies into Israel’s history.

In its consequences for the interpretation of the Pentateuch this
method of Gattungsgeschichte overturned some of the conclusions of
Wellhausen. Most of all it cut loose many of the narratives and rules
describing Israel’s cultic practice from the chronological scheme which
Wellhausen had established from his dating of the documentary
sources. The actual history of Israel’s religious institutions may not
have followed such a clear-cut chronological sequence as Wellhausen’s
researches had supposed. The Pentateuch in fact revealed a picture of
Israel’s religious life in greater width and depth than source criticism
had originally claimed. Increasingly it was becoming clear that it was a
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rather narrow and arbitrary position to regard the four main documen-
tary strata as the most significant layers of the Pentateuch for its inter-
pretation. Already Gunkel had written a commentary on Genesis which
accepted such source criticism, but which based almost all its inter-
pretative comments upon the much earlier stage of the composition of
the independent narrative units. The time was now ripe to consider
more fully the consequences of the bringing together of these smaller
units into longer written narratives, and even to go beyond this to in-
quire about the stages by which these sources had been combined
together until our present Pentateuch had come into existence.

This brings us very directly to the work of two German scholars,
whose researches on the Pentateuch represent the most comprehensive
effort to extend the insights of Gunkel still further. These are Gerhard
von Rad (1901-71) and Martin Noth (1902-68). G. von Rad was born in
Nuremberg and we have already noted that his study of 1929 marked an
important step in the inquiry into the traditions which lay behind
Deuteronomy, and the particular historical setting which the book as a
whole presupposed. He carried his Pentateuchal studies still further in
1933 with an examination of the structure and theology of the P docu-
ment in which he endeavoured to show that this source was itself com-
posed from two earlier sources which he labelled  PA and PB.39  In 1938 he
went on to publish a study entitled The Form-Critical Problem of the
Hexateuch,40  which marked pioneer work in the redaction-critical study
of the Hexateuch. In this von Rad sought to trace the origin of the
framework which the J narrative had given to the individual traditions
which he had used, and to show how J had used this older material for a
particular purpose of his own. By doing this he went beyond the
recognition that each of the smaller narrative units had its own setting
in life, and inquired about the setting in life which belonged to J as the
first of the longer written sources of the Hexateuch.

In the attempt to unveil the origin of the particular framework of J,
von Rad pointed to what he termed short historical credos, most es-
pecially in Deuteronomy 6:2O-24;  26:5b-9  and Joshua 24:2b-13.
Although these were now preserved in later written sources, he argued
that they were typical of the kind of brief historical summary, or confes-
sion, which had at one time been used as part of a liturgical affirmation
of faith in acts of worship. For the original setting of such a confession
of God’s saving actions he suggested the Feast of Weeks in Gilgal in the
early days of Israel’s settlement in Canaan. Since the most basic of the
summaries did not mention the convenant-making and law-giving on
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Sinai, von Rad argued that this element of the tradition had been woven
into the comprehensive picture at a late stage of its development. What
J had done was to take over this basic outline summary of God’s actions
on Israel’s behalf, and to fill it out with all sorts of additional traditions
drawn from various tribal and regional sources. The result was that
traditions which had at one time been used in the context of the cult
were de-sacralized, and connected into a great national epic. Once J had
established this basic outline of events it remained the fundamental
scheme which had been used in all subsequent presentations of Israel’s
origins.

The importance of this study by von Rad is very considerable, since it
raised new questions with regard to the interpretation of the Pen-
tateuch. In presenting his picture of the sources of the Pentateuch
Wellhausen had been concerned to ask what historical weight should be
attached to each of them. The question of their origin was viewed main-
ly in relation to the degree of historical reliability which could be at-
tached to them. Now von Rad was asking a more searching question as
to why J had been written at all. What particular religious, or political,
situation was being served by its composition? With these questions the
interest had shifted away from asking how accurate was Israel’s picture
of its past, to that of asking what kind of God do people believe in when
they present their past in this way.

What von Rad had achieved was a plausible hypothesis about the
origins of the writing of epic history in Israel. However, this hypothesis
rested upon assumptions about the date and original setting of certain
brief summaries of Israel’s past, which were admitted to be preserved in
documents of a much later time. We cannot be sure that these short
‘historical credos’ are as old as von Rad’s hypothesis requires, nor can
we find confirmation that they had originally functioned in the way that
he suggested.

In the wake of his study a number of critiques of it have pointed to the
fact that it is far more probable that these summaries are of a date which
is later than that of J. 41 Instead of their pointing to the outline of events
which J had used, they rather point to that which J had established.
Even if this is the case, however, as is most likely, the more fundamental
questions which are raised in von Rad’s study remain unaffected. These
concern the setting of J as an epic history, and a recognition of the way
in which the literary and religious interests of J as an author have
shaped the meaning and interpretation of the materials which he has
used. In any case von Rad’s essay rightly marks a new development in
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the study of the history of the redaction of the Pentateuch, and has
renewed interest in the four main source documents from a different
direction from that which had been uppermost in the interest of
Wellhausen.

The work of Martin Noth concerned itself with the whole range of
problems relating to the history of the formation of the Pentateuch.
From the days of Wellhausen to von Rad it was taken for granted that
the main documentary sources extend into the book of Joshua, so that it
is more appropriate to speak of Hexateuchal, rather than Pentateuchal,
sources. In 1938, however, Martin Noth published a commentary on the
book of Joshua which discounted the view that the main J, E and P
sources were to be found there at all.42  There were no clear signs that the
narratives and lists of Joshua had ever belonged to any of these sources,
and scholars had tended to work on this assumption, rather than to
demonstrate it with any assurance.

In carrying this line of research further, Noth published in 1943 a
study of the two main historical narrative works outside the Pentateuch,
that extending from Joshua to 2 Kings and that comprising 1 and 2
Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah.43  He showed clearly that the book of
Joshua could not be properly said to comprise the same documentary
sources which are evident in the books from Genesis to Numbers. Since
scholars had for a long time been ready to recognize that the book of
Deuteronomy stood by itself as composed from a D source, what was
left was a Tetrateuch of Genesis to Numbers, which had been composed
from the three sources J, E and P. The whole of the material contained
in these four books was dealt with extensively by Noth in a study
published in 1948 under the title ijberlieferungsgeschichte  des Pen-
tateuch (A History of Pentateuchal Traditions).44  In this work Noth
offered a brief review of the main problems concerning the J, E and P
sources, and then considered very fully the pre-history of the material
contained in them. The work represents the fullest exploration of the
traditio-historical method in regard to the four books from Genesis to
Numbers.

Whilst accepting the main conclusions which von Rad had published,
Noth went further in seeking to understand how the material had
passed through progressive stages from originally existing as short
narrative units and lists to becoming larger narrative complexes and
eventually forming part of a great national history. In this process he
argued for the importance of five great themes which had served as
magnets to draw the various smaller traditions together. These were:
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the promise to the patriarchs, the exodus from Egypt, the wandering in
the wilderness, the revelation at Sinai and the entry into the land. By
means of these themes it had been possible to include an immense
variety of material under a basic interpretative motif which gave it a par-
ticular place in the overall scheme of the Tetrateuchal history.

Noth’s work marks a most interesting phase of Pentateuchal study. It
is a fresh endeavour to assess the historical importance of the documen-
tary sources, and their underlying traditions, in the light of Gunkel’s
recognition that a substantial dimension of historical depth lies behind
each of them. The fact that it poses special problems and calls for the re-
examination of certain questions must also be accepted. To pursue
these would, however, carry us far beyond the scope of this survey of the
main lines of interpretation.

In all the work that we have reviewed the importance of Wellhausen’s
original source analysis remains unchallenged. It required nevertheless
to be supplemented by techniques of form, and traditio-historical, study
which Gunkel introduced. From time to time, however, some scholars
have sought to use the so-called traditio-historical method in an attempt
to challenge the very foundations of the Wellhausian source criticism.
We have already noted how J. Pedersen tried to do this with regard to
the material of Exodus 1-15 by arguing that it represented a collection
of traditions which had originally taken shape in a Passover liturgy.
Other, even more conservative, views have from time to time been put
forward, usually by seeking to deny the validity of the methods and
evidence which Wellhausen had used.

We may note, however, that the Swedish scholar I. Engnell(l907-64)
argued against Wellhausen’s source criticism on the basis of what he
termed a thoroughgoing application of traditio-historical method.45  In
this he allied himself with the conclusion of Martin Noth that we must
start from the recognition that we are concerned with the Tetrateuch of
Genesis to Numbers, since Deuteronomy must be regarded as part of a
separate work. The Tetrateuch, therefore was labelled by Engnell as the
P work, whilst Deuteronomy was part of the separate D work which
stretched from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings. Each of these works, Engnell
argued, contained a great deal of old material. So far as Genesis to
Numbers is concerned, he maintained that this contains both old pre-
exilic material and other material of post-exilic date. We must not,
however, seek to apportion these materials out between separate
documentary sources since these never existed as such. Engnell main-
tained that the transmission had been oral until the time it had been
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redacted by P to form the P work.
This was to introduce two rather arbitrary assertions. The first was

that no extended written sources had been used in the composition of
Genesis to Numbers, and the second was that P was not to be un-
derstood as the author of one of the Tetrateuchal sources, but as the
final redactor of the whole. This latter point was asserted, rather than
demonstrated, by Engnell, and it identified P with what other scholars
were terming RJEP,  that is the redactor of the combined JEP sources.
This was simply adding confusion to the problem, since it was not
difficult to see why earlier scholars had wished to make a clear distinc-
tion between the later, P, and the earlier, JE, source material in Genesis
to Numbers.46

It is also noteworthy that Engnell understood the idea of a Tetrateuch
quite differently from Noth, even though he claimed to be basing his
presentation on that by the German scholar. Whereas Noth argued that
J had at one time continued his story to tell of the occupation of the
land, and dealt at some length to show that P had not done so, Engnell
simply ignored the question of whether any of the material in the
Tetrateuch pointed beyond the end of the book of Numbers. To do this
was to ignore some of the most complex, yet significant, issues in Pen-
tateuchal research.

Overall therefore it may be argued that the attempt to replace a basic
documentary source criticism by resort to some alternative explanation
for the evident fact that the Pentateuch contains material of different
ages has not been a success. Certainly it is a mistake to regard literary
criticism and traditio-historical criticism as alternatives to each other.
In reality the one builds on the other, and disregard of this fact leads to
confusion rather than clarity in seeking to understand how the Pen-
tateuch has come into being. To discount the main documentary
sources, which have for so long been central to Pentateuchal criticism, is
to set aside evidence of some of the most important stages of its com-
position. However it may certainly be admitted that it would also be a
false emphasis to regard the stages represented by these sources as the
only important ones in the growth of the Pentateuch. What we have in
this great collection of history and laws is a complex structure built up
of many strata. If the interpretation of the whole is to be comprehensive
it must take proper account of each of these.

It is fitting to close this survey with a recollection of the important
part that Pentateuchal criticism has played in Old Testament research.
Not only is the Pentateuch the first division of the Old Testament
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canon, but it is also the one which covers the greatest span of years. The
gap between the dates of its oldest and latest material is approximately a
millennium, which represents an immense period in a nation’s history.
No adequate picture can be gained of the actual course of Israel’s
history, nor the origins of its religion, without some workable con-
clusions about the date and structure of the Pentateuch. To interpret
this work therefore is to become involved in some of the most central
questions which the Old Testament poses.
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Interpreting the Historical Books

In the preface to his Prolegomena Wellhausen tells how in his student
days he was attracted to the historical and prophetic books of the Old
Testament, but felt troubled because of his unfamiliarity with the Law,
which, he had been taught, was presupposed by them:

At last I took courage and made my way through Exodus, Leviticus and
Numbers, and even through Knobel’s commentary to these books. But it
was in vain that I looked for the light which was to be shed from this source
on the historical and prophetical books. On the contrary, my enjoyment of
the latter was marred by the Law; it did not bring them any nearer me, but
intruded itself uneasily, like a ghost that makes a noise indeed, but is not
visible and really effects nothing.’

Thus Wellhausen concluded that the historical books could not be
properly interpreted in the light of the Law, rather they pointed to the
relatively late development of it. This led him on to the recognition that
the Hexateuch comprised four main sources, each of which belonged to
a particular age of the religious development of Israel. In line with this
Wellhausen came to recognize that each age, in writing the history of its
own past, interpreted the traditions about this in its own way. Hence we
could see in the Hexateuch how Israel had viewed its origins in one way
in the ninth and eighth centuries, and in another in the fourth and fifth.
Just as the sources of the Hexateuch reflect the various stages of
development of the cultic and social institutions of Israel, SO the
historical books which follow this contain material from different ages
of religious development, and reflect a comparable progress of religious
ideas and outlook.

On the basis of such a recognition, and after surveying the historical
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development of Israel’s religious institutions, Wellhausen turned to the
books of 1 and 2 Chronicles where, as he put it, ‘the matter is clearest’.2
Although the Chronicler’s work also included the books of Ezra and
Nehemiah, much of it surveyed the same period that is also covered in
the books of Samuel and Kings, which provided its major sources.
Whereas, however, these latter books had been edited in the Babylonian
exile, the Chronicler’s history came from fully three hundred years later,
after the fall of the Persian kingdom.

See what Chronicles has made out of David! The founder of the kingdom
has become the founder of the temple and the public worship, the king and
hero at the head of his companions in arms has become the singer and master
of ceremonies at the head of a swarm of priests and Levites; his clearly cut
figure has become a feeble holy picture, seen through a cloud of incense13

The alterations and additions of Chronicles are all traceable to the same
fountainhead-the Judaising of the past, in which otherwise the people of
that day would have been unable to recognize their idea14.

In this way Wellhausen was able to show that the work of the
Chronicler was a historical document of a very distinctive kind, for it
very openly and demonstrably viewed the past in terms of the aims and
ideals of its own day. Yet when we turn to the other historical books of
the Old Testament, those of Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings,
we find that the same judgement holds essentially true, although it is not
the ideals of the Chronicler’s age which this time obtrude so markedly.

So far as the book of Joshua was concerned, we have seen that
Wellhausen accepted that this was composed of a continuation of the
source documents traceable in the preceding books of the Pentateuch.
However when we turn to the book of Judges we discover that this con-
tains very early historical narratives, but that these have been subjected
to a comprehensive revision:

In short what is usually given out as the peculiar theocratic element in the
history of Israel is the element which has been introduced by the redaction?

As to the character of this ‘revision’, or ‘redaction’, Wellhausen was in
no doubt. It was ‘Deuteronomistic’, since its essential assumption was
that the Deuteronomic law stood behind the events narrated, and
provided a standard by which they could be judged. In proceeding to the
books of Samuel, Wellhausen noted the presence of the same ‘last
revision’, although not in so marked a fashion, except where it came to
deal with the question of the introduction of the monarchy in I Samuel
7-12, where the Deuteronomistic ideals of a theocracy are very
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prominently set out. In the books of Kings however: ‘the last revision
works most unrestrictedly’.6

In this way Wellhausen was able to show, not only in the case of the
Chronicler but also in Judges, Samuel and Kings, that the views and dis-
tinctive religious ideals of a particular age have been impressed on the
earlier sources. In the case of the Chronicler’s history these were the
ideals of the Persian period, but in Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2
Kings the ideals were those that had arisen in the Babylonian exile
which bore strong affinity with the ideas and aims to be found in the
book of Deuteronomy. There were, of course, some points of difference,
and Wellhausen could claim:

If, accordingly, we are fully justified in calling the revision Deuteronomistic,
this means no more than that it came into existence under the influence of
Deuteronomy which pervaded the whole century of the exile. The difference
between Deuteronomistic and Deuteronomic is one not of time only but of
matter as well.’

In this way Wellhausen provided an important means of assessing the
historical worth and reliability of the historical books by identifying the
character of the redaction which had been imposed upon earlier source
material. He thereby left the latter more clearly isolated and free to
provide its own witness. As to the worth of this historical source
material itself Wellhausen recognized its varying quality. In somecases,
as in the Court History of David which Wellhausen identified in 2
Samuel 9-20, he found a major source of immense value to the historian,
whilst in other examples, as in the cases of the prophetic narratives con-
cerning Elijah, the tradition had greatly exaggerated the influence of the
prophet.

In accord with his overall aim of attaining a picture of the actual
progress of Israel’s history and religious development, Wellhausen’s
attention was concentrated upon the problem of getting at the contents
of the earliest narrative materials by setting the redactional element
aside. This concern to dig through to the earliest reliable historical
evidence continued to command the major interest of most other
scholars who followed in the wake of Wellhausen. After the contribution
of the ‘last revision’ had been set aside it was clear that a considerable
variety of documents had been used, and this was further borne out by
the fact that the books of Kings refer explicitly to a number of sources
which were evidently available in documentary form. So also in Judges
and 1 and 2 Samuel it is evident that written sources from more than
one age have been employed. In view of the success achieved by the
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documentary hypothesis in unravelling the problems of the Hexateuch,
it is not surprising that a similar approach should have been expected to
offer a prospect of a comparable achievement in solving the problems of
the books from Judges to 2 Kings. In the case of the Chronicler the
situation was different since it was certain that the major source for 1
and 2 Chronicles had been provided by the earlier accounts contained in
the books of Samuel and Kings.

Such an underlying conviction led the German scholar Karl Budde
(1850-l 935) to try to carry over into the study of the sources of Judges
and 1 and 2 Samuel the same general approach that had been so widely
acclaimed in regard to the Hexateuch. Born in Bensburg, near Cologne,
Budde taught in the universities of Bonn, Strasbourg and Marburg.  His
work achieved wide popularity in Britain and America, especially
through his volume on the History of Israel’s Religion to the Exile.8  He
has probably been best remembered for his advocacy of the ‘Kenite
hypothesis’, which argued that Mosaic Yahwism had been adopted into
Israel from the Kenites, to which tribe Moses was related by marriage.g
For the progress of the interpretation of the Old Testament, and es-
pecially in regard to questions of methodology, a significant feature of
his research is to be found in his examination of the sources of the books
of Judges and 1 and 2 Samuel1o  which was further developed in his com-
mentaries on these books. He argued that much of the source material
has been drawn from the same J and E sources as are to be found in the
Hexateuch. As a result we should recognize that these major sources
carried their history of Israel’s fortunes right on up to the time when
they themselves had been composed. This was not to deny that other
written sources had also been used, but it established a claim that the
provenance and character of much of the material could be understood
from what had already been established in regard to the Hexateuch.
Going beyond what Wellhausen had argued, Budde now claimed that
the new literary criticism could solve the problem of the sources of the
remaining books of the Former Prophets (Judges to 2 Kings). Such a
view was taken up by other scholars, notably 0. Eissfeldt in a study of
the sources of the books of Judges” and 1 and 2 Samuel13  and from this
has obtained a wide currency in the study of the Old Testament.

Not all scholars have been convinced that we can trace the presence of
the J and E sources in these historical books, but nonetheless it was
natural to look for extended documentary sources of a kind similar to, if
not identical with, those of the Hexateuch. This was the view set out by
the Scottish scholar A. R. S. Kennedy whose commentary on the books of

1 and 2 Samuel in the Century Bible was among the most successful of the
volumes in that series.i4 Kennedy sought to trace several extended
written sources which could be conveniently labelled by various letters of
the alphabet.

In spite of many such attempts to understand the structure of the
historical books by resorting to a theory of their compilation out of
several documents of this kind, it has proved difficult to reach a conclu-
sion that has been as generally convincing to scholarship as was the case
with the Hexateuch. It is only an assumption that the J and E
documents can be traced in these other books, since it has not been
possible to establish positive arguments in favour of such an identifica-
tion. Furthermore there are lacking signs of clear continuity between
the sources of the different books, and attention can more readily be
drawn to the separate narratives and the way they have been collected
around certain great figures, notably Samuel, Saul and David. In 1910
H. Gressmann published a short commentary on the books of Samuel
and Kings in the series Die Schrzjten des Alten Testaments. l5 He argued
that we must interpret the individual narratives by themselves, as
Gunkel’s gattungsgeschichtliche  method had established for Genesis.
This still left room for the conclusion that these narratives had sub-
sequently undergone a Deuteronomistic redaction, as Wellhausen had
argued, although Gressmann was not much interested in this. The com-
mentary showed that no really helpful information about a particular
narrative in these books can be gleaned by endeavouring to identify it as
stemming from J or E, or some document closely related to them.

Gressmann’s study thereby put a new light on the problem of the
sources of the books from Judges to 2 Kings. It was eventually to lead to
a change of outlook which gravely weakened the hypothesis that the
Hexateuchal sources were to be found in them. Before this happened,
however, a much fuller investigation had to take place into the way in
which the short narrative units which Gressmann had concentrated on,
had been combined to form larger complexes. Meanwhile other aspects
of the interpretation of the historical books were commanding interest
and attention.

In one period of Israel’s history in particular the evidence of the Old
Testament was notably limited, so that additional evidence from exter-
nal sources was eminently desirable. This was the age of Israel’s con-
quest of Canaan, which is described primarily in the book of Joshua, but
for which the book of Judges also offers important evidence. In Joshua
the sum of the various narratives only account for the acquisition of a
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relatively small central part of the land that at one time belonged to
Israel. The books of Judges and 1 Samuel, however, show that for some
considerable time after its occupation of the land, Israel was forced to
share it with others, including Philistines and Canaanites as well as
smaller ethnic groups. Not until the time of David was anything like a
full control of the territory obtained. The eminent desirability of
relating Israel’s entry into Canaan with what was otherwise known of
Near Eastern history from Egypt and Mesopotamia, naturally en-
couraged scholars to investigate this period more fully. Separate
treatments of the problem were offered by C. F. Bumey16 and J.
Garstang. ” Much later, and in the light of more extensive
archaeological evidence, H. H. Rowley18  sought to shed light on the
problem. At first it did not appear too much to hope that it would be
possible to offer a precise date for the Israelite overthrow of Canaanite
Jericho which could be linked more generally with the date of the
Israelite conquest. Yet the inconclusiveness of the Old Testament
source material, and the severe limitations of the available techniques of
archaeological interpretation, resulted in little convincing clarification.

Bearing this particular problem in mind, we can turn our attention to
the work of a scholar who was to provide a remarkably brilliant series of
essays upon the problems of Israelite history, and who was able to in-
troduce some important new methodological considerations into its in-
vestigation. This was Albrecht Alt (1883-1956),  a native of Stiibach
and, like several other scholars, the son of a pastor. Born in 1883, Alt
was first elected to a professorship at Base1 in 1913. Before then,
however, two events had taken place which were to have a profound
effect upon his career. The first was the Bible-Babel controversy of 1901
and the years which followed, which we have already had occasion to
notice. The second was the founding in 1904 of the German Evangelical
Institute for the Study of the Holy Land in Palestine.

With regard to the Bible-Babel controversy, Alt reasoned that one
aspect of the error of attempting to press so heavily the Babylonian
background of the Old Testament was the false assumption that outside
influence upon Israel’s life and religion had been exerted almost
exclusively from Mesopotamia. The Old Testament itself bore ample
testimony to the fact that very real and early contacts had existed
between Israel and her southern neighbour Egypt. It is worthy of note
therefore that Alt’s Habilitationsschrift was devoted to the subject of
Israel und ;igypten. lg In this he investigated the wide range of historical
relationships which had existed between Israel and Egypt throughout

the Old Testament period.
The founding of the German Institute in Jerusalem enabled Alt to

spend time studying there in the years immediately before the First
World War. It led him to develop an interest in the special problems of
the topography and historical geography of Palestine. This had a quite
immediate consequence in that during the war he served there in the
German oriental army, tirst as a medical officer and later as a car-
tographer. From the close personal knowledge of the land which he ob-
tained, Alt was able to approach the problems of Israel’s history from a
new direction. This resulted in his establishing what has been termed a
‘historico-geographical’ method. Basic features of topography and
climate establish a given range of possibilities for the economy and com-
munications of a region which do not radically alter unless there are
major changes in the culture or the population. Even within a changing
pattern of political relationships many features remain constant. Not
only so, but a given picture, or map, of the political and social develop-
ment of a region acquires a distinctive historical stamp which marks it
as belonging to a particular age. This fact can be readily seen in any
Bible atlas which shows the political situation in Palestine at different
biblical periods. As a result a knowledge of the geography of a territory
is able to provide important clues regarding its history. When coupled
with a knowledge of the political geography existing at various times the
whole method can provide invaluable evidence regarding the
background of events.

One of Ah’s  earliest essays, published in the Festschrijt for R. Kittel
in 1913, was devoted to the list of regional boundaries contained in 1
Kings 4, which describes the administrative districts established by
Solomon.20  In it he raised a number of considerations concerning the
structure and geographical limits of the Israelite state which were later
to concern him again on several occasions. Prominent among these was
the place and function of kingship in Israel and Judah. Alt argued that
the monarchy arose in Israel as a dual institution, binding together in
the person of the one Davidic king the two kingdoms of Israel and
Judah. These had originally existed as separate tribal associations, and
reverted to this separateness under Rehoboam. Evidence for this was
found by Ah in the successive stages by which David had risen to the
throne, first of Judah, and then subsequently of Israel. In later essays Alt
developed this further to trace in the two sister kingdoms two different
conceptions of kingship, one dynastic and tied to the family of David,
and the other charismatic and tied to no one family or dynasty.
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These early studies by Alt were the first of an immense number of
similar articles and studies, which are of great importance for the inter-
pretation of Israel’s history and historical literature. It is of particular
interest to see therefore how, at the outset of his career, Alt showed cer-
tain interests, and established particular methods, which were to re-
appear later with increasing clarity and conviction. On two particular
issues the further development of Alt’s researches was to lead to
solutions being proposed for problems which are of great significance
and complexity. The first is that which we have already mentioned con-
cerning the Israelite conquest of Canaan, whilst the second deals with
the organization of Israel in Palestine before the monarchy.

We have already noted the great difficulty that historians were en-
countering in seeking to clarify the events surrounding the Israelite con-
quest of Canaan as it is described in the book of Joshua. The much
celebrated archaeological excavations at Jericho had provided no
adequate basis for attaining a convincing reconstruction of what had
taken place and when. As a result, scholars were becoming increasingly
attracted to the view that there had been not one, but two conquests of
Canaan, one from the south and one from the east led by Joshua. In an
essay published in 19252’Alt  set the whole problem in a fresh, and very
different perspective. He began his examination with a study of the
evidence from external sources of the situation which had existed in
Palestine in the latter half of the second millennium BC. The decisive
importance of his attention to Egyptian sources and their relevance for
the study of the Old Testament immediately revealed itself.

Although the evidence was scattered, and provided only a partial pic-
ture of the Palestinian situation, Alt was able to reconstruct an account
of the formation of the kingdom of Israel. It showed small Canaanite
city-states, under Egyptian hegemony, with other population elements
spread throughout the rural areas and only partially controlled by the
rulers of the cities. These were of mixed character, and made up largely
of sheep-farming, tent-dwelling, beduin, who moved their pastures with
the changing seasons. The evidence showed a steady and prolonged
migration of such people from further east into the settled Palestinian
land. Ah’s  thesis was essentially that it was this prolonged settlement of
such sheep-farming beduin in Canaan which came retrospectively to be
viewed as a conquest of the land. The event of the occupation of the land
was not a concentrated and planned invasion, which could be ascribed
to one particular date, but the piecemeal taking over of thinly inhabited
territory. The fighting associated with it was the random skirmishing
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which resulted from local disagreements about land, and from the
varying degrees of pressure exerted by the Canaanite city states. It is
these local skirmishes which have been recorded in the books of Joshua
and Judges and which have been viewed by a later age as the concerted
action of all Israel.

In conjunction with this new approach towards finding a solution of
the problem of Israel’s settlement in Palestine, Alt considered the com-
plex historical problem concerning Israel’s emergence as a territorial
state under a monarchy. In many respects the problems concerning the
settlement in the land and the formation of the Israelite state were
related, since both aspects of the national history hinged upon the ques-
tion of the nature of the people’s social and political organization before
the acquisition of full national status. Here Alt pointed to the impor-
tance of Israel’s tribal structure and the deep mark this had left upon the
people and their history. Once again the distinctive historico-
geographical method which he had initiated contributed an important
insight. In the Festschrift for E. Sellin of 1927 he published an essay on
the list of tribal boundaries contained in the book of Joshua,22 which is
comparable in its interest and scope to that presented in 1913 for R.
Kittel on the districts of Solomon’s kingdom. In it he argued that the
boundary list was not, as had hitherto been supposed, a late idealized
composition from the post-exilic Priestly writer, but an early official
composition which conformed essentially to the situation of the tribal
settlements before the monarchy had been introduced into Israel.

Alt was to return to the question of this list again and to develop
and modify this suggestion, but in 1927 it provided a new basis for con-
sideration of the question of Israel’s pre-monarchic structure and
organization. One feature which particularly stood out was the fact that
the unity of Israel was not established by any developed form of inter-
tribal political organization, nor yet by geographical features, for some
of the tribes had been seriously cut off from the others. It was the com-
mon worship of Yahweh which bound the tribes to each other and en-
couraged them to a sense of mutual loyalty. In a short article on Israel
published in the second edition of the dictionary, Die Religion in
Geschichte und Gegenwart, 23 Alt drew attention to a comparable pic-
ture of such a religious bond to the early Greek and Italian communities
which had existed as amphictyonies.

The fuller elaboration of this hypothesis was subsequently explored
and brilliantly worked out by Alt’s pupil M. Noth, but it is important to
recognize its roots in the whole context of Alt’s understanding of the
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nature of Israel’s settlement in Palestine. In a number of significant
respects Alt’s views regarding the two types of monarchy which were to
be found respectively in Israel and Judah, and the claim that Israel had
at one time been organized as an amphictyony, have their origins in his
historico-geographical method. This lies at the heart of a new era of Old
Testament study made possible by the geographical and archaeological
study of the land of Palestine. Although Alt himself never wrote a com-
plete history of Israel, he established a basis for doing so which reached
far beyond the confines of the methods established by Wellhausen.

The historical researches of Alt were not primarily concerned with
the literary problems of the historical books, although they affected
these at a number of points. Alt regarded the lists of boundaries, which
are to be found at several points, as authentic documents from par-
ticular periods of Israel’s history, albeit not necessarily the periods to
which the history now ascribed them. They were not, however, late
idealized compositions drawn up by an age which looked back upon a
distant past from which no authentic records had been kept.

The most significant further development of the literary study of the
books of 1 and 2 Samuel took place through the further exploration of
the method of Gattungsgeschichte. Already in his study of the sources of
the historical books Wellhausen had pointed to the connected character
of the stories of intrigue and rebellion in David’s court. This ‘Court
History’ covered 2 Samuel P-20. In 1926 L. Rost published a detailed
study of the literary structure and purpose of this narrative,24  which he
now argued was to be understood as a Succession Narrative, since it had
continued originally to tell of Solomon’s accession to the throne of
David. This continuation was to be found in 1 Kings 1-2, which carried
the story of David’s court troubles a stage further to show their out-
come. Although scholars such as Wellhausen and Budde had also
pointed to the connected nature of this material, what was significant in
Rost’s treatment was the argument that the study of the separate
narrative incidents needed to be supplemented by a recognition of the
overall redactional purpose which they had been made to serve. What
Rost was in fact doing was to develop Gressmann’s approach,
recognizing that the separate narratives have been strung together into
chains, or complexes. Rost noted that a similar complex of separate
narrative incidents had been formed into the story of the history and
journeys of the Ark.*’  The importance of these blocks of narrative was
recognized by A. Alt, in a study of the origin of the Israelite state, and
has been further taken up and examined in more recent years. Rest’s
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study marks the beginning of a growing awareness that the books of 1
and 2 Samuel contain extended collections of stories about particular
figures, which were formed into a connected history at a comparatively
early period. As a result the notion that we were faced here with an in-
terweaving of documentary sources on the pattern of the Pentateuch
became obsolete. The problem of sources had to be seen in a different
light in these books.

In this connection we should note also a contribution from a Scan-
dinavian scholar along very similar lines. This was I. Hylander, who
published in 1932 a study of the complex of stories involving the figures
of Samuel and Saul.26 This carried still further the examination of the
individual units, and sought to trace the history through which they had
passed before being combined into an overall history, and finally woven
into their present position in the book of 1 Samuel.

In doing so he noted the tendencies of the various traditions regar-
ding these figures, and the ways in which these tendencies were
reflected in the processes of redaction. As an essay in criticism it grew
directly out of the insights and methods initiated by Gunkel, and es-
tablished a technique of what would now be called redaction criticism.
The appearance of redaction criticism marked a further step in the
abandonment of the attempt to solve the problems posed by these books
upon the lines of extended documentary sources.

A further consequence of the studies by Rost and Hylander was to
make it increasingly clear that the historical books were religious
writings, and that in their origin and redaction they were intended to
serve religious ends. The idea that the events which they reported could
readily be reconstructed by considering the questions of the age and
reliability of the underlying sources was increasingly shown to be too
simple a view. 27 It was necessary rather to investigate the particular set-
ting and tendencies displayed by the narrative accounts before their real
worth could be understood. Perhaps too, when viewed in retrospect, we
can see that the assumptions and insights of traditio-historical study of
the Old Testament historical literature brought out the religious, rather
than the purely historical, side of its contents.

This in itself posed something of a challenge to the marked emphasis
upon the specifically historical aspects of the study of the Old Testa-
ment which had assumed paramount importance in many theological
curricula. Studies of the history of Israel and of its religion had in many
cases replaced the more overtly theological aspects of the Old Testa-
ment, yet scholarship itself was being made to realize that what the Old
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Testament presented as history was given from a markedly theological
standpoint. The literature had been written as a witness to the religious
and political life of Israel, and at all levels, from the short narrative units
through to the more extended literary complexes and their redaction,
this distinctive religious tendency was evident. At first it had appeared
important to recognize this religious interest, or bias, simply in order to
set it aside in reaching back to the underlying events of Israel’s history.
Yet this approach was increasingly being shown to be inadequate, and a
new awareness was emerging that it was necessary to examine the
religious and theological side of the historical books in order to ap-
preciate their true character. Within the study of Old Testament
theology this was eventually to lead to a very distinctive understanding
of biblical history as salvation history (Heilsgeschichte).

The scholar who took up and developed most extensively the
methods and fundamental insights established by Alt was M. Noth.
Born in Dresden in 1902, Noth became professor in Konigsberg  in 1930,
after having taught in Greifswsld  and Leipzig. In 1928 he published an
examination of the form, structure and significance of Israelite personal
names28  which provided a significant source of understanding for his
next work. This was a detailed presentation of the hypothesis that early
Israel’s organization was closely similar to that of the early Greek and
Italian amphictyonies. Entitled Das System der Zwiilf Stiimme  Israels
(The System of the Twelve Tribes of Zsrae1)2g  this study of the tribal
organization of ancient Israel built up Alt’s suggestion regarding its
nature and elaborated this with great detail and care.

The earlier study of Israelite names provided important material by
showing that several of the tribal names could only have arisen on the
soil of Canaan, and thus Israel as a twelve tribe amphictyony must have
come into existence after it had settled in Palestine. Such an amphic-
tyony was essentially a union of independent communities bound
through their common worship of a god at a central shrine, and Noth
argued that in ancient Israel this shrine had been that of the ark. The
geographical importance of the city of Shechem in the life of early Israel
was accounted for on the assumption that the ark had at one time been
kept there. The fixity of the number of tribes at twelve was seen by Noth
to derive from the need for each tribe to supply the priestly service for
the central sanctuary for one month in each year. Once again developing
the views of Alt, Noth saw a close relationship between Israel’s
organization as an amphictyony and its distinctive traditions of law,
since a basis of common legal obligations was the major consequence of
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the mutual obligation to worship the same God. The central officer of
the tribal union was the law-speaker who was responsible for ensuring
that the legal and ethical demands of the worship of this God were
accepted by all the member tribes. At a later stage Noth developed this
idea still further in seeking to trace the special provenance of the Book of
the Covenant of Exodus 20:22-23:19.

Building upon this foundation hypothesis of Noth’s regarding Israel’s
organization as an amphictyony a considerable range of further studies
concerning the history of Israel’s worship, laws and prophecy has been
developed. So much has this been the case that a very wide area of the
Old Testament literature has, in one way or another, come to be
associated with such a hypothesis. Undoubtedly such an accumulation
of hypotheses based upon a foundation which itself only remains a
hypothesis has gone too far to remain convincing. It has resulted in
making the notion of an Israelite amphictyony a kind of blanket
hypothesis by which too many other features of Israelite life, sometimes
standing at variance with one another, have been interpreted. The final
product has been to spread confusion rather than light. Such excesses,
however, go far beyond the more modest confines of the hypothesis as
Noth presented it. Whilst with the progress of scholarship a number of
important criticisms have arisen to challenge such a view, it has proved
very difficult to offer a convincing alternative understanding of early
Israelite political and religious organization. One very important con-
sequence of the subject has been to draw considerable attention to the
fact that Israel retained a strong and vitalizing memory of its existence
as God’s people before it had existed as a state with a land of its own. In
the course of its history this memory was to have very important and
far-reaching consequences, and has continued to do so down to the pre-
sent day. Israel’s election as God’s people has not been tied to its
existence in any one political, territorial or religious form.

It is not surprising that Noth’s interest in the structure of early Israel,
and his concern to build upon the foundations laid by Alt, should have
led to his being invited to write a commentary on the book of Joshua.
Noth’s volume first appeared in 1938. 3o In it he greatly developed and
enlarged upon some of the conclusions reached by Alt in a number of es-
says regarding the lists of tribal boundaries and cities contained in
Joshua 13-19 and the distinctive character of the stories of Joshua 3-9.
These latter were of importance since they provided a key factor in the
understanding of the Israelite occupation of Canaan as a conquest.

However it was clear to Alt and Noth that these stories had at one
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time had a more local reference and were aetiological in their character.
This meant that they had arisen in order to explain certain basic
features of topography and local cultic practice. Noth could not find in
them any evidence of their having once formed part of either the J or E
sources. Developing Alt’s fresh understanding of the nature of the
material  contained in Joshua 13-19, Noth now argued that the major
Pentateuchal sources of J, E and P were not clearly evident in Joshua at
all. This meant that the long-held view that these were essentially
‘Hexateuchal’ sources was not true in the sense in which it had usually
been claimed.

The fuller consequences of this fresh study of Joshua were sub-
sequently related by Noth to the wider problem of the sources and
editorial structure of the books of Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2
Kings. This was closely connected with Noth’s reconsideration of the
observation which Wellhausen had made regarding the Deutero-
nomistic character of their ‘last revision’. When worked out in connection
with thenew  understandingofthelongercomplexesofhistoricalmaterial
in the books of Samuel, Noth was able in 1943 to set out avery attractive
alternative picture of the origin and structure of the entire historical
narrative from Joshua to 2 Kings.31  In this he argued that these
books were not separate compositions, but rather formed one con-
tinuous Deuteronomistic History which began with the law book
of Deuteronomy and extended to the end of 2 Kings. This is why in the
work the law of Deuteronomy is regarded as expressing the divine will
by which the subsequent account of the rise and fall of Israel is judged
and interpreted. Deuteronomy l-3 had been composed as the historical
preface to this major piece of history-writing. Subsequently some ad-
ditions had been made, notably in Judges 1, Joshua 13-19 and Joshua
24.

In general, Noth’s fresh understanding of the Former Prophets, as
these historical books were known in the Hebrew canon, marked a
notable advance over Wellhausen’s view to which in many respects it
was quite directly related. In a large number of features it appears to be
superior and more convincing than the earlier, only partially successful,
attempts to find in these books traces of the Pentateuchal sources. It has
stood out very distinctively as a major contribution to the evaluation of
the historical books of the Old Testament. It provided Noth himself
with a significantly new understanding of these books as a step towards
his ultimate goal of writing the history of the people of Israel in the
biblical period. This was a task in which Noth summed up a wide range
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of results from his own researches and those of his teacher Alt.32  Noth’s
original essay on the Deuteronomistic History combined with it a fresh
evaluation of the work of the Chronicler in regard to its sources, method
and purpose. That this had formed a continuous work comprising 1 and
2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah, had long been recognized, so that
here Noth’s contribution was less original in its conclusions. Overall
Noth’s researches into the composition of the major historical writings
of the Old Testament outside the Pentateuch pointed to two great
works; that of the Deuteronomist and that of the Chronicler.

As a historian, Noth’s work falls into a pattern of scholarship which is
closely related to, and dependent on, the methods and insights of Alt,
although this is in no way to belittle the great originality of the results
Noth achieved. Where Ah’s  work had been scattered and disseminated
in a host of articles and short monographs published in many volumes of
learned journals and academic series, Noth incorporated his conclusions
into a History of Israel which has become one of the most widely used
theological text-books in Europe. The wide use of relevant geographical
and archaeological data, coupled with information drawn from
rediscovered annals and chronicles of the ancient world, brought to light
a picture of Israel’s history which was different in a great many ways
from that presented earlier by Wellhausen. Whereas Wellhausen had
concentrated almost exclusively upon the Old Testament source
material, and had aimed chiefly at offering a convincing and credible
picture of the history of Israel’s religious institutions, Noth strove for
something that approaches very much more closely to a ‘secular’ history
of the people. Hence he considered much more extensively the problems
of Israel’s political structure and development. This deepening
awareness of the wide range of problems involved in the task of writing
a history of Israel is an eloquent expression of the way in which the
nature of the task had been set out with greater precision with the
progress of scholarship.

Noth’s work on Israel’s history brought to a culmination the insights
and endeavours which had begun half a century before with the in-
troduction of Ah’s ‘historico-geographical’ method. That it was only a
step on the way towards a yet fuller knowledge of its subject is obvious
from the very nature and complexities of Old Testament scholarship.

After a period of wide acceptance among scholars, Noth’s view that
early Israel’s structure and organization could best be understood after
the analogy of the Greek amphictyonies has run into increasing
criticism.33 Insufficient Old Testament evidence to show that the ark
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represented Israel’s central shrine and was at one time kept at Shechem
has been raised as an objection to such a hypothesis. Similarly the very
limited evidence to support the claim that on occasions the amphic-
tyony acted in unison for purposes of military defence poses further
problems for it. It has led R. Smend34  to argue that the institution of the
holy war was originally separate from the tribal federation, which
represents a later, and only very imperfectly developed, organization.
Uncertainties too regarding the existence of official tribal represen-
tatives at amphictyonic councils and of the role played by the amphic-
tyony in the development of a truly Israelite tradition of law have all
contributed further towards stimulating are-appraisal of this important
hypothesis. The major difficulty, however, has been that of finding a
better explanation for the undoubted religious bond that held the
Israelite tribes together before the rise of a territorial state under David
and Solomon. Other problems posed by Noth’s understanding of the
early growth of the Pentateuchal tradition have added more stimulus to
the search for a different approach to the task of writing Israel’s history.
Especially scholars have sought one which leans less heavily upon the
view that early Israel was an amphictyony established in Canaan.

In this respect mention may be made of the important effort of S.
Herrmann, another of Alt’s pupils, to carry through the task of writing
Israel’s history in the Old Testament period, without assuming the
various features which have become linked with the amphictyony
hypothesis.35

From another side altogether, however, the study of the historical
writings of the Old Testament has begun to acquire a very different
complexion. Since the work of J. Wellhausen it has been almost taken
for granted that the appropriate way of interpreting these books is to
recover as accurately as possible a knowledge of the events which they
report. This is why there has been a pre-eminent concern with sources,
with historical methodology generally, and with the contribution of the
historical books towards the writing of Israel’s history. Yet the books
from Joshua to 2 Kings are classed in the Hebrew canon as the Former
Prophets, and the very presence in the Old Testament of the
Chronicler’s work, with its much revised presentation of the age of the
monarchy, shows that the interests of those who preserved and
canonized the Old Testament writings lay elsewhere than in a strictly
formal history. This fact was of course recognized from the very begin-
nings of a critical approach to the Old Testament.

However such studies as that by L. Rost on the Succession Narrative
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have highlighted the way in which important parts of the Old Testa-
ment historical literature had been composed to support and interpret
various basic institutions of Israel, in this case the Davidic monarchy
with its principle of dynastic succession. G. von Rad devoted an essay to
this historical narrative in which he was concerned not particularly with
the factual events which lay behind it, but with its whole theology of
history and its conception of the divine activity in the world.36  Much
later R. N. Whybray also considered the same narrative from the point
of view of its relationship to the ideas and ideals of early Israelite
wisdom.37  We may note also that from the very different interests and
standpoint of structural anthropology E. R. Leach has examined the
form of the account of Solomon’s succession with almost complete dis-
regard for the questions of historicity which it raises.38  All in all such
studies are significant because they are symptomatic of a growing
awareness that such historical narratives cannot be said to be adequate-
ly interpreted simply in terms of their historicity and general factual
reliability. They are religious documents which were primarily intended
to serve a religious purpose.

A similar recognition applies more broadly to the Deuteronomistic
History as a whole, and also to that of the Chronicler, as even
Wellhausen had so pointedly affirmed.  These documents were written
at particular points in Israel’s religious development when some
historical re-appraisal of the past was felt to be needful. Whilst Noth
devoted a relatively small proportion of his study of these narratives to
the questions of their underlying theological purpose, other scholars
have viewed them much more directly from this point of view. Why
were they written, and what particular ends were they meant to serve?
In this regard we may note how central a part is played in von Rad’s un-
derstanding of Old Testament theology by the claim that it is expressed
in the form of a theological interpretation of history. The works of the
Deuteronomist and the Chronicler, therefore, present us with very
profound interpretations of Israel’s understanding of its divine election.
They reflect Israel’s sense of standing before God, and express in their
own ways Israel’s hope for its future as a people. Other scholars have
also turned their attention to considering the historical books of the Old
Testament from this perspective, recognizing that an investigation of
their sources and historical reliability are not the only questions about
them which we need to ask.

In this regard we may consider the significance of the narrative of
David’s rise, in view of the great importance attached to its witness by
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A. Alt as a major source for our knowledge of the rise of the Israelite
state. He regarded it as of inestimable value for a recovery of the distinc-
tive character of the institution of monarchy into Israel.3g  He dated the
document no later than the age of Solomon. More recently several
studies have been devoted to it, of which the fullest and most imposing
has been that by the Danish scholar J. H. Gronbaek.40  Gronbaek claims
for it a rather greater compass than Rost had done, finding its beginning
in 1 Samuel: 15. Even more significant in its consequences, is the fact
that Gronbaek dates it after the disruption of the united monarchy at
Solomon’s death. The latter point is of considerable importance for the
light it sheds upon the particular religious and political interests of the
author. At a host of places Gronbaek notes its concern to justify the ac-
tions of David in the eyes of the Benjaminites, in view of the unexpected
political situation which had arisen when the old tribal territories of
Judah and Benjamin were forged into the new kingdom of Judah.

It is of interest to reflect that Wellhausen began his critical study of
the Old Testament with the historical books. By seeking to find what
light they could bring to bear upon the history of the Law, or the Law
upon them, he became aware of their immense importance for our
knowledge of the rise and development of Israel. The fact that they
provide something of a test by which the other literature, especially that
of the Pentateuch, can be judged as to its date and presuppositions,
remains of great importance. It is clear that these books provide us
with an indispensable basis of knowledge for understanding the history
of Israel and its religion. Yet such a recognition can easily lead us to
forget that these books iere not written simply to record the past, but in
order to shed light and meaning on their authors’ present and to guide
the way to a future which was still to come. It is only when we bear
these considerations in mind that we are likely to appreciate sufficiently
sympathetically the way in which these narratives interpret the past
with such apparent freedom. At times they omit, revise, supplement,
and even replace earlier material in the light of the subsequent move-
ment of events. Their historical aims were clearly not those of a modern
critical historian. Their aim was not to write an exact critical history,
but to point to the action of God towards and within Israel, and to show
how this had meaning for the present and future. In this way the
historians of Israel have a relationship to the prophets which cannot be
ignored. The fuller recognition of this relationship is one further aspect
of the results of modem critical scholarship which has served to enrich
our understanding of the historical books of the Old Testament.
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4

Interpreting the Prophets

Whilst the main thrust of the fresh critical approach to the Old Testa-
ment at the end of the nineteenth century concentrated on the Pen-
tateuch it held the prophets to be the true creative pioneers behind
Israel’s faith. As a result the rather unexpected pattern of interpretation
had developed in which the main achievement lay in a radical re-
assessment of the growth and structure of the Pentateuch, while the
developments of religion which were thought to explain this growth
were attributed to the prophets. Although Wellhausen saw in the Old
Testament prophets the true pioneers of Israel’s faith and the founders
of ethical monotheism, he offered no detailed interpretation of the
prophetic books in explanation of this. His major work on the prophets
was a short annotated translation of the twelve minor prophets which
has rightly become valued as a classic of its kind, but this on account of
its textual and philological contribution rather than any broader
exegetical content.

Undoubtedly Wellhausen’s regard for the prophets goes back to his
own highly regarded teacher Heinrich Ewald, the semitist and
theologian who had seen in them inspired revolutionary spirits, who
combined in their make-up both intellectual genius and irrepressible
zeal for reform and spiritual renewal. Nevertheless there is force in the
stricture which H. Gunkel later made, that even the great Wellhausian
school, which had brought about such a far-reaching change in Old
Testament studies, had done little to produce a clearer understanding of
the true nature of the prophets. For this Gunkel points rather to two
men: B. Duhm and G. Ho&her.’
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B. Duhm was born in Bingum in East Friesland in 1847, and, like
Wellhausen, had studied under Ewald in Gottingen where the two men
became close friends. Duhm’s first major work, entitled Die Theologie
der Propheten, was published in 18752 and thus appeared almost con-
temporaneously with Wellhausen’s first important essays on the com-
position of the Hexateuch. Like Wellhausen, Duhm accepted Graf’s
thesis that the Law which is now to be found in the great Priestly
literary collection of legal and cultic regulations was later than the
prophets. The way was thereby made free for Duhm to approach the
task of interpreting the prophets on the internal evidence of the
prophetic books alone, without constant reference to a complex and
developed tradition of religious ideas and institutions which lay behind
them.

In this light the prophets were seen to be creative innovators in the
sphere of religious ideas, breaking sharply with inherited beliefs and
practices, and establishing clear basic principles which afterwards
became fundamental to the concepts of truth in religion. The very title
of the book, The Theology of the Prophets, reveals much of the character
of Duhm’s interpretation. The foremost achievements of the prophets
lay in the realm of theological ideas, and especially in the way in which
they criticized and rejected the cultic practices with their half-magical
assumptions with which Israel had grown up. The prophets replaced
these with a religion of moral idealism. The preaching of Amos could
readily be summarized by Duhm as ‘ethical idealism’ (p. 126), and each
of the great prophets from Amos to Deutero-Isaiah, with the exception
of Ezekiel whose preaching was thought not to point to a single new idea
of religious or moral worth (p. 259),  could be seen to have contributed
towards a new ideal of religion. This ideal was essentially one of the
primacy of morality in religion, with the ethicizing of the concept of
holiness and a discovery of the direct relationship of the individual to
God. Even though the concept of a national religion was not truly over-
come in the Old Testament, it was nevertheless possible to single out
Isaiah as having come to a new conception of the people of God (pp.
174f.),  which was basically that of a church of the faithful. Unhesitating-
ly Duhm pointed to Micah 6: 1-8 as ‘the most important passage in the
prophetic literature’ (p. 183), and saw in the prophets generally a new
conception of religion which made them teachers of the true religious
and moral values of mankind.

While this fresh emphasis upon the moral idealism of the prophets
admittedly took account of the historical context in which the prophetic

preaching had been made, it regarded this context as a kind of
ephemeral dress, which did not affect the lasting nature of the message
brought by the prophets. This lay in the moral ideas which they
expressed. W. Robertson Smith, who was himself considerably in-
fluenced by Duhm’s book, could criticize it as somewhat doctrinaire,3
and so indeed it is. Its reflection of the moral idealism of nineteenth cen-
tury philosophy is palpably evident, and its attempt to present the
prophets as theologians in disguise is an inadequate portrait of them, as
Duhm himself afterwards realized. Nonetheless it is an exciting book,
alive with a great sense of the relevance and appeal of the prophets, and
full of positive ideas and interesting interpretation.

Its few strictures upon the traditional orthodoxy of conservative
theologians in which the prophets were regarded as foretellers of the
coming of Christ through a series of cryptic predictions are a very minor
feature. In a far broader compass than Christian orthodoxy had hitherto
grasped Duhm believed he could show that the prophets had prepared
the way for the Christian gospel by their moral earnestness, their rejec-
tion of a religion of ritual, and their preaching of the direct relationship
of each individual to God. Whatever loss was incurred by divorcing the
prophets from narrow theological schemes of promise and fulfilment
was more than redressed by pointing to their relevance for the moral
claims of Christianity. Even more than this the prophets could be seen
to belong not simply to Israel and to the Christian church, but to
mankind as a whole, since their message embraced the moral and
religious concerns of every man. The forceful positive note which
Duhm’s interpretation posed heralded a new, and more broadly based,
form of apologetic which argued that we must go back to the prophets to
learn from them the revelation of the moral nature of religion and the
personal and ethical basis of each man’s relationship to God.

Duhm’s presentation of the prophets as theologians readily appears
inadequate in the light of a further century of critical scholarship and
examination of the prophetic books. Nevertheless it was in considerable
measure this emphasis which Duhm gave to the prophets, and which he
shared with Wellhausen, which has characterized much of their inter-
pretation in the twentieth century. In essence it can be seen in
retrospect to represent a substantial over-emphasis upon the originality
of the contribution of the prophets, especially in the realm of ethical and
religious ideas.

Duhm’s work was understandably accepted and followed by many
scholars as a great step forward in research, while equally understand-
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ably it inevitably aroused reaction and criticism from conservative
theological circles. At first Duhm’s career appeared to suffer somewhat
as a consequence of such conservative reaction and he had to wait until
1889 before being elected to an ordinary professorship at Basel, where
he taught until his death following a street accident in 1928.4

After the publication of his book on the prophetic theology, Duhm
produced nothing further, not even an article, for seventeen years, until
in 1892 the first edition of his Isaiah commentary appeared. The
freshness of this new work, coming after a considerable interval leaves
no doubt that Duhm had become conscious of the onesidedness of his
earlier interpretation of the prophets, and in the intervening years he
had deeply concerned himself with two fundamental features of
prophecy which markedly affect the prophetic books. The first is the
fact that the prophets were poets, a feature which had been recognized
since the days of Robert Lowth. However it had been only partially
explored, and Duhm now rediscovered it.5 This especially affected the
literary form of the prophetic books. The second feature is related to
this and concerns the fact that the prophets were not primarily
thinker-ither philosophers or theologians-in any conventional
sense, but had received their messages in highly distinctive and
emotional ecstatic experiences. In his earlier book Duhm had referred to
the strange psychological manifestations of prophetic activity in visions
and ecstasy, but had dismissed them as secondary. They were regarded
as features which tended to disappear once the prophet had perceived
the moral nature of his task.‘j  In his commentary on Isaiah, however,
Duhm returned to reconsider this feature and clearly recognized that the
unusual psychological aspects of the prophets were neither as subor-
dinate, nor as ephemeral, as he had at first argued. On this point his
work marked a further step in the recognition of the importance of this
psychological aspect for an understanding of the prophets. From this
beginning it quickly became a central point of interest in the study of the
prophetic books through the writings of other scholars, notably Gunkel
and Holscher.

Duhm’s rediscovery of the poetic nature of prophecy enabled him to
use it to provide a new aspect of criticism in his Isaiah commentary
which he regarded as of paramount importance. His awareness of the
metrical form of prophetic utterance made possible the use of an
analysis of metre as a fundamental criterion for recognizing the division
of the individual speech units. In this way it became a means for dis-
covering and removing glosses, additions and other secondary material.

This in turn facilitated Duhm’s great concern to recover the original
text of the book, and through this to get back to the authentic words of
the prophet himself.

While Duhm’s metrical theories have called for much further in-
vestigation, and have required revision and modification, he had
nevertheless established by means of it a new pattern of literary
criticism for the prophetic literature. The central aim of this was to
separate the ‘authentic’ from the ‘inauthentic’ material which had been
added to it. In the preface to the first edition of his Isaiah commentary
Duhm singled out this concern with poetic form and metre as an aid ful-
ly as valuable to the scholar as the evidence of the ancient versions.
Duhm coupled this with his earlier attention to the religious ideas of the
prophets, and a warm personal support for the literary-critical methods
of Wellhausen with all their stylistic, historical and theological
ramifications. Together they encouraged him to write a commentary in
which the dominating concern was to recover what the prophet had ac-
tually said. Only on the basis of having established what this was, did
Duhm feel entitled to go on to ask what was meant by it. More re-
cent criticism would undoubtedly wish to recognize that the reverse
procedure is often as important, since what a passage means will help to
define the context in which it could have been uttered.

Duhm’s basic arguments for separating the different sections of the
book of Isaiah, especially the distinctness of the major collections in
chapters l-39, 40-55 and 56-66, have become a most important land-
mark in the criticism of the book. However the methods which Duhm
fashioned to reach his results have probably been of greater influence
upon scholarship than those results themselves. In retrospect these
techniques of criticism can be seen to have been too refined, as is, for
example, the case in Duhm’s too sharp a separation of the Servant
Songs of Deutero-Isaiah from their context. Nonetheless they have
provided a necessary tool of research towards recognizing the long and
complex literary history through which the material of the prophetic
books has passed. In the light of further examination it can be seen that
the great weakness of this approach has been its too hasty dismissal of
SO much material as unimportant or irrelevant simply because it could
not clearly be identified as authentic to the original prophet. The pur-
pose of such additions and their immense value for the interpretation of
the prophetic books have too often been ignored.

Duhm wrote a number of other commentaries on poetic books of the
Old Testament, most notably a very constructive volume on Jeremiah,’
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on Job8  and the Psalms. g The Jeremiah commentary in particular
marked a considerable milestone because of the large amount of secon-
dary, non-Jeremianic, material which Duhm sought to identify and
remove from the discussion of the prophet Jeremiah himself. This in-
cluded a large collection of prose sermons which bear close connections
with the Deuteronomic writings of the Old Testament. Whereas the
poetic addresses of the main prophecies collected in chapters 1-25 were
regarded by Duhm as essentially Jeremianic, the prose sermons were so
different in style and thought, and so closely related to Deuteronomy,
that he concluded that he must set them aside as inauthentic. The
problem posed by these prose sermons has continued to be a central area
in Jeremiah studies, and the insights of Duhm have undoubtedly been
fundamental to subsequent researches.

Alongside of these commentaries, which Duhm clearly found to be
the most congenial form of critical research into the Old Testament, he
also published in 1916 a substantially revised presentation of the main
religious teaching of the prophets under the title Israels  Propheten. lo In
this he shows a much more restrained and cautious approach from that
which was evident in the exciting, but admittedly very one-sided,
presentation of his first book. On one major point his change of view
reflects a growing uncertainty among scholars about the rightness of
regarding the classical prophets from Amos onwards as the true creative
geniuses of Israel’s faith. Duhm now restored Moses to a place as the
first of the prophets and regarded him, not as a lawgiver in any
traditionally accepted sense, but as a prophetic figure to be set alongside
Elijah and Elisha as forerunners of prophecy’s dramatic flowering with
Amos. By this change, and without conceding that the Law in any sub-
stantial sense preceded the prophets, Duhm nevertheless re-affirmed the
creative role of Moses in the founding of Israel’s religion.

In his studies of prophecy Duhm recognized that the poetic element
in it was closely related to the elevated and excited consciousness of the
prophet who believed that God was speaking through him. Accom-
panying this elevated consciousness he saw that the prophets had un-
dergone strange psychological experiences of visions and auditions and
had manifested a wide variety of forms of impulsive behaviour
associated with a state of ecstasy.

The discovery of the unusual psychology of prophetic experience
marked out the prophets as preachers and public speakers, and showed
that their primary activity was at some distance from the composition
of the books which now bear their names. This interest in their psy-

chology rapidly developed into a major feature of research on the
prophets in which their strangeness was viewed with a kind of romantic
fascination, and their dissimilarity from conventional thinkers and
theologians firmly noted. Outstanding here was the work of Gustav
Holscher, who used various of the classifications of W. Wundt’s
VoZherpsychoZogie”  to arrive at a markedly different assessment of the
nature of the prophets from those which looked only at their theology
and religious ideas. This was in a substantial volume, published in 19 14,
entitled Die Profeten. Untersuchungen zur Religionsgeschichte
Israels.12

Holscher examined the various phenomena associated with ecstatic
and visionary experiences: a sense of heightened awareness, loss of
bodily feeling, concentration of thought, uncontrolled bodily actions,
dreams, hallucinations, hypnotic visions, experiences of dumbness,
amnesia and paralysis. All of these he related to specific actions designed
to induce such ecstatic experience through music, dancing and various
cultic and mantic  rites. He went on to consider the connection which
these activities bore to phenomena of prediction and of claims to see
events taking place elsewhere. Aspects of these strange manifestations
of prophetic and mantic activity were seen by Holscher to be present in
differing degrees in the Old Testament prophets. Of great importance to
his thesis was an attempt to show that a historical and genetic connec-
tion held together the whole prophetic movement. Hence he sought to
trace a recognizable origin for Israel’s ecstatic prophecy through
historical and racial features associated with Israel’s settlement in
Canaan.

He pointed to the existence of a priestly mantic  movement centred on
Kadesh in the southern desert where, he argued, Moses had officiated as
priest. There, he claimed, Moses had certainly shared in the obtaining of
oracles by means of a sacred lot. Nevertheless this was a technical and
priestly activity which was to be distinguished from the oracle-giving of
the free ecstatic prophets. The origin of this latter, Holscher argued,
was to be found in Syria, and behind this in Asia Minor. It had come to
affect Israel after the settlement in Palestine and made its first
appearance in Israel in the age of Saul. Thereafter it became an influen-
tial and dominant movement, reaching its climax in the great classical
prophetic figures of the Old Testament. Using this reconstruction of the
history, Holscher argued that the Israelite nation first encountered
ecstatic prophecy among the Canaanites, and had taken it over from
them. In the process, however, what had originally been a strange and
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bizarre form of ecstatic behaviour, associated with the giving of oracles
and the utterance of all kinds of threats, warnings and promises, became
imbued with a new moral spirit. Thus out of an unusual, but widely
known, form of religious behaviour there emerged a new, and truly
revelatory, form of religion.

Holscher’s work undoubtedly marked the end of any treatment of the
prophets which concerned itself solely with their religious ideas, and
which, since the work of H. Ewald, had seen their main contribution to
Israel’s religion to lie in the realm of their interpretation, or reinter-
pretation, of basic religious concepts and experiences. In this regard it
established an awareness that the prophets were strange and highly dis-
tinctive religious figures, who could not readily be compared to conven-
tional thinkers and theologians. Behind such an approach there was un-
doubtedly an element of romanticism which saw in the strangeness of
such prophetic behaviour a degree of mystery associated with a divine
intrusion into human affairs. Looking back we may also note with sur-
prise how readily psychological explanations were assumed to provide a
key to understanding the nature of divine revelation with all its
theological implications. We should also wish to criticize the assump-
tion that racial and genetic lineage can explain the history and develop-
ment of religious movements, especially when they contain highly dis-
tinctive ideas, such as Israelite prophecy undoubtedly did. Nevertheless
the publication of Hiilscher’s Die Profeten set an end to attempts at in-
terpreting the prophets solely in terms of their distinctive religious
ideas.

The new awareness of the strangeness of much of the prophetic ac-
tivity had enabled Holscher  to open up a new field of enquiry. After the
publication of a historical study of the development of Israel’s religion in
1922, he presented in 1923 an examination of the literary character and
origin of the book of Ezekiel, which radically broke with earlier critical
studies of the book.13 These had seen a substantial literary unity in the
book of Ezekiel, relatively free from the biting questions concerning the
separation of authentic from inauthentic material, such as had come to
characterize the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah. Even Gunkel had been
able to describe Ezekiel as ‘the first prophet who wrote a book’.r4  Now
Hijlscher felt that he possessed in his understanding of the psychology
of prophetic ecstasy a key towards recovering the actual living situation
in which Ezekiel’s prophecy had been proclaimed. This was not in a
world of quiet reflection and literary composition, but in an unusual
state of heightened openness to the divine action. Holscher  himself

believed that the prophets usually proclaimed their messages in an
ecstatic trance-like state, in which poetry was the natural mode of
expression. Only later was this original poetic utterance recorded and
written down. On such a basis he separated in the book of Ezekiel the
original poetic sayings of the prophet from the extensive prose dis-
courses and compositions in the book, which he ascribed to the work of
later editors. Thereby only a relatively small percentage of the extant
book of Ezekiel was left to be credited to the original prophet.

This glance forward at Holscher’s later work, however, with its very
radical conclusions, illustrates further the interest and value of his book
of 19 14. The study of Ezekiel is readily intelligible as a further applica-
tion of the interest in the psychology of prophetic experience, the
relationship of this to poetic speech, and the discovery that the writing
down of books of prophecy represents a late stage in the history of the
prophet’s sayings. Holscher’s understanding of the phenomenon of
prophecy was not new in its interpretative insights, but more radical in
the way in which it developed and extended them.

Duhm had earlier noted the ecstatic nature of prophetic experience,
and this aspect of prophecy had come to hold a special fascination for H.
Gunkel. In an essay, first published in 1903 with the title ‘The
Mysterious Experiences of the Prophets’, and later revised and printed
along with three other essays on the prophets in book form in 1917,15
Gunkel affirmed that the prophets were men of strange experiences and
mysterious, often cryptic, utterance. The jacket of the little book on the
prophets is illustrated with a beautiful line drawing of John the Baptist
by Steinhausen in which Gunkel took special delight. It captured the
sensation of wild and vigorous action, coupled with mystic rapture,
which Gunkel regarded as characteristic of the Old Testament
prophets. They were not theologians, nor was their concern primarily to
teach new religious ideas, for they had not themselves experienced
religion primarily in the world of thought. Theirs was the world of inner
piety and outward activity in an intense involvement in human affairs.
By examining this world, Gunkel made it clear that his foremost interest
was to understand their own private spiritual experiences. Hence he
saw it as the main task of scholarship to work to obtain such an un-
derstanding of the prophets’ messages in their historical context which
would lay bare their own souls as men rapt in communion with God.

Like Wellhausen, Gunkel believed that the prophets represented the
highwater mark of Old Testament faith and religious insight. This was
the central point of Israel’s contact with God, and thus the fount of
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revelation. Yet whereas Wellhausen had spelt out the consequences of
this prophetic faith primarily in terms of religious ideas, Gunkel saw it
as less definable in strictly theological terms. The prophetic faith was a
communion with God which could be recognized, and described, but
which was much more than just a sum of doctrines and ideas.

On one very notable point Gunkel differed from Hiilscher. Whereas
the latter scholar had seen the psychology of ecstasy as indicative of the
condition in which the prophets had delivered their sayings, Gunkel saw
it rather as applicable to the situations in which they received their
messages from God. For Gunkel an element of reflection, of personal
choice, and of conscious skill and artistry was seen to belong to the
delivery of the prophetic message. Significantly the second of the essays
published by Gunkel in DiePropheten  of 1917 was entitled ‘The Politics
of the Prophets’. In this study Gunkel noted the relationship between
what the prophets preached and the contemporary political situation,
together with the whole nexus of events in which they and their nation
were caught up. Their message was concerned quite directly with their
contemporary history and with assertions about the meaning of events.
Nevertheless Gunkel regarded this outward world of political turmoil as
a background only against which to study the inner spiritual life of the
prophets.

The most important of Gunkel’s contributions to the study of
prophecy, however, lay not so much in his insistence upon the
strangeness, and unsystematic manner, of their thinking and speaking,
as in his recognition and analysis of the forms of the prophetic literature.
The rediscovered awareness that the prophets were primarily
preachers, and that the prophetic books had not in most cases been
written and composed by the prophets themselves, indicated that the
original forms of prophecy must have been spoken forms. Gunkel’s
research into this subject fell into two main parts, the first of which was
to seek to discover and classify the types of speech employed by the
prophets themselves. The second was to learn from this the processes of
development which had led to the compilation of our extant prophetic
books. As in the case of his pioneering work on the stories of Genesis,
Gunkel used these insights to establish the main lines of form-critical
and traditio-historical study of the prophetic literature.

Already as early as 1893 Gunkel had hinted at a fresh literary ap-
proach to the prophets in an essay on Nahum l.16  This, he had argued,
was not a genuine prophetic vision at all, but a post-prophetic psalm.
Further Gunkel’s essay on ‘The Mysterious Experiences of the

Prophets’, first published in 1903, pointed to a recognition that the
prophets had primarily been speakers, and that it is only as a result of a
subsequent literary development that their words had been recorded
into books.

The most substantial of Gunkel’s pioneering studies on the form-
critical analysis of the prophets is to be found in the introduction which
he contributed to Hans Schmidt’s translation and brief commentary on
the prophets for the comprehensive work Die Schrzften des Alten
Testaments (Band II. 2, Gottingen, 1915; second edition 1923). This in-
troduction was originally to have been written by Hans Schmidt
himself, a pupil of Gunkel’s, but the advent of the First World War and
Schmidt’s departure into the German army led him to request Gunkel to
write it.” In it Gunkel gives an outline history of the Near East during
the years of the great prophets and offers afresh his study of the
mysterious nature of the prophetic experiences. In a third chapter he
goes on to deal with the prophets as writers and poets, and it is here that
his observations on the forms of prophetic speech appear. A briefer
presentation of these views was subsequently published as the fourth
chapter of the book Die Propheten of 1917.

Gunkel’s starting point for an analysis of the speech-forms of
prophecy, which, he strongly urged, were not to be reduced to any one
system because of the considerable developments that had taken place
in the course of time, was found in the ecstatic nature of prophetic
experience and the oracular nature of speech that was consonant with
this. The prophets had originally received their messages through un-
usual experiences of visions and auditions in which key features were
often mysterious and obscure. The natural literary counterpart to the
vision was a brief narrative account in which the contents of the vision
were described. In regard to auditions, however, Gunkel was of the opi-
nion that the messages they contained were primarily made up of terse,
and sometimes cryptic, sayings. So the original records of prophetic
sayings would have been correspondingly brief. Out of these short
sayings much larger units and compositions were developed in which a
whole range of speech forms found employment. In this way promises,
threats, admonitions, warnings, hymns, laments, liturgies and allegories
all became established forms of speech which the prophets employed to
develop and expound their messages. This, however, still left open the
question of which forms were basic to prophetic speech. To this Gunkel
responded by pointing to threats and promises, the predictions of woe
or of deliverance and renewal, as fundamental. In its purest form Gunkel
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suggested that this preaching was to be seen in the oracles against
foreign nations, although, as W. Klatt points out,ls he certainly did not
mean to deny that it was also to be seen as basic in the prophecies ad-
dressed to Israel. Here, however, Gunkel believed that the need to bring
about an understanding and acceptance of such threats and promises on
the part of the prophet’s hearers had led to a process of development in
which an extensive range of supporting material found employment.

Gunkel saw this development as having led to a supplementation of
the simple threat by invective in which the reasons for the coming dis-
aster were set out. For this reason Gunkel regarded the increasingly
moral concern of prophecy as having brought about a considerable
change in its form. The simple oracular threat more and more fell into
the background behind the invective which explained the divine
necessity of coming disaster. In course of time the invective came to
take precedence over the threat, and the major task of the prophets came
to be the uncovering of their people’s sin. Thereby the invective
assumed a quite independent place within prophecy, and took on the
character of a new and distinctive prophetic form. In line with this
development Gunkel saw the ecstatic side of prophecy, and the purely
oracular and predictive features which were associated with it, as
declining in significance as the prophetic ideas of God, and of his moral
government of the world, came into the forefront. It was on this account
that Gunkel believed that the prophetic literature represented the high-
point of the literary development of Israel.

In this analysis, in which Gunkel for the first time drew serious atten-
tion to the types (Gattungen) of prophetic speech, he made a most useful
distinction between those forms which were primary and peculiar to the
prophets, and those which had only been taken over by them in a secon-
dary way. Among these latter he listed such religious types as songs of
rejoicing, mocking songs, laments, pilgrimage songs, as well as the
profane types of drinking songs, lovesongs and the like. The recognition
of the primary types brought out very clearly the element of prediction
which lay at the heart of prophecy, but the use by the prophets of lyric
and profane forms also betrayed a most important development. These
forms, Gunkel argued, were older than prophecy and had been taken up
into it. Yet they had in turn been influenced and remoulded by it so that
the later religious lyric forms in Israel became deeply imbued with the
prophetic spirit. Thus, as Gunkel’s studies of the Psalms endeavoured
to show, this mutual interaction between prophecy and lyric psalmody
left a profound mark upon Israel’s literary development. The fuller dis-

cussion of this belongs to the history of the interpretation of the psalms.
Gunkel’s recognition of the fundamental place of prediction within

prophecy soon found further corroboration in a study of L. Kohler  of the
form and style of prophetic language in Deutero-Isaiah.19 Kohler
recognized that the frequently recurring formula ‘Thus says Yahweh’,
or more properly ‘Thus has Yahweh said’, was parallel to the formula by
which a messenger announced the contents of the message which had
been entrusted to him (cf. Genesis 32: 3-5). By this formula the prophet
was putting himself in the position of a messenger from Yahweh, an-
nouncing his future plans and intentions regarding his people. Although
in its origin this was a profane, or non-religious form, it had evidently
become a most important speech-form among the prophets, as is shown
by their widespread use of it.

The further elaboration at the hands of a large number of scholars of
the various speech-forms to be found in prophecy need not be listed in
detail here. The fundamental recognition that certain forms, whatever
their original setting, had come to be peculiarly linked with prophecy,
and thus belonged to its expression and its literary development, whilst
others were more consciously profane forms which the prophets
employed chiefly for their verbal and stylistic effect has been of con-
siderable significance. In later researches the individual preferences
which prophets have been thought to show in their use of forms of a par-
ticular type have been used to try to establish some indication of the
religious background of the prophet himself, and to serve as a pointer to
the sources of ideas and images used in his preaching. Such analyses
have sometimes concentrated rather heavily upon endeavouring to
show the connections of certain prophets with the cultus which
extended very considerably the interest of Gunkel himself in this sphere.

The fuller exploration of this field of study is to be found in the
writings of S. Mowinckel, who paid special attention to the ways in
which the prophetic books demonstrated the use which the prophets
made of types of speech, ideas and themes drawn from the cult.
Mowinckel’s debt to Gunkel is both strongly admitted and clearly evi-
dent in a number of writings. As early as 1914 he published a study of
the sources and composition of the book of Jeremiah which fully il-
lustrates this.20

In 1901, in his commentary on Jeremiah, Duhm had demonstrated
that the affinities of large sections of Jeremiah with the thought,
language and style of Deuteronomy occurred in material which could be
seen to be secondary on account of its prose form, the true language of
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prophecy being poetry. At the outset of his study Mowinckel points out
what he regards as two fundamental errors in the current criticism of
the prophetic literature, and by this there can be no doubt that he was
primarily referring to the work of Dubm, especially in regard to the
latter’s commentary on Jeremiah. The first of these criticisms is of a
failure to grasp the true nature and structure of the prophetic books by
looking for some logical order in the arrangement of the material. The
second is related to this and concerned an over pre-occupation with dis-
tinctions between authentic and inauthentic material.

From this starting point Mowinckel proceeded to argue that, as
Gunkel had shown, the basic form of prophetic speech was that of an
oracular utterance, couched in poetry, and usually making free use of the
‘I’ form in which God spoke directly through the prophet. This type of
poetic material was to be found extensively within Jeremiah l-25, and
was labelled  by Mowinckel source A. Alongside this was a series of
historical narratives (the so-called Baruch Biography), which had as
their main purpose the recording of the occasions of memorable sayings
(source B). The third class of material (source C) consisted of a number
of prose sermons scattered throughout the book, and clearly showing
signs of connection with Deuteronomy, as Duhm had argued. The
fourth class of material (source D) consisted of hopeful prophecies con-
tained in chapters 30-31.

Only after having classified the material in this way did Mowinckel
regard it as appropriate to raise the question of the authenticity of the
material, since the first need was to understand how these different
types of material were related to the preaching of Jeremiah. In a later
work dealing with the questions of the way in which the original
preaching of the prophets was related to the written tradition which
preserved this message, Mowinckel returned to these issues.21 So far as
his own earlier study of Jeremiah was concerned he affirmed that the
main way in which he wished to modify his earlier conclusions was in
noting more fully the links between the various classes of tradition
material with a view to recognizing their interrelationships.22

One of the most far-reaching aspects of Mowinckel’s development of
Gunkel’s method of Gattungsgeschichte in relation to the prophetic
books concerned the relationship between prophecy and the cultus.
This became a very significant aspect of the form criticism of the
Psalter. The awareness that some of the forms of composition which are
to be found in the Psalter are also to be found in prophecy had come to
the fore even before Gunkel himself turned his attention directly to the

classification of the various psalm types. This is well shown by Gunkel’s
early essay on Nahum 1. When looking at the Psalms more directly,
however, the whole field of study grew in scope and importance very
considerably. Not only was Gunkel able to suggest that certain
prophecies made use of liturgical forms otherwise found in the Psalter,
but he also argued extensively that many of the most central aspects of
the development of psalmody in Israel could only be explained by
postulating the influence of prophecy on the Psalms, in its ideas as well
as its more formal features. Hence we could trace liturgical forms in
prophecy and also see evidence of prophetic preaching in the Psalter.23

The major problems which these insights raised were those of es-
tablishing some kind of chronology of development so that we might see
which had inlluenced which, and in what way. Thus we can find
evidence in prophecy, as for example in Jeremiah 14: 17-22, of a com-
munal act of lamentation appropriate to a national day of penitence and
prayer. In this case the divine response to this act of communal
penitence was expressed through the prophet by a word of admonition
from God, although on another occasion we can readily assume that it
could have been through a prophetic message of assurance. Gunkel
himself recognized that this word of God’s answer to the people’s appeal
must have been related in some way to the liturgical forms of the cult in
which a priest, or some such figure, gave answer on God’s behalf to the
assembled worshippers. Mowinckel took up this point and especially
challenged Gunkel for not being willing to carry the implications of
these insights through to their logical conclusion:

Gunkel had raised here an idea that is fruitful in several directions, but im-
mediately let it go again without pressing on to a clear understanding which
corresponds to the whole reality. He could have had here an Ariadne thread
of psalm exegesis, but rejected it because Wellhausen-Stade-Smend
were still too strongly in him.24

In examining the progress of psalm criticism we can see the way in
which Mowinckel used this new knowledge to recover an understanding
of the cultic prophecy which underlies a number of psalms. So far as the
prophetic literature was directly concerned Mowinckel pointed to one
book in particular, that of Habakkuk, as an example of the kind of cultic
prophecy he was concerned with. Here Habakkuk l-2 takes the form of
a cultic lament, expressing national distress and appealing to God to
answer the people’s cry for help. Habakkuk 3 correspondingly is a psalm
in which assurance of this divine help is provided. Mowinckel further
pointed to Joel l-2 as an illustration of a similar example of a cultic
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lament in prophecy, noting that Gunkel had already observed this fact.
Mowinckel’s next major contribution to the study of the prophetic

literature turned to a different subject, but carried the insights already
gained into the relationship between psalmody and prophecy a stage
further. This was concerned with the composition of the book of Isaiah,
and in it Mowinckel pointed to the importance of the part played in its
composition by a band of Isaianic disciples.” The many points of con-
nection in thought and language between the prophecies of Isaiah, es-
pecially in Isaiah l-l 2, and the Psalter pointed to a common connection
with the Jerusalem cultus. Could this not then be best explained by a
recognition of a link between the prophetic disciples of Isaiah men-
tioned in Isaiah 8: 16 and the temple prophets of Jerusalem? If this was
the case then the activities of these same temple prophets must provide
the explanation for the links between Isaiah and Micah, especially in the
picture of an eschatological pilgrimage to Mount Zion affirmed in Micah
4: l-4 and Isaiah 2: 2-4. But as a result of Mowinckel’s concern with
the annual celebration of a Festival of Yahweh’s Enthronement in
Jerusalem, the work of these same Jerusalem temple prophets was also
found in other parts of the Old Testament, notably the Decalogue and
the book of Deuteronomy. By noting these connections the wide in-
fluences of elements associated with the Jerusalem temple cult were
linked by Mowinckel with the prophetic preaching of Isaiah and the
circles of tradents who had been responsible for the initial formation of
the book which carries his name.

In retrospect it was no doubt unfortunate that Mowinckel drew most
attention in his presentation to the claim that the Jerusalem temple
prophets were to be regarded as the disciples of Isaiah. Hence it is not
surprising that in his later studies he did not return to this particular
hypothesis. What he had achieved, however, in a rather over-pressed
argument, was a demonstration that there were many important points
of connection in thought, language and speech-form, between the
prophetic books of Isaiah, Micah, Habakkuk and Nahum on the one
hand and the Psalter and ‘legal’ material of the Decalogue and the book
of Deuteronomy on the other. The real common element which
Mowinckel had spotted was the influence of the Jerusalem temple cult,
not that of the otherwise vague and little known disciples of Isaiah.

Mowinckel’s understanding of the prophetic books worked on the
assumption that the prophet’s original words had been memorized and
handed on by groups of disciples who exercised a formative role in the
compilation of the prophetic books which we now have. Hence the belief

in the existence of circles of disciples, or ‘schools’ of the great prophetic
leaders was taken to be an important key to understanding how our
prophetic books had come into existence. Such a view carried with it the
belief in a period of oral transmission during which the prophet’s
original words had been supplemented and ‘developed’ in the light of
events and needs subsequent to his preaching.

This contrasted with the view that individual sayings of the prophets
would have been written down at a very early stage, perhaps roughly
scratched on potsherds, and brought together into collections somewhat
later. Thus, while the production of a ‘book’ was a relatively late stage in
the process of transmitting the prophet’s words, some of them would
have been put into writing quite early. On such a view it was legitimate
to attempt to distinguish clearly between the ‘authentic’ material which
had derived from the prophet, and the ‘inauthentic’ sayings which had
not originally come from him. 1

We have already noted that Mowinckel was opposed to such a sharp
demarcation in his assessment of the sources of the book of Jeremiah,
because it paid too little attention to the different types of material
preserved in the book. By pointing to the prophet’s disciples as the effec-
tive authors of the book of sayings attributed to him, Mowinckel argued
that the material collected in such a book was related in varying degrees
of closeness to what the prophet had actually said. Inevitably some
degree of interpretation, and even of later re-application, of the
prophecies became incorporated into the book. These questions were
taken up afresh and reconsidered by Mowinckel in 1946 in a book
Prophecy and Traditionz6.

Before this time, however, the consequences of a period of oral
transmission of the prophets’ words before the compilation of the books
which now bear their names was raised in a very prominent way by the
Swedish scholar H.S. Nyberg. This distinguished Semitist from Upp-
sala published a short study of the book of Hosea in 1935,” in which he
argued that many of the problems of the text of Hosea  must be studied
in the light of the general assumption that all prophecy was originally
transmitted orally. In his view the written Old Testament was,
throughout, a post-exilic creation since early communities only resorted
to the preservation of their religious traditions in writing when they felt
them to be threatened in some way. For Israel this threat, with its put-
ting in jeopardy of the continuity of normal religious life and activity,
had been brought about by the Babylonian exile. Thus he argued that in
the case of the prophet Hosea,  his preaching in the middle of the eighth
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century had been preserved orally by a school of tradents, or disciples,
and that it could not be regarded as having been committed to writing
until much later.

This general understanding of the importance of oral transmission of
sacred texts in ancient Israel was taken up energetically by Nyberg’s
pupil I. Engnell, who applied it to Hosea and to the prophetic books
generally. 2* In the case of Hosea the effects of such a view become most
marked, since it encouraged Engnell to discount the widely held view
that the book had undergone a considerable amount of editing at the
hands of Judean  scribes. Engnell, however, argued that this Judean  ele-
ment must be treated as belonging to the book as we have it and taken as
expressive of Hosea’s preaching. To Engnell the very idea that we can
now, by literary-critical methods, sort out the genuine from the non-
genuine sayings of any prophet was regarded as totally false. What we
have is the written deposit of what men remembered of the prophets’
preaching, as they had taught it and handed it on over a long period. To
some extent Mowinckel also shared in such a view, as also did his pupil
Harris Birkeland, who endeavoured to show the importance of such oral
transmission for an understanding of prophecy.29

G. Widengren, another of Nyberg’s pupils from Uppsala, argued on a
more cautious note that we must not come too hastily to the conclusion
that all prophecy was originally transmitted orally, and that prophetic
books are necessarily a late phenomenon.30  By adducing analogies from
comparable situations in Islamic tradition Widengren argued that in
some cases religious texts, including prophecies, may be written down
from the beginning. We must therefore allow that some prophecies may
have been written almost from the time of their utterance, and that both
oral and written transmission can exist side by side in religious
communities.

Certainly for a time the hypothesis of a relatively long period of oral
transmission within a circle of prophetic disciples came to dominate the
study of the prophetic texts. In many respects its value has remained as
a working hypothesis, although its importance has undoubtedly
suffered from exaggeration. That all prophets formed circles of disciples
has not been proven, and the almost total silence about them and their
activities in the prophetic books themselves, counsels further caution.
More directly too, the idea that it is a fruitless quest to attempt to sift
the prophetic sayings in order to remove later additions and glosses is
something of a counsel of despair. The very strength of the study of the
prophetic books since the work of Duhm has been its growing skill in

achieving this. However what such study has increasingly shown is that
the categories of ‘genuine’ and ‘non-genuine’ are often not appropriate
for a proper description of the material to which they are applied. S O

often what we are faced with in the prophetic books are sayings of the
prophets which have been developed and supplemented in a very
meaningful way. As a result a proper study of the redactional interests
and intentions displayed by the completed text has become a major key
towards obtaining an understanding of how the prophet’s original
sayings were understood and applied. In other cases, as for example in
that of the book of Jeremiah, it is rather jumping to conclusions to
assume that the process of editing which the book displays, and the
supplementation of the original Jeremianic prophecies by later ad-
ditions, must be ascribed to a circle of the prophet’s disciples.

Gunkel’s recognition that certain prophecies showed a liturgical
form, and may be understood as prophetic adaptations of cultic sayings
and activities, pointed to a possible source in the cult of various ideas
and images used by the prophets. Such a claim was taken up and
developed extensively by Mowinckel in his studies of the Psalter, and
led him to postulate the existence of cult-prophets, who must be
regarded as professional members of the staffs of the great sanctuaries
of Israel. Thus, as we have seen, in his study of the book of Isaiah,
Mowinckel pointed to a large number of features in the prophecies
which can best be accounted for on the assumption that they have been
drawn from the Zion temple prophets. In his study of the elements in
the Psalter which reflect this cult prophecy Mowinckel pointed to the
Old Testament books of Joel, Nahum and Habakkuk as examples of it in
prophetic collections. This suggestion was taken up by various scholars
in studies devoted to these books. The French scholar P. Humbert
examined the book of Habakkuk3’  and found it to be a liturgy of the kind
that Mowinckel had suggested. Similarly the Swedish scholar A.
Haldar3*  devoted his attention to this book with comparable results,
while Mowinckel’s own pupil A. S. Kapehud turned his attention to the
book of Joel.33  In all these cases the connection between the prophecy and
the cult was seen to extend far beyond the use of liturgical forms and
language. The ideas and word-pictures used by these cult-prophets were
interpreted as drawn from themes and mythological images which had
their original setting in the cult. The descriptions of battle and invading
forces were regarded as stereotyped mythological scenes, rather than as
references to specific historical powers. As a result of these studies the
gattungsgeschichtliche method initiated by Gunkel was carried very
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much further into the realm of traditio-history and used as a tool by which
the very content of prophetic sayings could be interpreted and explained.

In a way that is often difficult to appreciate fully in retrospect the
newer picture of prophecy which was emerging showed how extensively
many prophetic sayings had made use of earlier traditions. For the most
part these were regarded as having had their original setting in Israel’s
cult. Mowinckel’s study of Isaiah contributed further to such a method
of interpretation by its claim to see in the book the themes and ideas of
the Jerusalem temple worship, which Mowinckel explained as a con-
sequence of the fact that the prophet’s disciples formed the circle of tem-
ple prophets there. In a study which looked in the same direction, I.
Engnell argued that the account of Isaiah’s call bore a large number of
traces of its original liturgical setting in the Jerusalem temple worship,
showing still further the extent of the prophet’s dependence on earlier
cultic tradition.34  All of this contrasted sharply with the earlier critical
view that the prophets were the real originators of the main religious
and theological ideas of the Old Testament, which had only subsequent-
ly been taken over into the cult and the piety of the psalmists. The
method of traditio-history was being applied to the prophets in a quite
extensive way and coming up with somewhat surprising results. That
all of these pre-prophetic ‘traditions’ were traced to the cult, with the
result that the prophets were themselves being made to appear more
and more as the spokesmen of the cult, was clearly a one-sided reaction
to the older critical view.

In Germany this traditio-historical approach to the prophets was
followed up by a considerable number of scholars in the early 1950’s in
which the dependence of the prophets on earlier traditions was stressed.
In passage after passage traces were found of the use of liturgies, hymns
and ritual practices. In a very imposing theological treatment of the
prophets G. von Rad developed this method of study to use it as a key to
the understanding of the theological message proclaimed by them.35 In
his treatment von Rad was concerned not so much directly with the
cultic forms and language for themselves, but with the particular
historical traditions which he traced back to separate cult centres. Each
prophet was seen to be the heir of a particular understanding of his
people’s past as a consequence of the traditions which had been
mediated to him by the cult centre which formed his background. In this
way the dependence of Hosea upon the traditions of North Israel, and
the impact exerted upon Isaiah by traditions of Mount Zion and the
Jerusalem temple, became key features in obtaining an understanding of
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the theological significance of what the prophet had said. Most promi-
nent in this regard was the way in which these older, locally centred,
historical traditions provided a clue to interpreting the way in which
each prophet outlined his own eschatological picture of Yahweh’s future
plans for his people. The prophetic eschatology was seen to be heavily
coloured by the earlier accounts of Yahweh’s saving work on his
people’s behalf and a kind of ‘typology’ created in which the old saving
actions of God were used to provide a picture, and thereby to give con-
tent, to the announcements of the coming eschatological renewal of his
people.

Alongside this very distinctive traditio-historical approach to
prophecy by G. von Rad we must set the work of his successor as
Professor of Old Testament at Heidelberg, H. W. Wolff. This scholar
fully accepted the validity of the traditio-historical method of analysing
the prophetic books, and offered several valuable studies along these
lines. In the case of the prophet Hosea, Wolff devoted a widely
acclaimed essay to the examination of the prophet’s spiritual
background, and argued that it was to be found in the cultic traditions of
Northern Israel, where circles of Levites kept alive many of the historic
traditions and ideas of the Yahwistic faith.36  This claim became an im-
portant factor in the interpretation of Hosea, as Wolff demonstrated
in his commentary on the book.37 When he turned to the prophet Amos,
however, Wolff became very critical of the numerous attempts which
had been made to trace the influence of various liturgical forms and
cultic themes and ideas in the preaching of this prophet.38 Their
limitations and deficiencies led Wolff to question whether scholars had
been right to look to the cult so extensively in explanation of the par-
ticular spiritual world of Amos. A fresh examination of several passages
in the book led him to look in a very different direction. This was to the
traditions of wisdom, and more specifically to the old clan wisdom of
Israel, which was to be differentiated from the more sophisticated court
wisdom which is well represented in our extant book of Proverbs. Thus
what was striking about Amos, in Wolff s view, was not his dependence
on the traditions and ideas of the cult, but his remarkable freedom from
them. In his home in Tekoa Amos had grown up in a locality where the
strongly moral and didactic concerns of clan life had been retained in the
face of the growing urbanization of Israel, with its gradual breaking up
of the older clan-centred life, its special values and ideals. In support of
such a thesis Wolff pointed to the use by the prophet of several speech-
forms which could be regarded as peculiar to wisdom on account of their



didactic character. He linked this with the presence of certain wisdom
ideas, and the use of distinctive wisdom terminology by the prophet.

Such a changed understanding of the kind of tradition which could be
regarded as underlying a prophet’s preaching was obviously capable of
being explored elsewhere than in Amos, and mention may here be made
of its application to the study of the prophecies of Isaiah of Jerusalem.39
By such a procedure the traditio-historical method of study could be
regarded as capable of looking at the same material twice and coming up
with two surprisingly different results. Valid as this is as a measure of
criticism for certain extreme positions, it is unfair to regard it as typical
of the method as a whole. It has brought to the study of the prophets a
remarkably fresh point of view, and has further challenged the assump-
tion that large parts of the prophetic books are made up of prophecies
which have been added to the original prophet’s words long after his
death, and with little regard for what he had actually said. It has shown
that a prophet was capable of using all kinds of allusive and cryptic
sayings, drawing images sometimes from the cult and sometimes from
elsewhere, such as familiar myths and legends, in presenting his
message. The historical situation in which the prophet preached did not
preclude his using the language and ideas of far older times.

In the interval between the publication of Wolffs  study of the
background of Amos and the appearance of his full commentary on the
whole book it is evident that new interests and aspects of it had at-
tracted his attention.40  In turning from a concern to uncover the
background of ideas and speech-forms which the prophet had used, to
consider the final form of the book itself, Wolff pointed to the presence
of an editorial framework into which the prophet’s preaching had been
set. That Amos, in common with other prophetic books, contained a
certain amount of secondary material had long been recognized. Wolff
was now concerned to identify its character and to discern what light it
shed upon the interpretation of the book as a whole. His attention was
drawn to its distinctively Deuteronomic character, which pointed to
some connection with Josiah’s reform. From this Wolff was led by a
number of clues to suggest that Amos’s forewarnings of disaster to the
Northern Kingdom of Israel, and especially to its leading sanctuary at
Bethel, had taken on a deep significance for the Deuteronomic move-
ment. By this means Wolff pointed to a very pertinent connection
between the redaction of the book of Amos and other Deuteronomic
literature. This displayed a very different interest in the ‘secondary’
material in Amos from the earlier critics, whose main concern after

identifying it had been to set it aside. Wolff now perceived that it held
vitally important evidence to show us how Amos’s preaching had been
understood, and how its fultilment had been looked for in events.

Such a growing concern with the history of the redaction of the
prophetic books marked a further extension of Gunkel’s gat-
tungsgeschichtlz’che  method, with its concern to classify the nature of
the various types of material preserved in the prophetic books. The very
structure of the larger written units, often with baffling alternations
between threats and promises, was not an accidental production, but
must have arisen in order to fulfil some significant purpose. This redac-
tional history, through which not only Amos, but all of the prophetic
books had passed, offered a valuable key towards gaining an understan-
ding of the people and purposes which have influenced the preservation
of the prophets’ words. In a similar fashion the Deuteronomic material
in the book of Jeremiah, which the researches of Duhm and Mowinckel
had long ago uncovered, could be seen in a more constructive light as a
witness to the way in which Jeremiah’s preaching had been interpreted
and developed in the years after his preaching activity had ceased. This
material shows how the tradition of Jeremiah’s preaching was held in
esteem by circles of the Deuteronomic movement, and how that move-
ment came to attach very great importance to Jeremiah’s message of
hope which they re-interpreted in their own distinctively theological
way.

So far as the book of Ezekiel is concerned the earlier attempts, which
began with the work of Hiilscher, to isolate the original kernel of the
prophet’s preaching from an overlay of later additions and inter-
pretations has undergone a radical re-assessment and revision. Above
all in the massive commentary by W. Zimmerli,4l it has become clear
that the present book of Ezekiel is not a composition written by the
prophet himself, but does, as Holscher and others argued, contain a
great deal of material which was neither written, nor spoken, by Ezekiel.
Yet such material is not unrelated to Ezekiel’s preaching since it
emanates almost entirely from a circle of the prophet’s disciples who
have taken up, developed and re-applied the prophet’s original words. In
some cases material of this kind may have come from the prophet him-
self who supplemented and revised earlier prophecies in the light of the
fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. What we are faced with here is not a division
between ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic’ material, but a living tradition of
interpretation which both preserved the prophet’s preaching and inter-
preted it in the light of events and situations which were understood as
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its fulfilment.
Such redaction-critical approaches to the prophetic books must be

seen as an extension and development of the earlier stages of literary
criticism and traditio-historical investigation. To contrast the methods
with each other as representative of totally different approaches, as has
occasionally been done, would be a false exaltation of one method over
the others, and a failure to grasp the validity of the questions which each
method has been developed to answer. The formation of our extant
prophetic literature has been a long and complex process, and in order to
interpret the prophets it is necessary to inquire into this process as fully
as possible. The reader who comes to the prophets from the New Testa-
ment is made to realize immediately that prophecy does not have only
one interpretation; instead it acquired in Israel, and later in Judaism, a
complex significance as a witness to the promises and purposes of God
with his people. In order to understand these it is important to learn
both what the prophets said, and what their words were believed to
mean.
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5

Interpreting the Psalms

The initial impact of a historico-critical approach to the Psalter was to
produce a considerable variety of views regarding its age and character.
In all respects the rejection of Davidic authorship for the Psalms, with
the occasional admission of a few possible exceptions, left scholarship
open to find a new place for them in the development of Israel’s religion.
Yet, as many scholars quickly recognized, the contents of individual
psalms provided little in the way of clear indication as to the situations
in which they had been composed. Furthermore the titles of the psalms,
once the ascription of authorship was set aside, offered very little
assistance in filling the gap. Those titles which ascribecertain psalms to
particular events in David’s life were rightly seen to be later additions,
and to be unconfirmed by any comparable detailed historical reference
in the psalm itself.

Thus, although a number of broad generalizations became current in
regard to the age of the psalms, the wide divergencies in the opinions of
scholars illustrated the fact that the brilliant reconstruction of the
history of Israel’s religion achieved by Wellhausen and others had not,
thus far, been able to provide a satisfactory basis for interpreting them.
The reasons for this must lie in the fact that what literary criticism had
achieved was a workable and coherent picture of the history and
development of Israel’s religious institutions. As regards the more in-
ward and personal side of this religious life it had secured little in the
way of firm pointers to the chronology and development of Israel’s pie-
ty, with its own special movements, attitudes and aims. As a result
assertions about this piety were concerned primarily with broad asser-

tions regarding the development and progress of religion from the out-
ward forms of cult and ritual to the more inward expressions of
spirituality and devotion such as are to be found in the Psalter. On the
basis of these certain general categorizations became established, such
as that the Psalter was ‘the hymn-book of the second temple’, and that in
it were to be found the inner spiritual manifestations of the devotion
which emerged from earlier cultic practice. The main lines of interpreta-
tion worked on the assumption, already suggested by the psalm titles,
that they were written out of the personal experience of pious Israelites
and that they therefore contained an element of individual, and even
autobiographical, spiritual reflection.

Three main questions occupied interpreters. The first concerned the
age of Israel’s religious development to which the psalms in general
should be ascribed. For this purpose one age in particular became a cen-
tral point of reference, and this was that of the Maccabean Revolt in the
second century BC. Already several earlier scholars and critics had
suggested a date for the psalms in this period,’ and J. Olshausen
(180&1882) developed such a view in a commentary.’ Although
Wellhausen does not appear generally to have been in favour of so late a
date for most of the Psalter,3  the religion and faith expressed in the
psalms does not loom very prominently in his writings. His main con-
tribution to the book is a critical edition of the Hebrew text for which he
supplied notes,4 which are almost entirely of a textual and grammatical
nature.

It was left to B. Duhm, in a commentary on the Psalms published in
1899,’  to elaborate, and to endeavour to substantiate, the case for
ascribing the majority of the Psalter to the Maccabean age. Duhm
denied categorically that any unprejudiced critic could arrive at the con-
clusion that any psalms at all derived from the pre-exilic age. He was
prepared to admit that a few of them may have arisen from as early a
time as the Persian period and that Psalm 137 was composed in the
Babylonian exile. By far the great majority, however, he firmly placed in
the second and first centuries BC. Thus he was able to see reflected in
these psalms the inter-party conflicts of the first century BC and the
distinctive personal piety of the Pharisaic movement.

Three main features served to suggest such a late date for a great
many psalms. First, the emphasis upon a very personal and individual
relationship to God was believed to reflect the freeing of religion from
cultic institutions and rites, a movement which was thought to have
emerged only late in the Old Testament period, after the exile when the
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message of the prophets had sunk deep into Israel’s consciousness.
Secondly, the repeated note of conflict and the frequent references to the
sufferings of the psalmists at the hands of violent and godless men were
taken to reflect the situation which arose in Judah in the last pre-
Christian centuries. Those who were loyal to Yahweh were the poor
and struggling Jews who chafed against the oppressions of the wealthy
landowners who held the reins of political power and who corrupted the
priesthood and religious leadership. The psalm writers were believed in
large measure to be representative of the more pious communities who
formed the groups of Hasidim in the time of the popular rising against
Antiochus Epiphanes in the second century BC, and who later emerged
as the party of the Pharisees. A third feature which was taken to point to
the first and second centuries BC was the reference in many psalms to
Yahweh’s ‘anointed’, whom D&m regarded in several instances as one
of the Maccabean princes, and, in certain cases, even as a reference to a
foreign, but friendly, ruler.

The case for this late dating of much of the Psalter rested on
arguments of a very general nature, and it did not pass unchallenged. In
this connection we should certainly note the very different assessment
in the commentary by A. F. Kirkpatrick which has remained a classic
among psalm studies.6 Kirkpatrick urged that the case for such a late
date could not be regarded as proven, and countered it with arguments
of his own which led him to claim a much earlier, pre-exilic, origin for
many psalms. He did not rule out entirely the possibility that some
psalms were composed by David, but in any case he urged that the most
natural interpretation of those psalms which referred to Yahweh’s
anointed was one which regarded them as composed for reigning kings
of Judah during the period of the monarchy. Furthermore he urged that
the psalms which expressly celebrate Yahweh’s power from Zion
(Psalms 46, 48, 76) could best be regarded as having been written soon
after the deliverance of Jerusalem from the Assyrians under Sen-
nacherib in 701 BC. Overall therefore the case for regarding the Psalter as
essentially an expression of the piety and religious conflicts of the Mac-
cabean age was far from being universally accepted. Further dissent
from such a view along comparable lines to those argued by Kirkpatrick
was made by S. R. Driver in his much used Introduction to the
Literature of the Old Testament.’

A basic aspect of this late dating of the Psalter was the particular in-
terpretation which it presupposed of the numerous references to oppres-
sion, injustice and suffering inflicted on righteous Israelites who voiced

their protests and pleas to God in the psalms. These references were of
several kinds and included allusions to false accusations, ridicule,
persecution even to the point of death, and to other broader descriptions
of misfortune. The psalmists refer to themselves as poor and afflicted so
that the picture which arises in many cases is that of strife within a com-
munity in which the loyal Israelite felt himself to be the victim of un-
scrupulous and godless oppressors. A. Rahlfs advocated an interpreta-
tion of this which saw the poor and afflicted speaker in the Psalms as
loyal, but downtrodden Jews of the post-exilic age who were caught up
in what was basically a very sharp form of class warfare.8  This thesis
was widely followed so that the psalms were taken to reveal many of the
inner tensions and conflicts which characterized the otherwise little
known circumstances of Jewish religious and social life in the im-
mediate pre-Christian centuries.

Such a view, however, was opposed by a contrasting hypothesis ad-
vocated in a most thoroughgoing way by R. Smend, in an essay
published in 1888,9  that the ‘I’ who speaks in the Psalms is not an in-
dividual Israelite, but a personification of the community as a whole.
The enemies complained about therefore are not private enemies, but
those of the nation in general, and the conflicts are international in
character. Such a view undoubtedly undermined one of the most insis-
tent arguments used in favour of a Maccabean date: that the type of in-
dividual piety reflected in the psalms, and the conflicts it encountered,
only emerged at a late period of the religious development of the Old
Testament. All of these broad questions, about the identity of Yahweh’s
anointed referred to in the psalms, the nature of the conflicts reflected in
the psalmists’ pleas to God for deliverance, and the significance of the
use of the first person singular in a large number of psalms, have
remained continuing problems of the interpretation of the Psalter.
Further study has raised new questions and suggested new solutions,
but alongside these achievements it has also served to demonstrate the
serious limitations of method which characterized the early conclusions
of literary criticism. New ideas and insights were called for, if there was
to be a new assessment of the Psalms in the light of the new historical
perspective gained from the literary criticism of the Pentateuch and the
prophets.

The name that stands out above all others as that of the pioneer of a
new approach to the Psalms is Hermann  Gunkel’s. Already we have
noted the originality of his insights and the freshness of his method in
the study of the book of Genesis, centering on his concern to define the
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type, or Gattung, of the literary units which the Old Testament writings
contain. In a series of writings and essays, beginning in 1904 and con-
tinuing to the end of his life, Gunkel applied this method to the study of
the psalms with great success. The first of Gunkel’s publications in this
field was a commentary on selected psalms, first published in 1904,
which ran into several editions. lo Brief expositions of a number of
psalms by Gunkel were translated into English and published in
America, although their impact on the world of English-speaking
scholars does not at first appear to have been very extensive. The main
outline of the method of Gattungsgeschichte, as it applied to the Psalms,
was presented by Gunkel in an article in the first edition of the major
dictionary Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart.”  This was
revised by Gunkel for the second edition, and an English translation of it
appeared as recently as 1967.12 A major commentary on the entire
Psalter, as distinct from the selected psalms of 1904, was published in
192613  and an extensive volume of introduction to this was not fully
complete by the time of Gunkel’s death in 1932. It was completed and
prepared for publication by Gunkel’s friend and pupil J. Begrich in
1933.14

It is of interest that the first major attempt to develop in a commen-
tary on the whole Psalter the method of Gattungsgeschichte, which
Gunkel had inaugurated, was made by W. Staerk in the composite
volume Die SchrzjCten  des Alten Testaments.15  However Staerk’s
analysis of the types of psalm, or lyrics as he preferred to call them,
divided them into such a large variety of classes as to render the whole
enterprise rather self-defeating, for a primary part of its value was in
showing how much the psalms shared in common. Because of this
excess of classes the common features, and with this the recognition of a
common tradition of psalm writing together with a similarity of setting
for many psalms, were obscured. It was left therefore for Gunkel himself
to explore the full possibilities of his method in a commentary on the
whole Psalter.

Basically Gunkel was concerned to note four or five main types of
psalm, and to add to these a number of lesser sub-types. Further to these
were some psalms of mixed type which could be regarded as deriving
from a late period when the original pure types had become separated
from the settings in which they originated, and which served to preserve
their form. Gunkel’s main psalm types were(i) the hymn, from which he
sometimes distinguished communal songs of thanksgiving, (ii) the com-
munity laments, (iii) the individual laments, (iv) the individual songs of
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thanksgiving, and (v) the royal psalms.
It can be seen immediately here that the distinctions between these

types are based upon criteria of more than one kind. The broadest basis
of division is between songs of thanksgiving (hymns) and laments, with
a further distinction between those which are voiced by the community
and those which are voiced by an individual. The royal psalms form a
yet different category, several examples of which are of the hymn type.
Similarly two of Gunkel’s lesser types, the songs of Zion and the songs
of Yahweh’s enthronement are essentially hymns, but are set apart by
distinctive features of content.

So far as the main lines of Gunkel’s interpretation of the Psalter are
concerned we can note a number of points which stand out very
prominently. Of prime importance was Gunkel’s insistence that the
laments and songs of thanksgiving couched in the first person singular
‘I’ form were intended to be used by individual Israelites, and had for
the most part been composed privately by pious Israelites. Although he
regarded the type as having originated in the cult, he concluded that
most of the extant examples were separated from this cultic setting and
were expressive of a more personal and private piety than the original
setting afforded. In line with this Gunkel regarded the psalms voiced by
individuals as later classes than those in which the community voiced its
praise or lament to God, since he accepted that it was only after the exile
that a more private type of piety emerged in Israel.i6  A very thorough
and detailed investigation of the whole question of the nature of the ‘I’
who speaks in many psalms was undertaken at Gunkel’s suggestion by
his pupil E. Balla. ” The results were published in 1913, and represented
a very sound refutation of the earlier thesis, advocated by many scholars
but most rigorously by R. Smend, that this first person form was simply
a personification of the pious community.

As a further working out of the setting of the laments of the in-
dividual, which are much more numerous in the Psalter than individual
songs of thanksgiving, Gunkel claimed that in agreat  many instances the
primary misfortune which had occasioned the lament was illness. Hence
the descriptions of physical distress were regarded as references to such
illness, and the link between this distress and the assaults and gibes of
enemies, which were often mentioned along with it, was found by
Gunkel in the attitude of self-righteous neighbours. They would have
looked upon illness as a mark of divine disfavour, and accordingly have
turned against anyone stricken by it.

Of the royal psalms, which were grouped together by Gunkel to form
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an important separate category, it was claimed that they must refer to a
native Israelite monarch of the pre-exilic period. On this point therefore
he was in agreement with the views of A. F. Kirkpatrick. Gunkel listed
among such royal psalms, hymns for a coronation (Psalms 2; llO), a
hymn for a royal wedding (Psalm 45) and a hymn on the anniversary of
the founding of the dynasty (Psalm 132). The extravagant language to
be found in several of these psalms, which assured the king of victory in
battle, wide dominion, divine wisdom and peace, Gunkel ascribed to the
natural tendency to hyperbole in the ancient oriental court style.

One further aspect of the interpretation of the psalms received a con-.
siderable amount of attention from Gunkel. This was the question of the
relationship of the Psalms to the prophets. That a number of passages in
the prophetic books revealed close similarities in form, language and
ideas to passages in the psalms could not be denied. The question was to
define the nature and scope of this similarity and from this to arrive at
some explanation of how it had come about. In general Gunkel argued
that the nrioritv  lay with the prophets who had experienced a more in-. ~1 _

tensely personal form of religion than their contemporaries, and who
had developed ideas and attitudes, especially with respect to the cult, as
a reflection of this. However the connection between psalmody and
prophecy was not all from one direction and Gunkel saw a most signifi-
cant feature of Israelite religious development to have lain in their
mutual inter-relationship.

The greatness of Gunkel’s achievement in pioneering a new approach
to the Psalms and thereby opening up new possibilities of understan-
ding them in relation to Israel’s worship and spirituality remains un-
challenged. A whole new era of psalm studies became possible on the
basis of the classification of psalm types, and the related lines of inter-
pretation which he established. Not only so but he had also shown up
very clearly the unsatisfactoriness of a number of false trails which had
for long been followed by psalm commentators.

Because of the period of almost thirty years during which Gunkel’s
varied contributions to psalm studies appeared, it is important to note
the development within them and also the way in which they were in-
fluenced by the work of more than one of his pupils. Foremost among
these we must certainly place the Norwegian scholar Sigmund
Mowinckel, who had fallen under the spell of Gunkel’s brilliance and
originality as a student at Giessen in 1908, and who thereafter retained
the warmest affection and gratitude for his teacher. Even before
Gunkel’s commentary on the whole Psalter had been published in 1926,

Mowinckel had moved a very long way in surprisingly new directions so
that the freshness of his own insights above those of Gunkel must in no
way be minimized. Nevertheless it is evident that Mowinckel’s work
builds throughout on the foundations laid by Gunkel, even where it
moved a great distance from these earlier footings, and Mowinckel
himself remained consistently conscious of his debt to Gunkel.

From the outset, in considering Mowinckel’s achievements it is im-
portant to recognize that another influence besides that of the German
scholar had made a profound impact upon him, and had in its own way
led the Norwegian scholar to disagree with several prominent aspects of
Gunkel’s interpretations of the Psalms. This derived from the Danish
anthropologist Vilhelm Gronbech, under whom Mowinckel also
studied, and whose special interest lay in the field of early Indo-
European culture. His major work, The Culture of the Teutons, was
published in an English translation in 193 1,i8  and shows clearly many of
the insights about the structure and behaviour of primitive societies
which so deeply influenced Mowinckel. Foremost among these must be
set a radically new appraisal of the role of cult in such societies. Instead
of regarding it as a relatively static and formal collection of rites, linked
together more or less haphazardly, Grranbech  argued that the cultus in
such societies was dynamic, and essentially dramatic in its character. It
embraced the whole life of society in its powerful grip, moulding ideas,
intruding values and acting as a cement to bind the community
together. Such a picture of primitive cultus  was at once more extensive,
more deeply personal in its impact and more enduring in its legacy than
anthropologists, and especially those anthropologists who had con-
cerned themselves with the structure of early Semitic societies, had
hitherto been inclined to accept.

The first of Mowinckel’s studies to deal with questions of psalm in-
terpretation was published in Norwegian in 1916, and dealt with the
royal psalms. I9 Significantly it is dedicated jointly to H. Gunkel and V.
Gronbech, and its indebtedness to both scholars is apparent
throughout. Starting from the basis of those psalms which Gunkel had
already noted as royal, Mowinckel argued that the extravagant language
and high status accorded to the king was not a result of the flattering
and exaggerated language of the court, but a witness to the mythological
and cultic role which he was believed to play. Mowinckel could claim
that the king was ‘a veritable incarnation of the national god’, who per-
formed a vital sacral role within the cult. On the basis of this claim to a
distinctive cultic role performed by the king, Mowinckel could then go
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on to note features which the admittedly royal psalms had in common
with others, so that he was thereby drawn on to include several of the
other psalms into the category of royal.

The first impact of the young Mowinckel’s work on the Psalter was
not apparently very marked, no doubt partly as a result of the time of its
publication and its appearance in Norwegian. During the years 1921-24,
however, Mowinckel published Psalmenstudien Z-VI,*’ which were in
the long run destined to bring about changes in the understanding of the
Psalter, fully as great as those which Gunkel had already initiated. At in-
numerable points it is clear that Mowinckel was building upon the foun-
dations laid by Gunkel, and that a great many of the questions which he
raised had been initially suggested by Gunkel’s work. Yet the con-
clusions which the Norwegian scholar put forward were in many cases
very different from those of the German.

Throughout the six separate studies one basic tendency is very
marked, and this is to relate the extant Psalter, not in its entirety but in
the majority of its individual psalm compositions comprising laments,
hymns and liturgies, much more directly to the cult than Gunkel had
done. In a large number of cases, especially in the laments of the in-
dividual, Gunkel had argued that the psalm which we have was a private
composition made for devotional purposes, of a type which had original-
ly belonged to the cult. Mowinckel, however, argued that with only few
exceptions the psalms which have been preserved in the Psalter were
originally composed for use in the cult. In line with this view the ques-
tion of the relationship between the psalms and prophecy, which Gunkel
had regarded as an important factor in explaining the development of
this form of private psalm-writing, was taken up by Mowinckel and
answered by positing a development in the opposite direction. Where
Gunkel had primarily seen the prophets as the initiators, and the psalm-
writers as dependent on them, Mowinckel argued that the main line of
influence was in the other direction. The psalms indicate the ideas,
language and religious forms which were current in the early cultus of
Israel, and it is the prophets who have adapted them and applied them
to new situations.

It is not possible to summarize in brief compass all the main points of
Mowinckel’s interpretations of the psalms, and to follow this through by
examining the way in which Gunkel, and other scholars, responded to
them, leaving Mowinckel himself in turn to reconsider, and in some
cases to modify, his views. Since few aspects of the subject were left un-
affected by the work of these two scholars we can, however, look at

some of the main questions raised by Mowinckel’s work and note the
ways in which they have provided a starting point for others to follow
up and develop.

Gunkel had noted as one of the smaller categories of psalms, a group
of hymns which celebrated the enthronement of Yahweh as universal
King. These were Psalms 47,93,95-99,  which show a clear relationship
in their language and ideas to parts of Isaiah 40-55. Gunkel accordingly
regarded these psalms as eschatological in their reference, and as depen-
dent for their ideas and language upon the preaching of the exilic
prophet. In his Psalmenstudien II, however, Mowinckel argued that not
only these particular psalms, but a great many others also, had originally
been composed for use in the New Year festival of early Israel,
celebrated in the autumn, which glorified Yahweh as King and affirmed
his re-exaltation to the throne of the universe. It was the prophet
Deutero-Isaiah who had borrowed the language of these hymns to apply
their ideas to the event of the return of the Babylonian exiles to their
homeland.

Mowinckel here was not mooting the existence of a hitherto com-
pletely unknown and unrecorded festival, for there had undoubtedly
been a festival celebrated in early Israel in the autumn when the new
year began. Even the earliest lists of festivals contained in the Old Testa-
ment refer to a celebration at this time of the year (Exodus 23: 16; 34:
22), and the later, post-exilic, record in Leviticus 23: 23ff. points to a
Day of Atonement, a celebration involving the blowing of rams’ horns
and a Festival of Tabernacles as taking place in the autumn. What
Mowinckel was claiming was that these celebrations had original!y been
part of one great festival for which the psalms of Yahweh’s Enthrone-
ment had been composed. Such a festival bore many points of similarity
to the Babylonian Akitu  festival. Apart from the evidence of these
psalms, and some references in other parts of the Old Testament,
Mowinckel adduced support for his hypothesis from the liturgies of the
Babylonian celebration, and to a large extent also, from comments and
references in later Jewish writers of the Rabbinic age. These revealed a
substantial element of creation symbolism attaching to the Feast of
Tabernacles.

The psalms composed for the Enthronement Festival asserted
Yahweh’s kingship, which Mowinckel interpreted as a kingship over the
whole created cosmos, comprising control of the forces of,nature,  the
regulation of the seasons, the giving of fertility in fields and herds and
the stability and order of human society. The references to this divine
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rule were not originally eschatological, but part of the whole cultic
ideology and mythology by which the relationship of the divine and
human worlds was understood. Nevertheless in his original study

Mowinckel argued that there was a connection between the ideas

current in this festival and the origin of eschatology in Israel. In-
creasingly the political misfortunes which befell Israel and Judah during
the period of the monarchy brought an element of tension between the
historical reality and the cultic-mythological assertion, so that eventual-
ly the whole idea of Yahweh’s divine rule was projected into the future
to form an eschatological hope of the coming greatness and prosperity of
his people.

No part of Mowinckel’s interpretation of the Psalter has been more
sharply criticized and contested than this, and scholarly reaction has
varied between outright rejection, modest acceptance and the presenta-
tion of various alternative hypotheses regarding the character of the
Autumn Festival. In some of these the Hymns of Yahweh’s Enthrone-. .
ment play a part, and in others they do not. It is surprising, m view. of
Mowinckel’s earlier study of kingship, that the role ascribed to the kmg
in this festival is not all that extensive, although clearly regarded by

Mowinckel as very important. The representation of Yahweh’s
presence was seen to be provided by the ark. In 1927 Hans Schmidt
argued briefly for a more prominent role to be ascribed to the king in this
festival so that the earthly (Israelite) king was seen as the embodiment
of Yahweh, the divine King.21 Such a contention is of significance in

connection with a whole range of fresh attempts at rediscovering the
status and role of the king in early Israel. Mowinckel himself later
revised his understanding of the festival, and in doing so considerably
enlarged upon his view of the part played by the king in it, thereby
associating it more closely with the royal psalms.22

From another side A. Weiser sought to develop Gunkel’s method of

interpreting the Psalms,23 but with a very different understanding of the

nature of early Israelite cultus  from that being advocated by Mowinckel.
He argued that most of our Psalter was composed for use in the cult, and
in particular he argued that the Autumn Festival had possessed the
character of a Festival of Covenant Renewal. Thus a very large number
of psalms had been composed for use at this celebration, including many
which Mowinckel had ascribed to the Enthronement Festival. However
these did not include the Hymns of Yahweh’s Enthronement, which
Weiser regarded as eschatological in the manner of Gunkel. The Cove-
nant Festival was essentially an act of national renewal, recalling the

founding of Israel at the covenant of Sinai.
Yet another view of the Autumn Festival was advocated by H. J.

Kraus,24  who associated it primarily with the Hymns of Zion and cer-
tain of the royal psalms. He regarded it as a Royal Zion Festival,
celebrating the founding of the Davidic dynasty and the divine choice of
Mount Zion as the abode of the ark and the site of the temple. Like
Weiser he regarded the Hymns of Yahweh’s Enthronement as es-
chatological in character and dependent on the preaching of Deutero-
Isaiah. Other scholars, however, have advocated views much closer to
those of Mowinckel,25 seeing the essential rightness of his understan-
ding of cultus, and the creative role that this played in determining the
language and ideas of the psalms, but wishing nonetheless to recognize
the distinctively Israelite forms of cultic life in Israel. As a result they
have laid less emphasis upon the similarities with the Babylonian
celebration, and in doing so have found support from Mowinckel’s own
later reconsideration of his presentation.

H. Gunkel’s classification of a special category of royal psalms led to a
considerable re-appraisal of the role of the king in ancient Israel. His
elevation of these psalms from constituting a minor group, which is how
they appeared in his early classification, to form a major one, reflects a
growing sense of their importance. Whereas the king is scarcely men-
tioned in the law codes of the Old Testament, and the historical books
contain many very critical accounts of the monarchy as an institution,
the royal psalms very consistently describe his office and status in
strikingly exalted religious language. He is Yahweh’s ‘son’ (Psalm 2: 7)
the ‘fairest of the sons of men’ (Psalm 45: 2), and in one controversial
passage he appears even to be addressed as ‘god’ (Psalm 45: 6). Gunkel
himself was inclined to play down the significance of this language by
regarding it as a reflection of an exaggerated and flattering court-style.
Already in 1916, however, Mowinckel had seen the relationship which
such language bore to the mythological images and ideas of ancient
cultus, and had accordingly endeavoured to reconstruct the cultic role
which the Israelite king must have once played.

From another direction also, interest in the religious significance of
kingship in ancient Israel fostered a fresh examination of these royal
psalms. The anthropological and folklorist researches of J. G. Frazer
had made much of the role which kingship played in primitive societies
as a manifestation of the divine. S. H. Hooke set out verv consciouslv to
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relate these approaches to the study of the Bible and encouraged a
number of scholars to bring together their conclusions regarding the
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nature and significance of primitive cult and ritual, especially in relation
to the Bible. These appeared initially in two volumes, the first entitled
Myth and Ritual 26 and the second The Labyrinth.27  In the second of
these A. R. Johnson expressed a number of far-reaching conclusions
regarding the part played by ancient kingship in relation to the cult,
which further developed some of the suggestions of Mowinckel.28 In
particular Johnson argued that the Davidic kingship of Jerusalem drew
upon an older tradition of Canaanite kingship in the city, and that this
provided a vital connecting link between the old ancient Near Eastern
pattern of kingship and that which emerged in Israel. Such a view was
still further taken up later by H. J. Kraus in seeking an explanation of a
number of cultic features and semi-mythological themes present in the
Psalter, not all of which were directly concerned with kingship.29  A
number of Scandinavian scholars also entered extensively into the
debate about the Israelite form of monarchy, and sought to find in its
ancient Near Eastern roots an explanation for its vitality and eventual
resurgence in the guise of a messianic expectation. Notable among these
were I. Engnell,3o G. Widengren3’  and A. Bentzen.

In 1948 a sharp attack upon such views, and with them the whole idea
of a common culture pattern extending across the ancient Near East,
was presented by H. Frankfort in a volume entitled Kingship and the
Gods.33  Fundamental to Frankfort’s objections was an awareness,
based upon detailed study of literary materials relating to Mesopota-
mian and Egyptian kingship, of the indigenous character and distinc-
tiveness of the political and religious developments in the separate
political and cultural regions of the ancient orient. In a number of
respects Frankfort overreacted against the somewhat speculative
arguments of S. H. Hooke and the other advocates of a very exalted king
ideology having been current in Israel. In particular Frankfort
challenged the tendency to argue for this on the grounds of evidence
from outside the Old Testament. In this respect it is noteworthy that he
did not attempt any separate appraisal of the very rich language used
about kingship in the Psalms.

So far as Old Testament studies were concerned this was very central
to the whole discussion, and the issue was not whether such rich
language existed, which it plainly did, but what it had once meant. Here
many difficulties beset the biblical scholar, since a wide range of
possibilities exist for an adequate appreciation of what was meant by
such a phrase as ‘son of God’. How far traditions of cultic mythology,
social convention or simply court flattery have influenced the use of such
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a term cannot easily be defined. In this regard very positive con-
tributions towards elucidating the status of the king have been made by
S. Mowincke134  and A. R. Johnson,35 both of whom have sought to
clarify the social function of the king and his role in the cultus as a means
towards obtaining a better understanding of what such royal titles in-
dicate. Certainly what we find preserved in the royal psalms are
expressions of a very positive and favourable attitude to the monarchy
from a circle of the Jerusalem cult which stood very close to the Davidic
kingship. A further result of such studies into the meaning of kingship as
expressed in the Psalms has been a better understanding of the nature
and significance of a number of passages in the prophetic books which
refer to a future king, and which have loosely been regarded as
messianic. In the light of this better understanding it can no longer be
taken for granted that these prophecies about the kingship were not
original to the prophets to which they are now ascribed, and certainly
the significance of their language can be set within a very different con-
text from that which later Jewish and Christian messianic speculation
ascribed to them.

A prominent feature of some of the more radical attempts to interpret
the role of the king in Israel’s cult on the basis of evidence provided by
the Psalter has been a tendency to draw more and more psalms into the
category of royal. The belief that the king had played an indispensable
role in the Autumn Festival came to carry with it the belief that not only
the Hymns of Yahweh’s Enthronement, but probably also many other
psalms, such as the Hymns of Zion, were to be linked with this festival,
and thereby with the king who figured in it. The Swedish scholar I.
Engnell, in fact, came to argue that the majority of psalms in the Psalter
had originally been composed for use by the king,36 and only later were
they modified for lay use. From another direction, and prompted by the
difficulties of interpreting a feature which appears prominently in a
great many psalms, the view was canvassed that the king was at first in-
tended to be the speaker in a large number of them. This feature was the
problem of identifying the nature of the misfortunes of which the psalm
speakers complain, and the identity of the enemies, from whose clutches
and plotting the psalmists frequently appeal to God for help. Their at-
tacks, threats and malicious accusations provide the psalmists with a
deep sense of unjust suffering and a real occasion of fear.

Who were these enemies who so savagely threatened the pious man’s
life? By dating almost all the psalms in the Maccabean age B. Duhm had
been able to explain them as the opponents of devout Jews in the time of
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sectarian strife in the second and first centuries BC. Reflected in these
psalms was the inter-party warfare in which the Pharisees in particular
had suffered at the hands of despotic rulers. In a not dissimilar vein A.
Rahlfs had argued that the way in which the psalmists describe
themselves as ‘poor’ and ‘humble’ revealed the identity of the oppressed,
and pointed to the oppressors as the wealthy, landowning, ruling class.
These latter abused their power by taking advantage of the under-
privileged, but pious, citizens of Judah after the exile. The mention of
such enemies therefore indicated a kind of class struggle, breaking out at
times into open conflict, in which the poor and wealthy were involved.

The problem of identifying these enemies was brought more fully into
the foreground of investigation by Gunkel’s claim, first presented in
detail by his pupil E. Balla, that the ‘I’ who speaks in many of the
laments was an individual lay Israelite, and that the first person usage
was not a literary personification of Israel, nor a community of the pious
within it. Furthermore Gunkel’s freeing of these psalms from the
restrictive insistence on their origin in the second and first centuries BC

gave a much wider range of possibilities for understanding their
references to conflict and to the activities of enemies. Gunkel himself
argued that most of the individual laments were written out of a situa-
tion of distress occasioned by illness. Hence, as we have already noted,
he regarded the enemies as self-righteous neighbours of the afflicted
person.

In the first of his Psalmenstudien Mowinckel took up this question of
the relationship between the psalmists’ misfortune, which in the majori-
ty of cases he followed Gunkel in regarding as illness, and the enemies
who are referred to. The answer presented by Mowinckel was that the
enemies were believed to be responsible in some way for causing the
worsb,ipper’s  misfortune, and must have been thought to have cast a
spell on him. Hence the intellectual world of many psalms was that of
magic, and the loosely defined area where magic, cultus  and fear com-
bined together in a semi-religious view of the world. Mowinckel went on
to argue that the very expression ‘workers of iniquity’, by which the
psalmists’ enemies were sometimes described, essentially referred to
‘manipulators of magic power’.

From a different direction the German scholar H. Schmidt sought to
shed light on the problem of identifying the enemies by noting that
frequently the psalmists complained of the injustice of their accusations
and besought God for some tangible act, or sign, of vindication. In con-
sequence he postulated that these psalms were uttered by men who had
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been falsely accused of some crime or offence,  and who besought God to
demonstrate their innocence and to secure their acquittal. This led
Schmidt to think of some kind of religious trial, conducted before
priests, in which the worshipper was examined under oath and
acquitted if shown to be innocent. 37 Such a view has been developed
more extensively by W. Beyerlin.38

Working with some of the same assumptions about the nature of the
psalmists’ distress, but reconstructing a very different situation to ac-
count for the writing of the psalms concerned, L. Delekat39  has
suggested that these latter were pleas for admission to a sanctuary as a
place of divinely protected asylum. The enemies were thus the accusers
and pursuers of the psalmist, and the latter wrote out his defence plea in
the form of a psalm. He was then either granted, or refused, asylum on
the basis of it. Delekat also argued that there may also have been a
priestly oracle which constituted the divine ‘answer’ to it. Certainly all
of these views have contributed towards the illumination of the types of
distress of which the psalmists complain; unjust accusations, illness,
boorish neighbours and wealthy oppressors would all appear to fit some
of the descriptions of the troubles complained of. Yet the attempts to tie
down these descriptions to very specific cultic situations have been of
only limited success in explaining the setting of the psalms concerned
since many of the features they contain do not readily fit into such
schemes.

The problem was looked at in a different way by H. Birkeland,“O  a
pupil of Mowinckel’s. Birkeland noted that in some cases there are
references to enemies in the community laments where it is most ap-
propriate that we should think of national enemies. Similar references to
enemies are found in certain of the royal psalms, where again it is most
natural that we should think of national, rather than personal, enemies
of the king. When we turn to the descriptions of the enemies in the in-
dividual laments we find that they are very similar in their character and
content to those given in the other two cases. The conclusion which
Birkeland drew was that the enemies must be essentially of the same
kind in all three cases. Thus the speaker in the individual laments must
either be the king, or some other national leader such as the leader of the
armed forces. Throughout the Psalter the enemies must generally be
regarded as national enemies. Mowinckel himself later expressed some
measure of support for such a view, but not in such a wide-ranging
fashion as to bring most of the laments under the same heading!’ Cer-
tainly the problem overall has not easily submitted to any one solution

91



and we can recognize the partial truths of several of these views. Even
the notion of some half-magical conception of the world is certainly not
to be ruled out, since there are clear traces of this in the Old Testament.
Yet no one hypothesis about the identity of the enemies has been able to
account for all the features included in the descriptions of them, and we
must conclude that the intentions of the psalm-writers were not always
the same. We cannot therefore arrive at a solution to the problem by
looking for any one single setting for the personal lament psalms.

We have noted already that at a very early period in his studies of the
Old Testament H. Gunkel published an essay on Nahum 1 in which he
argued that this chapter of a prophetic book was set out in the form of an
acrostic liturgical psalm. 42 This pointed to a connection between
prophecy and psalmody of a rather different kind from that expressed in
the view of Duhm that psalmody was a late flowering of the piety and
morality originated by the prophets. Although Gunkel had in no way
wished to set aside this picture of a general dependence of psalmody
upon prophecy, he had in this instance set out a case for believing that
parts of the prophetic literature may have been influenced by psalm,
liturgies. In later essays Gunkel made use of a similar kind of argument
to show the presence of such liturgical forms in the conclusion of the
book of Micah and also in Isaiah 33.“3  These essays were concerned to
show how the forms of Israel’s worship, which are directly reflected in
the form of a number of psalms, are also to be found reflected, or im-
itated, in prophecy. In his studies of the Psalms, especially in an exten-
sive section in the Einleitung,44 Gunkel argued that the main direction
of influence had been from prophecy to the psalms. As a result a great
many ideas, themes and verbal images which originated in prophecy
found their way into the Psalter. Primarily here Gunkel pointed to
Israel’s eschatological hope, which he believed originated with the
prophets and yet is to be found in a number of psalms, supremely the
Hymns of Yahweh’s Enthronement. These hymns, Gunkel argued,
were modelled upon the prophecies of Deutero-Isaiah, taking up and
elaborating particular ideas and images used by this prophet. Even more
widely Gunkel found a development of this eschatological hope of a un-
iversal reign of Yahweh expressed in certain of the royal psalms, such as
Psalms 2 and 110, and in the Hymns of Zion (Psalms 46,48).

Besides this eschatological hope Gunkel pointed to a number of other
themes and ideas of the prophets’ preaching which had been carried
over into the psalms. Prominent among these, Gunkel believed, were
certain criticisms of the cult, especially of the institution of sacrifice,

which he regarded as dependent upon the attacks on the practice of the
cult made by the great prophets. Other features too, including a general
concern with the obligations of socialjustice were held to reflect the way
in which prophecy had left its mark upon psalmody. It was not only in
the world of ideas, however, that the relationship between the psalmists
and the prophets showed itself, but also in the area of literary forms,
which Gunkel did so much to clarify. In a number of psalms a very
striking oracular form was employed, as for example in Psalm 2: 7-9,
where a divine assurance to the king promised him a divinely effected
victory over his enemies and their complete humiliation. Here Gunkel
argued that the oracular form, found in prophecy, had been adapted and
used in the psalm. As we have already noted, however, Gunkel also fully
accepted that the influence of forms and ideas could be traced in the
other direction, where prophecy made use of liturgical forms from the
cult. Because of this the forms of liturgies, hymns and laments, which
are primarily found in the Psalter, could all be traced in prophetic
passages. There was, therefore, according to Gunkel, a very important
interaction between psalmody and prophecy in which forms and ideas
proper to each had exerted an influence upon the other. Chiefly,
however, it is evident that Gunkel saw the main strength of such in-
fluence to have been from prophecy to the psalms. This conclusion was
entirely in line with Gunkel’s overall conviction regarding the creative
originality of the prophets.

When we consider the ways in which Mowinckel modified and
developed Gunkel’s psalm interpretations in his own Psalmenstudien
I-VI, it is immediately apparent that the question of the mutual in-
fluence exerted between prophets and psalmists had taken on a very
deep significance. On a number of very important points Mowinckel
took up questions raised by Gunkel, but came to different conclusions in
regard to them. Thus Mowinckel’s quite new understanding of the
relationship between the preaching of Deutero-Isaiah and the Hymns of
Yahweh’s Enthronement fits into this category. By setting aside
Gunkel’s explanation that the hymns had been modelled on the
prophecies, Mowinckel found himself free to look for a quite different
original setting for the former in the cult, where they were no longer to
be regarded as eschatological hymns but as revealing testimony to the
ideas and intentions of the cult. Similarly in the case of the Zion hymns,
which A. F. Kirkpatrick had regarded as composed to celebrate the lif-
ting of the siege of Jerusalem in 701 BC after the Assyrian attack under
Sennacherib, Mowinckel now argued that this was not so. Rather the
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old cult hymns which celebrated in the timeless language of myth the
victory of Yahweh from Mount Zion had so coloured the accounts of
what had happened in 701 BC that the significant, but politically and
militarily intelligible, act of Assyrian leniency towards Jerusalem in that
year had acquired the aura and fame of a miraculous divine victory.45 So
extensive and radical was Mowinckel’s re-appraisal of the role of the
cult in early Israel that he could quite freely argue that time and again it
was from this source that ideas, verbal images and literary forms had
been taken up by prophecy. As a general working rule Mowinckel could
later write, ‘The religion of the psalms is the spiritual background of the
prophets’.46

From this standpoint of a broad recognition of cases where the ideas
and forms of the cult, which are attested in the Psalter, have influenced
the pronouncements of the prophets, Mowinckel went on to consider
the whole question of the relationship between prophecy and psalmody
in Israel.47  There are a large number of cases where an oracular form,
such as we find frequently in the prophets, also makes its appearance in
a psalm. Gunkel had explained this phenomenon as an illustration of the
way in which the psalmists borrow from, and imitate, the prophets.
Mowinckel however, argued for a more direct explanation of the origin
of the oracular element in the psalms in question. There were present in
Israel’s cult, he maintained, cultic prophets who must be looked to as
the speakers of the oracular sayings which are contained in certain
psalms. What Mowinckel was proposing was a much wider understan-
ding of the nature of prophecy in Israel, with a recognition that certain
of the professional personnel of the sanctuaries should be recognized as
prophets. The distinction between priests and prophets, which had
come to be regarded as a very sharp one in critical reconstructions of the
development of Israel’s religion, was neither clearly nor rigidly adhered
to. On this score Gunkel criticized Mowinckel’s view as entailing so
much broader a conception of priesthood than was usually accepted,
and so wide a definition of prophecy, as to blur the lines of distinction
between priest and prophet. 48 Yet, while the element of the blurring of
definitions must be admitted, Mowinckel was undoubtedly right in
recognizing the close ties which had once bound prophecy to the cult
and its concerns. We have already noted the effect that this recognition
had upon the understanding of prophecy and the formation of the
prophetic books. The fuller implications of Mowinckel’s thesis regar-
ding cultic prophecy for the study of the Psalter have received only
limited attention in subsequent studies of the Psalms, and their main

impact has been upon the study of the prophets.
However in relation to the study of one prophet in particular the

dramatic reversal of priorities which Mowinckel proposed regarding
psalmody and prophecy has been especially fruitful. This is Deutero-
Isaiah, where in a striking way Gunkel’s friend and pupil J. Begrich was
able to develop and establish the claim that several of the speech forms
found in Deutero-Isaiah, with their strong poetic imagery, derive from
psalmody. 49 He was able to trace here the prophet’s use of the form and
language of the oracle of assurance, which Gunkel had seen to belong to
the cultic situation in which a priest gave answer to the worshipper’s
lament.50 In a host of other ways also Begrich was able to demonstrate
that the prophecy of Deutero-Isaiah is steeped in the language, ideas,
idioms and poetic forms of Israelite psalmody. Begrich’s early death at
the end of the second world war undoubtedly lost to Old Testament
scholarship a most accomplished exponent of the method of Gat-
tungsgeschichte. Overall it can be seen that Mowinckel’s willingness to
reconsider the issue of priority in the interconnections of prophecy and
psalmody established a basis for a radical reassessment of both. As a
result the sharpness of the cleavage between the prophets and the cult,
which had formed a significant aspect of the history of Israel’s religious
development in the reconstructions of Wellhausen and Duhm, was
demonstrably shown to be false.

In looking back over the impact of psalm studies upon Old Testament
interpretation over the past century it is noticeable how it has moved
from a minor to a major role. In the work of Wellhausen and his im-
mediate followers the Psalms, for all the admiration accorded to their
literary qualities and spirituality, were relegated to a very subordinate
and secondary position in the growth of the Old Testament. They were
looked upon simply as reflecting the undercurrent of personal piety and
hope which flourished when the main creative impulses of Israel’s
religion had ebbed away. As a result of the work of Gunkel and
Mowinckel, however, the Psalms were elevated to a new position of
priority as a witness to the groundwork of cult and piety which underlie
the formation of the historical books as well as the phenomenon of
prophecy in Israel. They illustrate the language and aspirations which
belonged essentially to the cult, and which lie behind the activities of
prophets, wise men and historians. They can therefore be seen to stand
in a remarkably central position in the Old Testament, and to provide an
essential backcloth against which other religious developments can be
viewed.
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6

Interpreting the Wisdom Literature

Within the Old Testament certain books stand apart from the rest on
account of their marked didactic character, and a quite distinctive
literary style. These are the books of Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes
which, together with the books of Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of
Solomon in the Apocrypha, represent the wisdom literature of the Old
Testament. Their style and form is unlike that of the prophets, and they
include sayings, proverbs, admonitions and exhortations, with little or
no specific appeal to explicit laws or commandments. They also display
a certain pragmatic cast of thought, which has meant that they have not
easily proved capable of being accommodated into the main patterns of
interpretation appropriate to the rest of the Old Testament literature.
Their literary forms and style are clearly different from the narrative,
legal and prophetic forms of speech and writing. Their content also
shows a range of interests which are both intensely moral and yet quite
unlike the sharp invective of the prophets or the authoritative com-
mandments of the divine law. Furthermore these books show every
mark of having reached their present form at a relatively late period of
the Old Testament era. All in all they can be readily seen to stand apart,
and to have belonged to a distinctive part of ancient Israelite life which
necessitates special attention on the part of the scholar who would un-
derstand them. At the same time, if their interpretation is to be
meaningful it may be expected to show some kind of relationship to that
of other parts of the Old Testament literature, so that the setting of
wisdom in the overall context of Israel’s religious life can be properly
seen and evaluated. As a consequence a significant aspect of the inter-
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pretation of the wisdom books has been concerned with the problem of
relating the distinctive interests and ideas contained in them to the
major religious trends of ancient Israel.

In his Old Testament Theology H. Schultz, disdaining any very
precise critical attempts to date the emergence of wisdom in Israel,
argued that it represented a distinctive type of philosophical piety
which emerged on the basis of the divine revelation given in the Mosaic
law.’ He claimed that it possessed a religious character from the start,
and did not belong to any one particular class of people. Rather it
expressed a kind of pious intellectual approach to Israel’s revealed
religion. For such a viewpoint Schultz appealed to the earlier views of G.
F. Oehler. From time to time since then other scholars have sought to
find in wisdom a special kind of Israelite philosophical piety, and some
apparent plausibility attaches to such a view if attention is concentrated
only on the later wisdom writings. Schultz, for example, regarded the
dictum ‘The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom’ (Proverbs
9:lO)  as fundamental to all Old Testament wisdom. As a result he
thought that this wisdom rested upon the special ideas and values of
Yahwism from the outset. Such a view, however, ignored the historical
problems about its origins and development in Israel, as they appear in
the light of a more critical assessment of the way in which the religion as
a whole developed.

In his reconstruction of the course of Israel’s religious history, J.
Wellhausen paid almost no attention to the wisdom books which he
clearly regarded as late and secondary. In part this was no doubt due to
the fact that Wellhausen was especially concerned with the history of
Israel’s religious institutions, and there were no clear indications
available to show how wisdom was related to these, nor how their
development may have influenced it. B. Duhm, however, in his Die
Theologie der Propheten of 1875, raised the question of the place at
which the teaching found in the book of Proverbs could have arisen in
Israel, and the kind of purpose it was intended to serve.2 From this he
introduced into the discussion of wisdom a line of interpretation which
has very frequently been applied since. The wise men were regarded as
the heirs of the prophets in that they took the great moral principles of
justice and of the divine government of the world revealed by the
prophets, and applied them to the more mundane and everyday
experiences of life. The wise men therefore display an intense moral
earnestness, and a deep conviction about the efficacy of divine retribu-
tion, which they inherited from the prophets and which they sought to

relate to the ordinary conditions of life in Israelite society.
Two points in particular appeared to stand out in this regard as in-

dicative of the dependence of the wise men on the prophets. These were
the belief in the certainty of retribution for the wrongdoer and a critical,
and predominantly hostile, attitude towards the cult and its claims, es-
pecially as it was focused in the rite of sacrifice (cf. Proverbs 15: 8; 21:
27). Certainly the teaching of the book of Proverbs contains a great
many allusions to the needs and activities of everyday life in ancient
Israel which may appear somewhat trivial when compared with the
great issues of the life and death of whole nations proclaimed by the
prophets. The sense of the dependence of wisdom on the prophets
therefore appeared to be reasonably evidenced as a case of major moral
insights being applied to minor situations and cases. In consequence it
was felt appropriate by some scholars to see the particular value of the
book of Proverbs to lie in the way that its sayings illuminated the con-
cerns and practices of everyday life in ancient Israel.3  However this
belief in the secondary and relatively late emergence of wisdom of Israel
was challenged, and in several respects undermined, by two significant
developments. The first of these was the application of form, or type,
criticism to wisdom sayings, which was initiated by H. Gunkel. The se-
cond was the discovery of comparable types of wisdom sayings and
poetry among other ancient peoples, especially Egypt and later Babylon.

Gunkel’s views regarding the setting of wisdom in Israel are to be
found in his sketch of the history of Israelite literature in which he
argued that the forms and character of wisdom teaching, especially as
exemplified in the book of Proverbs, are so distinctive that they cannot
readily be derived from either prophecy or law.4  They must represent
the product of a quite distinctive group within Israel. In fact they must
have emanated from a special class of wise men who were concerned
with education and man’s general progress and advancement in life.
Gunkel went on to suggest that this class of wise men, whose special
function was that of educators, must have had connections with com-
parable groups of wise men in other nations and have shared many in-
terests and responsibilities in common with them. Thus wisdom had a
markedly international flavour, probably more so than was true of the
more specifically religious institutions of Israel.

Although Gunkel accepted that the preserved wisdom writings, in-
cluding the book of Proverbs, were demonstrably late, he argued that
these written products must be distinguished from the oral teaching and
collection of wisdom which was very much older, and which must have
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had roots in the very beginning of Israel’s existence as a distinguishable
people and culture. Characteristically Gunkel found signs of the lateness
of our present collections in their marked note of religious in-
dividualism. He distinguished between the older oral wisdom, which
had its setting in the teachings of a particular educated class and the
later wisdom writings which were more directly religious in their
character.

In accordance with his aim of searching for the main lines of literary
development within Israel, Gunkel endeavoured to establish the main
course of such a development for wisdom. Accepting that the wise men
formed a special class, who were primarily concerned with the educa-
tion of young men from among the wealthier landowners, Gunkel
argued that the fundamental form of wisdom instruction was to be
found in the brief didactic saying, especially the proverb (Heb. mashal
= likeness). Such proverbs were very different in character from modern
proverbs, and were designed to discern some pattern, or order, in the
moral realm which could be grasped and used to advantage. From this
wisdom took on a distinctly worldly character and was pragmatic in its
outlook. From such short didactic sayings more extended discourses
were developed which came eventually to be written down and to create
for themselves new literary styles and forms of their own. On the basis
of Gunkel’s insights wisdom in the Old Testament undoubtedly took on
a new look, for he had been able to show that it had a setting of its own,
and was not to be regarded as an extension, or adaptation, of some other
branch of instruction or literature. It belonged neither to the cult nor to
prophecy, but to a class of people who were to be considered on their
own.

Gunkel recognized, as we have noted, that wisdom had an inter-
national character, so that Israel’s wisdom could be expected to have
borrowed from other peoples of the ancient East, especially Egypt and
Babylon. He was himself unable, however, to show how and where this
had taken place. Soon at least a part of this gap was to be filled in a very
dramatic way. As early as 1888 Sir E. W. Budge had brought back from
Egypt, along with many other papyri, one which proved on its transla-
tion to be an important document of Egyptian moral and religious in-
struction. This was the Teaching of Amen-em-ope, an important Egyp-
tian official, whose original sayings were here set out in a copy made by
a scribe.5  When a translation of the text was published in 1923 its
significance for the study of Old Testament wisdom was quickly
recognized. Both in Germany, where H. Gressmann drew attention to

it,6 and Great Britain, where W. 0. E. Oesterley wrote about it,’ its
value for the study of the book of Proverbs was immediately seen. The
precise date of the Egyptian document was to remain a matter of some
uncertainty and discussion, several scholars placing it in the latter half
of the second millennium BC, and others allocating it to a date several
centuries later. It consisted of general moral instruction, set out in thirty
chapters, which were surprising for their markedly religious tone and
assumptions. Most striking of all however was the fact that a part of it is
reflected so directly in Proverbs 22-24, most directly of all in Proverbs
22: 17-23: 11, that it was impossible to escape the conclusion that some
direct relationship exists between the two documents. The simplest
explanation is that the Old Testament admonitions have been drawn
from a translation of the Egyptian document, although Oesterley
suggested that both the Israelite and Egyptian teachings might go back
to a common antecedent.’ In view of the popularity of the Teaching of
Amen-em-ope as a didactic text it may even have been that much of it
once existed in a Hebrew translation, or even as a bilingual school text.

The consequences of the publication of the Amen-em-ope text were
considerable, even though it did not in itself do very much more than
confirm what Gunkel had already surmised, that Israel’s wisdom
teaching had borrowed from that of Egypt. Though even today a
number of uncertainties remain about the provenance of the text of
Amen-em-ope, its undoubted connection with part of the book of
Proverbs serves to indicate in a striking way the international character
of wisdom, and the fact that Israelite wisdom must be viewed as a part
of this wider pursuit of learning and knowledge. From what had been
glimpsed by the connection with the Teaching of Amen-em-ope, a much
more widespread indebtedness on Israel’s part to the wisdom of the an-
cient Orient could be regarded as virtually certain. More than this,
however, this connection between Israelite and Egyptian moral instruc-
tion suggested that the setting of wisdom in Israel might have been very
similar to that of Egypt, where a connection with the circle of the court
and of wealthier officials and rulers was revealed. Gressmann was able
to suggest that the presence of scribes and secretaries in David’s court
pointed to the kind of persons among whom such a wisdom teaching
would have been nursed in Israel.9 A connection of this kind between
the teaching of wisdom and the activities of the royal court, with its
responsibilities for the administration of the realm, has in consequence
provided a valuable guide into the earliest setting and aims of wisdom
teaching in Israel.
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In the minds of several scholars it has come to be taken for granted
that the court was the natural place at which wisdom would have been
nurtured. The concern of several proverbs with the kingship and life at
court generally has appeared to confirm this. As a consequence it has
been argued by a number of scholars that Solomon, in whose reign
Israel’s contacts with Egypt were for a time quite close, established a
court school of wisdom in Israel. Such however is to go beyond the
evidence, and even H. Gressmann’s claim, on the basis of the Amen-em-
ope text, that we can now accept that the traditions of wisdom teaching
in Israel must go back as far as the age of David, has appeared to some
scholars a rather speculative one. Admittedly the connections of the
book of Proverbs with the Teaching of Amen-em-ope do not amount to
proof of this, and do no more than suggest that it is a possibility.
Nevertheless certain general inferences about Israelite wisdom have
been rendered very probable in the light of the Amen-em-ope discovery.
That the teaching of wisdom was the aim of a particular school, or
schools, and that such teaching was at one time closely associated with
the royal court and the processes of governmental administration
appear likely. Furthermore the distinctively international character of
wisdom has been decisively confirmed.

Even in the light of these discoveries no evidence had been produced
to weigh against the claim that our present book of Proverbs is a post-
exilic work and that it bears the marks of its relatively late origin in
many of its literary and stylistic features as well as in some aspects of
the character of its ethical teaching. What had now become evident was
that a substantial dimension of historical depth lay within the book, so
that we can in no way assume that all its contents arose close to the age
of its main author or editor. Such a view, with its implicit recognition of
the kind of traditio-historical analyses advocated by Gunkel in other
areas of the Old Testament literature, was now firmly vindicated and
eagerly taken up by H. Gressmann. So far as the date at which wisdom
began to be taught and encouraged in Israel was concerned what was
significant in the new discoveries was not that there were now reasons
for assigning a much earlier date to the book of Proverbs, but rather that
a very long history of wisdom instruction could be discerned to lie
within the book. This may well have had its origin as far back as the age
of Solomon, even though it was difficult to adduce workable criteria by
which early wisdom compositions could be identified.

In a larger context the recognition that a connection existed between
Israel’s wisdom teaching and that of Egypt has served to illustrate a
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wider feature of the interpretation of the Old Testament which appears
all the clearer in retrospect. It was fundamental to the conclusions
reached by Wellhausen and Duhm regarding the historical development
of Israel’s religion that the revelatory character of the Old Testament,
and in consequence its abiding worth for mankind, lay in its close bin-
ding together of religion and morality. ‘Ethical monotheism’ became a
kind of catchphrase by which the truly distinctive character of the Old
Testament, and its significance for mankind’s religious development,
was thought to be defined. The sources of this intensely moral un-
derstanding of religion were traced to the prophets, beginning with
Amos, who were regarded as the pioneers of a new awareness that only
in morality, a proper regard for social justice and a human striving after
righteousness, could the will of God be done. The moral insights
presupposed in the laws of the Old Testament, and the ethical basis of
the instruction urged upon the young in the wisdom writings, were both
regarded as derivative from this prophetic revelation of the primacy of
moral understanding for religion. Yet already in the discovery of the law
code of Hammurabi at the end of the nineteenth century, and the
recognition of its relationship, even though somewhat distant, to the
laws of the Old Testament, the fact was beginning to be made incon-
trovertably clear that morality had not suddenly been discovered by
Israel in the eighth century BC. On the contrary some awareness of
man’s moral duties, and of the importance attaching to his obligations
in society, belonged to the very dawn of civilization and the emergence
of the city-state. The more information that was obtained about the
origin and development of civilization in ancient Mesopotamia and
Egypt the more evident it was becoming that they also had been forced
to deal with fundamental problems of morality, such as had later faced
Israel. There was no simple ‘discovery’ of morality which had passed on
from one civilization to another like an Olympic torch. The recognition
of an element of Israelite indebtedness in its tradition of education to
similar traditions in Egypt brought further confirmation of this.

The discovery of the connection between the wisdom of the book of
Proverbs and the Teaching of Amen-em-ope provided an excellent il-
lustration of this changing realization. It offered an important starting
point for the whole question of the origin of morality and of man’s
ethical consciousness, and this was taken up by J. H. Breasted in his
book The Dawn of Conscience in 1933. lo He referred to the fresh light
from the Teaching of Amen-em-ope as a ‘most extraordinary
revelation’, and sought in his study to draw a broad sketch of the
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existence of man’s moral insight and concern for social justice in Egypt
long before the time of Moses. Throughout he was very conscious of the
fact that he had been brought up to believe that the basic insights of
morality had first been revealed to the ancient Hebrews and had been
handed on by them to mankind. He recounts in his preface,

I had more disquieting experiences before me, when as a young orientalist I
found that the Egyptians had possessed a standard of morals far superior to
that of the Decalogue over a thousand years before the Decalogue was
written (pp. xi-xii).

In his book Breasted was then able to proceed to demonstrate without
difficulty how ancient Egypt had developed a social conscience, and had
become aware of the importance of individual responsibility and of the
necessity of a moral order in society. He saw in Egypt evidence of what
almost amounted to a crusade for social justice and for what he termed
‘the democratization of moral responsibility’. In a concluding chapter he
was able to show how wide ranging are the sources of our moral
heritage, in which he claimed that a very special place of eminence lay
with ancient Egypt.

For the student of the Old Testament the various details of Breasted’s
study are less significant than the overall impact of the picture which he
was able to draw of man’s moral history. The rise of a critical historical
study of the Old Testament had attached immense importance to the
novelty of the demand for social justice found in the eighth century
prophets and to the deepened sense of the moral claims of religion
revealed in the prophets more generally. Scholars had come to claim
that these prophets had pointed to truths which had not previously been
known to man, and which by themselves fully justified their claim to be
proclaiming a revelation from God. What was thought to be new in the
prophets was identified with their attacks against all forms of immorali-
ty and social injustice. Although Breasted’s study displays a rather par-
tisan spirit in its regard for the virtues of ancient Egyptian civilization,
it was nevertheless symptomatic of a gradual crumbling away of some
of the edifices built up by Old Testament scholars in defending the un-
iquely revealed character of Israel’s religion.

It is clear, even upon a superficial acquaintance, that Old Testament
wisdom is related to the ethics of the Old Testament in a particularly
close way. The element of admonition and ethical advice is very promi-
nent in it whilst the themes concerning Israel’s divine election and
destiny, which are more evident in the historical and prophetic books,
are almost entirely absent. Yet it was proving extremely difficult for
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scholarship to give clear indications how and why this ethical element in
Israelite wisdom was different from the patterns of moral behaviour to
be found elsewhere in the ancient East. The very fact that wisdom
teachers appealed to their hearers and readers simply as men, and not as
Israelites in a special relationship of covenant or election with God,
shows how the moral guidance given by wisdom differed from the
religious assumptions of the Old Testament laws. Their moral insight
could not readily be shown to be fundamentally dependent either upon
Israel’s traditions of law, or upon the preaching of the prophets. In rela-
tion to this observation it is, perhaps, appropriate to note that the sub-
ject of Old Testament ethics has proved to be a most difficult one to deal
with, and has in fact generally been treated as a subsidiary part of the
wider study of Old Testament theology. The literature devoted to it has
been surprisingly sparse, and the complex interaction of historical,
sociological and religious factors has made it a subject in which it has
been difficult to avoid the merely superficial.

The evidence that Israel’s wisdom was related to a wider context of
similar teaching in the ancient East, especially in Egypt, provided a par-
ticular example of a truth that was rapidly becoming clearer; that at a
great many points, in its cultus, political organization and general
cultural achievement, Israel had shared fully in the life of the ancient
East. There were nevertheless differences in Israel, which had to be
recognized and explained. Just as this was evident in the whole range of
Israel’s religious life, so also could it be expected to be true of wisdom.
What made this area of Israel’s cultural development especially in-
teresting was the rich evidence of the international context in which it
had taken place, and the striking fact that the wisdom writings lacked
the more obviously distinctive features concerning Israel’s divine elec-
tion and the history in which this destiny had been discerned. So far as
the study of wisdom was concerned two scholars in particular, J.
Fichtner” and J. C. Rylaarsdam, l2 directed their attention to this
problem, the first of them very consciously in the aftermath of the dis-
covery of the connection between the Teaching of Amen-em-ope and
the book of Proverbs.

Fichtner started out from the clear recognition that Israel’s wisdom,
like that of the ancient orient generally, was eudaemonistic in character
and had begun as a development of a wider concern for obtaining a
mastery of life through reflection and the handing on of this in the form
of admonitions and instructions. Fichtner argued that we must clearly
hold apart in our minds this older wisdom of Israel from that of later
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Judaism, which had recognizably absorbed much of the very distinctive
piety centred upon the torah, or law, contained in a written tradition.
This later wisdom was clearly to be seen in the teaching of Ben Sira in
Ecclesiasticus. Fichtner’s concern therefore was twofold in its aim, for
he not only sought to show how wisdom had developed in Israel from its
early pragmatic form into something very different, but also to show
how the earliest wisdom had itself acquired a distinctively Israelite
character. In many respects the latter was the more difficult task since it
entailed making a distinction in the book of Proverbs between the
earlier and the later material. In the oldest wisdom teaching Fichtner
noted the ways in which the understanding of the activity of God was
affected by the particular Israelite notions of Yahweh. Israelite wisdom
knew of only one God, Yahweh, who effected retribution in accordance
with his own all-embracing justice. As a consequence the religious ele-
ment enters more directly into the moral sphere through the close con-
nection of the idea of moral retribution with the belief in a divine power
working immanently in the world to uphold justice. Furthermore, in
spite of this religious element, the sphere of the cult plays almost no role
in the teaching of the wise men, a fact which Fichtner attributed to the
markedly anti-cultic bias which developed in Israel’s piety. Thus,
without in any way denying or undervaluing the general oriental context
in which Israelite wisdom emerged, Fichtner was able to argue that
there were many features in it which showed the influence of Israel’s
own unique religious experience. As a result wisdom had grown up in
Israel into a quite distinctively Israelite phenomenon.

Although it stands somewhat apart from the main lines of interest
which developed in the wake of the Amen-em-ope discovery, we may
mention here the work of H. Ranston, whose study Ecclesiastes and
Early Greek Wisdom Literature13  considered the distinctive teaching of
one of the Old Testament wisdom books from a very different stand-
point. Ranston’s thesis was that there were significant points of connec-
tion between the teaching to be found in the book of Ecclesiastes and the
older Greek gnomic sayings and aphorisms. These contacts fell short of
demonstrating a clear dependence, but they did suggest that there were
signs of some common tradition behind both spheres of teaching. In the
light of the much fuller understanding of the deep roots of moral instruc-
tion and admonition which is now evident from numerous texts found
in Mesopotamia and Egypt, and which constitutes a kind of ancient
oriental wisdom tradition, the ancestry of such gnomic teaching is
scarcely to be doubted.
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However it was the American scholar J. C. Rylaarsdam who took up
again the problem of the uniqueness of Israelite wisdom in the light of
its international origins in his book Revelation in Jewish Wisdom
Literature. Rylaarsdam’s starting point was the recognition of a con-
fidently pragmatic outlook which is to be discerned in the earliest
Israelite wisdom which assumed throughout that man could master life
if he used his intellectual gifts to search out truth. A basic assumption of
the early wisdom was the conviction that man could readily find wisdom
if he diligently sought after it. Such a conviction amounted to a belief in
a kind of natural revelation of truth about the order of the universe
which man could discover by his use of the gifts with which God had en-
dowed him. In the later Jewish wisdom teaching, however, as is well
exemplified by the book of Ecclesiasticus, the path which man had to
tread in order to find wisdom was conceived very differently. In this
writing wisdom is identified with the teaching of the Mosaic law, which
had been uniquely given to Israel in the past by an act of divine revela-
tion, and was to be accepted by man in an act of piety and faith (Ecclus.
24: 8ff.). In this case wisdom was regarded as the object of an act of
special divine disclosure, which man could never have discovered by his
own unaided searching. It was a gift from God. Rylaarsdam’s concern
was to trace the course of this development, which had resulted in such
a marked change in the conception of the revelation of wisdom.14

Looked at from one point of view it is clear that this concern with the
understanding of revelation was a further aspect of the problem concer-
ning the adoption of wisdom into Israel, and the way in which wisdom
had, as a consequence, absorbed elements of Israelite-Jewish religion. In
the outcome, in spite of some interesting points of connection with
Greek gnomic instruction, this development resulted in the growth of a
form of Jewish intellectual piety which was highly distinctive. It had
nevertheless sufficient points of connection with the oriental and
Hellenistic worlds to provide a central basis of apologetic and intellec-
tual appeal by which Jews could uphold and spread their faith. In
Judaism both the central emphasis upon the law as a source of guidance
for the whole of life, and the growing tendency towards a practical
separation from the temple worship, fostered a deepened interest in
wisdom and its appropriation.

The recognition of the connection between Israelite and Egyptian
wisdom brought a new dimension to the origins of wisdom in Israel
both by suggesting a very much earlier date for its emergence than had
previously been supposed and also by pointing to a possible source for
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such a development. This was the royal court, for there were clearly a
number of circumstantial reasons for thinking of this as the place where
wisdom was nurtured in Israel, just as a comparable type of instruction
had belonged to the court circles of Egypt. Israelite tradition itself
pointed to such a connection by its ascription of wisdom in considerable
measure to Solomon, which had in any case clearly been an age when
contacts with Egypt were closer than at any other time during the Old
Testament period.

Although the ancient Egyptian instructional sayings did not contain
any one word or expression which could provide an exact counterpart to
the Hebrew term for wisdom, the general didactic and educational in-
terest of several Egyptian writings left no doubt that they were a true
part of the intellectual heritage of Israelite wisdom. Amen-em-ope
himself was an important Egyptian official, and his concern in his
teaching was to pass on what he had learnt for its moral worth and also
for its guidance for those who, like himself, were burdened with respon-
sibility. H. Gressmann suggested that Solomon’s court marked the
place where wisdom was introduced into Israel and that it too, like its
Egyptian prototype, was concerned with the education of government
officials as a privileged professional class.i5 The belief that such a court
wisdom school was introduced into Israel in Solomon’s time has since
gained wide currency among Old Testament scholars. It has been
suggested that the list of government officials given in I Kings 4: 2ff.
points to the leading administrative offices which would have required a
body of professionally trained wise men.16 Varying aspects of such a
hypothesis have attracted the attention of scholars, although as an
attempt to account for the emergence of wisdom in Israel it combines
together a number of separate claims of varying probability.

As far as the broad general claim is concerned, that the age of
Solomon witnessed a remarkable opening up of Israel’s cultural
horizons, especially towards Egypt, there can be little cause for doubt.
The particular functions of the Solomonic officers and the explicit
evidence of Solomon’s marriage with an Egyptian princess all point in
this direction. Many aspects of the structure and organization of the
Israelite state indicate a substantial measure of dependence on Egyptian
prototypes. There is good reason therefore for holding that wisdom
gained a distinctive foothold in Israel as a result of these developments.
What is less clear is the extent to which wisdom in Israel remained tied
to a particular class or professional group within the nation, and the
degree to which it remained primarily concerned with the education of

government officials. W. McKane  has argued that the basic aims and
assumptions of wisdom show a direct connection with the needs of
political administrators,” but recognizes that the evidence of the
wisdom instruction and teaching that has been preserved shows a much
wider application to the problems of right action in everyday life. At
some stage therefore the scope of wisdom was broadened out so that it
ceased to be primarily the expertise of government officials and con-
cerned itself with the problems of living which faced everyman. Whilst
it is impossible to reconstruct a chronology of such a development in
Israel, there are no reasons for ruling out the possibility that such a
process of re-moulding of wisdom began in Solomon’s age itself, or soon
afterwards. This point is important in view of the claims made that ear-
ly wisdom in Israel was essentially eudaemonistic and ‘profane’ in its
outlook.

Whatever the situation in Egypt, it is not clear that this was the case
in Israel and that wisdom did not from the start of, its transplantation
into its new religious environment adopt many of the fundamental
assumptions of the latter. In fact it seems very probable that some
adjustment of this kind became necessary from the beginning so that we
do not need to look for any special crisis in the history of wisdom in
Israel in order to account for it. Furthermore the questions of the
relationship between wisdom and the court, and the connection of this
with a school of wisdom, have been raised as a result of several features
in the content of proverbial sayings and admonitions. That the king
figures surprisingly often in such sayings points in this direction, and, if
not always flattering to him, such sayings are in no way critical of the
monarchy as an institution. So far as the existence of a specific wisdom
school in Israel is concerned however, and the immediate aims of the
wise men, the impression created by our book of Proverbs is of a con-
cern to teach young men ingeneral, rather than to educate a professional
elite. The atmosphere breathed by the book is that of a landowning mid-
dle class, with time for leisure and reflection, rather than that of a more
narrowly confined court, or government, circle. Perhaps even more im-
portant is the recognition that the more directly practical skills of
translators, writers, secretaries, accountants, lawyers and archivists, all
so necessary for the effective working of government, are not explicitly
the subjects which interest the wise men. The impression is given that
such practical skills, which are much more likely than broader moral
questions to have been taught in specific guilds or schools, were left to
people of more junior rank than the wise men considered themselves to
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be. In this respect it is of importance that the Teaching of Amen-em-ope
consists of a secretary’s record of what the revered official had taught.

Overall therefore we may note that the claim that a strong connection
existed between wisdom and the court in Israel breaks down into a
number of further questions. In general such a claim must be upheld,
but many of the supporting hypotheses which have been related to it are
more questionable. There is no evidence that Solomon founded a
specific school of wisdom in Jerusalem, although it is probable that the
opening up of relationships with Egypt during this king’s reign provided
the cultural opportunity for the entry of a sophisticated type of wisdom
into Israel. Nor are we justified in assuming that the primary aim of
wisdom was the training of suitable government officials, since the con-
tent of our present book of Proverbs can scarcely substantiate this.

The question of the effect upon wisdom of its implanting into Israel
has been a subject which has especially concerned the German scholar
G. von Rad. First in a brief sketch included in the first volume of his Old
Testament Theology,‘8 and then much more extensively in a volume
devoted entirely to the subject,19 von Rad has examined the religious
assumptions and significance of Israelite wisdom. The title of thislatter
volume, Wisdom in Israel, adequately shows the author’s concern to
examine the consequences of what it meant for Israel to participate in
the quest for wisdom, of which we tind evidence more widely
throughout the ancient east.

The basic starting point for von Rad is that wisdom was experiential
in its method of working and sought to fathom the order which lies
within and behind the universe, so that man may master life. Hence
wisdom presupposed a belief in the existence of order in the world,
which man could perceive and use to his advantage, and it endeavoured
to formulate rules or norms pertaining to this order, by which man’s
conduct could be regulated. In Israel the order of the universe was
necessarily perceived in religious terms through the nation’s belief in its
relationship to Yahweh and its deep conviction that its destiny had been
established by its encounter with him. From this von Rad recognizes
that a religious dimension attached even to the earliest Israelite wisdom
since the world in which the Israelite lived was one in which the
existence and activity of Yahweh was fully accepted. It is wrong
therefore to think of Israel’s wisdom as being essentially ‘secular’ or
‘profane’. On the contrary it was concerned with the divine realm very
directly since it was believed that every Israelite encountered the divine
order in the normal course of his life.
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A prominent feature of von Rad’s exposition of what was distinctive
about wisdom in Israel is his attempt to show that it was concerned to
define the limits of man’s ability to master his life and that it was in-
terested in marking off the areas of life which properly belong to Yah-
weh alone. For this interest von Rad points to such sayings as Proverbs
16: 1,2,9 and 19: 14,21, which reveal an awareness of an element of in-
calculability in man’s conduct of his affairs. Not every event can be fore-
seen, and the ultimate outcome of each human decision and action
makes necessary a recognition of the limitations imposed by God upon
man’s government of his life. A true humility towards him is essential
therefore, expressed in a reverent submission to his will which must be
recognized as reaching far beyond the range of man’s own knowledge.
In this way von Rad was able to point to a theological dimension which
belonged to the earliest wisdom in Israel, but which did not deny its
practical and prudential character since it presupposed both. Such a
saying as ‘The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge’ (Proverbs
9: 10) does not represent a late theological importation into a fundamen-
tally secular and pragmatic expertise, but rather belonged to wisdom
from a very early stage.

On the basis of these observations about the implanting of wisdom in
Israel von Rad went on to point to a fundamentally altered conception of
reality, which stood over against what he described as the ‘pan-
sacralism’ of the earliest period of Israel’s existence. The key to un-
derstanding this development he found in the changed intellectual
climate of Solomon’s era in which the adoption of wisdom into Israel
had been a major contributing factor. The further effects of this new in-
tellectual approach to religion led to the acquisition by wisdom of a
totally new and distinctively Israelite character, which led it out of the
more narrowly restrictive confines of its earlier pragmatism. At the
same time its effect on Israel’s religion was quite profound in that it
affirmed a new questioning attitude which challenged the older assump-
tions of the cult and led to a more genuinely theological interpretation of
religion.

One quite distinctive and unexpected area in which von Rad saw the
influence of wisdom emerging was in that of early Jewish apocalyptic.
Where previously scholars had been almost unanimous in agreeing that
apocalyptic grew up as a child of prophecy this claim was now fun-
damentally contested by von Rad. It is impossible, von Rad argued, to
regard apocalyptic as deriving from prophecy by any kind of direct con-
nection. Their basic assumptions are so diverse, for prophecy is con-
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cemed with the foretelling, and interpretation, of the future as a natural
continuation of the historical process out of the present. Apocalyptic on
the other hand works with a conception of fixed ages, and is concerned
with what lies beyond history, rather than with the next step within it.
It is then no accident that Daniel, the hero of the earliest extant Jewish
apocalypse, is described as a wise man and exemplifies many of the
characteristic virtues and ideals of Jewish wisdom. Von Rad drew
special attention to the understanding of history in apocalyptic as stan-
ding in marked contrast to that of prophecy. He argued that its notion of
ages, standing in a predetermined sequence and coloured by an over-
riding characterization as good or evil, arose out of the wisdom belief
that there is a time for everything (Ecclesiastes 3: lff.). While the
awareness of a genuine wisdom influence upon apocalyptic has aroused
considerable interest, von Rad’s sharp separation of it from prophecy
has encountered criticism and opposition, and the further examination
of such an interesting hypothesis must be regarded as still in progress.

The recognition that Israelite wisdom was to some extent indebted
to, and an off shoot of, the educational and literary interest of the ancient
Near East generally has led to a marked concentration upon those
aspects of Old Testament wisdom which link it with the sophisticated
world of the royal court and the wealthier classes. Yet from the outset it
has also been noted by scholars of all kinds that, alongside the more con-
sciously aesthetic and intellectual features of wisdom, there were also
aspects of it which belonged to the simple family life of ordinary people.
The popularity of such artistic forms of speech as the parable, the fable,
the allegory and various other skilful or humorous types of saying
among all kinds of people, both rustic and urban, shows that there are
basic elements of wisdom which belong to all types of community life.
They are not limited to the court or the middle classes. They must
therefore undoubtedly have had a currency in Israel long before the time
of Solomon, and before any strong influence was felt by Israel from the
more advanced civilizations of Egypt or Mesopotamia. To speak of
borrowing in such a context would be radically misleading, since all
types and classes of people may invent and appropriate such com-
positions. Thus alongside the more developed wisdom of Israel, with its
particular colouring and background, there were other elements of
wisdom which must be regarded as representing a part of the old folk
heritage of Israel’s life. Such folk wisdom sayings would have been con-
cerned with the education of the young, especially the young men, of the
clans and tribes, although learners of all ages would certainly have
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listened to, and benefited from, such teaching.
While the existence of such a folk wisdom in Israel has never seriously

been denied, its presence has often tended to be overlooked, and it is
very much to the credit of E. Gerstenberger20  and H. W. Wolff 21 to have
drawn fresh attention to it. Gerstenberger presented his findings in con-
nection with his study of the Decalogue, with its distinctive mandatory,
or apodictic, form of injunction, which had so caught the attention of
A. Ah. However, whereas Ah had sought to trace the origin of such a form
to the cult, in which an authorized priestly spokesman issued such com-
mandments on the basis of his divine authority, Gerstenberger argued
that the origin of such a form was to be found in clan life, where the
chief, or father, instructed the young men of the clan. He claimed that
the original authority which such commandments presupposed was
that of the clan, voiced through its leader, and only secondarily was this
authority subsumed into the wider religious authority of the cult.
Gerstenberger sought to show that parallels to such ‘folk wisdom’ in-
junctions were to be found in references to clan teaching, and he pointed
especially to the example of the sons of Jonadab-ben-Rechab in
Jeremiah 35: 6-10. In this way the older, and more popular, stratum of
wisdom, which had grown up in the unsophisticated life of the clans and
tribes of old Israel, was seen by Gerstenberger as the place where the
apodictic form and the moral urgency to be found in the Decalogue were
originally at home.

H. W. Wolff’s interest in such old folk wisdom emerged quite directly
out of his studies of prophecy, and especially of the book of Amos. We
have already had occasion to note the way in which Wolff became
critical of the attempts on the part of scholars to trace the background of
the forms of prophetic speech of this book, and many of its leading
themes, to the cult. At the same time scholars had abandoned the view
that wisdom was largely to be regarded as an adaptation to everyday life
of the moral teaching of the prophets. In consequence the possibility
could no longer be ruled out that the prophets had in fact been in-
fluenced from traditions of wisdom. Such a claim was put forward by S.
Terrien in the case of Amos,22 and by J. Lindblom with a somewhat
wider references.23  In looking at the particular intellectual background of
Amos, H. W. Wolff discovered this to lie particularly in the realm of the
older folk wisdom. It was of special importance to Wolff to show that
what we find in Amos is not the kind of developed wisdom such as we
have come to associate with the court with its international milieu, but
the older moral instruction which belonged to the more rural and un-
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sophisticated areas of Israel.
The developments in the interpretation of wisdom in the Old Testa-

ment have proved to be among the most striking of all the branches of its
literature. The earliest phase of critical study found no clear literary or
historical features by which to locate it firmly in a particular place of its
own in Israel’s life. As a consequence the general conviction was
expressed that, as an intellectual movement, wisdom must be placed late
in the sequence of Israel’s religious and moral developmen;.  It was
therefore ascribed to a position and date after the prophets and the law,
although standing close to the latter. The recovery of a knowledge of the
didactic and instructional literature of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia,
however, has revealed a rich wealth of compositions which can clearly
be seen to be related to the wisdom books of the Old Testament. In this
light Israel’s wisdom can be seen to be a part of an old, and strikingly in-
ternational, intellectual enterprise. In such a fresh light the study of
wisdom has come to enjoy a quite new place in Old Testament studies in
which it can be recognized as a significant source of intellectual and
theological vitality. The need has arisen to show, so far as is possible,
what was distinctive of wisdom in its specifically Israelite dress, and to
explore the ways in which it exercised an influence on various areas of
Israel’s life: its political organization, its traditions of law, history-
writing and prophecy. In these areas several valuable avenues of inter-
pretation have been suggested, but have not yet been fully investigated.
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7

Interpreting Old Testament Theology

Although J. Wellhausen did not write any significant essay or book on
the subject of Old Testament theology, his researches into the history of
Israel’s religion contained very far-reaching theological comment. Thus
in his brief sketch of Israel written for the Encyclopedia Britannica he
incorporated into a summary of the work of the eighth century prophets
insights regarding the overall achievement of Israelite religion and an
assessment of why, among the religions of the ancient world, that of
Israel made a unique and lasting contribution to mankind. This was un-
iquely concerned with the work of the canonical prophets and their in-
terpretation of events which they foretold, commencing with Amos:

The prophets of Israel alone did not allow themselves to be taken by surprise
by what had occurred, or to be plunged in despair; they solved by anticipa-
tion the given problem which history placed before them. They absorbed
into their religion that conception of the world which was destroying the
religions of the nations, even before it had been fully grasped by the secular
consciousness. Where others saw only the ruin of everything that is holiest,
they saw the triumph of Jehovah over delusion and error. Whatever else
might be overthrown, the really worthy remained unshaken. They
recognized ideal powers only, right and wrong, truth and falsehood; second
causes were matters of indifference to them, they were no practical
politicians.’

The ethical element destroyed the national character of the old religion. It
still addressed itself, to be sure, more to the nation and to society at large
than to the individual; it insisted less upon a pure heart than upon righteous
institutions; but nevertheless the first step towards universalism had been
accomplished, towards at once the general diffusion and the individualiza-
tion of religion. Thus, although the prophets were far from originating a new
conception of God, they none the less were the founders of what has been

called ‘ethical monotheism’. The downfall of the nations did not take place
until the truths and precepts of religion were already strong enough to be
able to live on alone; to the prophets belongs the merit of having recognized
the independence of these, and of having secured perpetuity to Israel by
refusing to allow the conception of Jehovah to be involved in the ruin of the
kingdom. They saved faith by destroying illusion.*

These quotat ions show very clear ly  the importance which
Wellhausen attached to the realm of religious ideas, ‘the truths and
precepts of religion’, and demonstrate how he conceived such ideas to
have arisen in Israel’s history, originally in a particular context of
events, but subsequently becoming isolated and preserved in their own
right. Wellhausen saw it as vital to his task as a historian to recognize
the emergence of these religiousideas in their proper setting, although it
was also clearly a possible procedure to set them apart, and to treat them
as an independent subject of examination in the Old Testament. To do
this however was to run the risk of reducing these ideas to abstraction
by cutting them loose from the situations in which their own worth and
significance had become sharply apparent. In Wellhausen’s view the
historical development of Israel’s religion was conceived as having
given rise to certain fundamental religious ideas, focusing primarily
upon ‘ethical monotheism’, and these ideas were regarded as con-
stituting the content of divine revelation in the Old Testament.

From the new critical standpoint which Wellhausen established there
emerged one work in particular which set out to be a Biblical Theology
of the Old Testament. This was by B. Stade, the first, and only, volume
of which was published in 1905.3  However, once the contents are
examined it is clear that what Stade offers is in fact a historical survey of
the development of Israel’s religion, with no clear attempt to distinguish
the methods appropriate to the latter from that of a theological treat-
ment. The work divides the religion into two main epochs: that of the
preprophetic religion and that of the religion as reformed by the
prophets from the time of Amos. For the rest the presentation adheres
to the general assessments affirmed by Wellhausen, with no serious
attempt to isolate the religious ideas from the institutional and cultic life
in which they were set.

From a slightly earlier period, however, and from a much more con-
servative and pietistic standpoint, there already existed in German an
influential work on the theology of the Old Testament. This was by H.
Schultz, whose two volume work dates from 1869.4  It is set out in two
major divisions, thereby drawing attention to a particular difficulty in-
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herent  in any attempt to set out an Old Testament theology, and es-
tablishing a precedent which several other scholars have found it con-
venient to follow in attempting the same task. The first division of
Schultz’s work sets out ‘The Development of Religion and Morals’ in the
Old Testament, and does this by means of a chronologically ordered ac-
count of the major phases of religious development reflected in the
literature, showing how the great theological and ethical ideas arose in
relation to particular institutions and events. The second division
attempts a systematic treatment of these ideas in their interrelationship
under the somewhat cumbersome title ‘Israel’s Consciousness of Salva-
tion and Religious View of the World, the Product of the Religious
History of the People’. This section endeavoured to combine together
the major ideas under the broad designations of Israel’s communion
with God, its view of man and the world and the prophetic hope.

In terms of systematizing the great variety of ideas present in the Old
Testament Schultz’s work was remarkably perceptive and skilful. It
worked, so far as is possible, within the terminology of the Old Testa-
ment, and laid down a certain precedence and order between concepts
and ideas which are seldom consciously related in this way in the Old
Testament. The consequence of this is to present the reader with a faith
that is much more self-conscious and philosophically reflective than the
Old Testament literature appears at first glance to warrant. Futher the
nature and intention of the individual documents of the Old Testament
are set aside in deference to the need to cull from them a host of varied
inferences necessary towards the reconstruction of a systematic account
of the theological ideas of ancient Israel. The skill of the theologian is
made to compensate for the historical fact that ancient Israel did not
itself systematize its faith in this way. Nevertheless Schultz, like
Wellhausen although with many different emphases, regarded these
ideas as the supreme achievement of the Old Testament. For him the
presentation of an Old Testament theology was essentially a systematic
account of the religious ideas of ancient Israel for which the Old Testa-
ment literature served as a vehicle of communication. The critically
minded historian could sift this literature and place it in its proper
chronological sequence so that the genesis of the ideas could be
recognized and understood. Seen in this light the historico-critical ap-
proach to the Old Testament was regarded as a step towards facilitating
the recovery of the fundamental theological ideas which had emerged in
ancient Israel.

In Schultz’s work the reader becomes conscious of a strongly

apologetic motive so that, although the traditional Christian inter-
pretations of the Old Testament as a book of prophetic promise and
messianic predictions about the coming of Jesus Christ are abandoned,
there is nonetheless a firm moral apologetic. Israel’s religion is superior
to that of all other ancient (or modem non-Christian) religions, making
it a fundamental groundwork to Christianity, so that ‘an Old Testament
saint did not need to change his religion in order to become a
Christian.‘5  Schultz regarded only three religions as worthy to be com-
pared with that of the Old Testament, viz. the religions of Persia,
Buddhism and Islam, and he had no difficulty in claiming that even
these were considerably inferior. Like Wellhausen, Schultz betrayed a
totally inadequate awareness of the closeness of the connections
between the Israelite religion and that of Canaan, and through this with
other older religions of Mesopotamia.

In process of time the spade of the archaeologist and the skill of the
linguist in deciphering ancient scripts were to show that the line
between the religion of revelation and those of heathenism was no easy
one to draw. At a great many points what has been claimed as the un-
ique achievement of the Old Testament can be seen in retrospect to have
been based upon a false, or inadequately formulated, contrast between
the Old Testament and its background. In particular the sharp demar-
cation between the religious ideas of the Old Testament and the
religious life of the ancient East can be seen to have projected into the
study of the Old Testament a conscious isolation of its religious ideas
from the life and activities in which they emerged which the evidence
scarcely warrants.

Even so Schultz’s achievement was an interesting one, and obtained a
wide popularity. It serves very well to highlight problems which have
continued to beset the Old Testament theologian in the twentieth cen-
tury. His twofold presentation of the material, one historical and one
systematic, in particular has appealed to several other scholars as a con-
venient method of approach. Hence we find a comparable twofold
presentation in the work of E. Sellin in 1932, who divided his study
between a history of Israel’s religion and an Old Testament theology.6
The distinction between the historical development of the religion and
the faith of the Israelite-Jewish people has appeared valuable as a means
of overcoming so much of the historical particularism of the Old Testa-
ment. The former is taken to be concerned with religious institutions
and the latter with ideas about God and man which have a more
timeless significance. Whereas the modern Christian can in no way see
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himself as related to, or involved in, the religious and cultic life of an-
cient Israel, which must necessarily remain remote from us, he can, so
Schultz and Sellin believed, nevertheless appropriate to himself the fun-
damental ideas of this religion. 0. Procksch too, in a work which was
published posthumously in 1951, and which takes on an enhanced
significance because Procksch was the teacher of Eichrodt, advocated a
similar twofold division of the material of an Old Testament theology,
one section being historical and the other systematic.’

The convenience and usefulness of such a twofold division is evident.
It enables us to preserve a recognition of the historical context in which
the religious ideas emerged, while at the same time it makes it possible
for us to separate them from this context in order to treat them
systematically. Nevertheless the very convenience of such a division
serves in the long run to emphasize, rather than to resolve, the fun-
damental problem created by trying to study Israel’s religious ideas in
abstraction. Israel itself did not make such a separation of the intellec-
tual side of its religion, and to do so in a modem systematic study draws
attention to it in a way which is uncharacteristic of the religious life in
which it originally functioned. Nowhere does the Old Testament
literature offer a presentation of Israel’s theological ideas in abstraction,
nor does it claim that they are the most vital and abiding features of its
life. The Old Testament does not define worship of Yahweh in terms of
accepting certain ideas about him, even though such knowledge about
him was certainly regarded as important. On the other hand much of the
origin and development of the literature of the Old Testament can be
traced to a historical interest, such as that concerning the occupation of
the land of Canaan, or to an interest in the institutions of Israel’s
religion and the proper order of its worship. As a result even very impor-
tant and basic ideas about God appear primarily in relation to obser-
vances of the cult, as is the case, for example, with the prohibition on the
use of images of the deity. This cannot simply be converted by a kind of
theological alchemy, into a timeless affirmation of divine incorporeality.

Within British Old Testament scholarship many of the features of the
systematic approach to Old Testament theology which appear in the se-
cond division of Schultz’s work are to be found represented in a volume
by A. B. Davidson, which was published posthumously.* However the
usefulness of this work is seriously impaired by poor editing and the in-
clusion of material from widely separated periods of Davidson’s
teaching life. In general, while the aim of presenting an Old Testament
theology was not lost sight of by scholars after the achievements of

literary criticism in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, a growing
conviction began to emerge that such a subject could be better dealt
with in the form of a history of Israelite religion. In this way the
prevailing historicism threatened to engulf even the more religious and
theological aspects of Old Testament study. Several volumes appeared
with the aim of presenting such a history of the religion, even though
they were almost unanimous in stressing the importance of the
emergence of major theological and ethical ideas for the development of
Israel’s religious life. These histories set such ideas in a context of
political events and changing religious institutions. The theological
perspective was thereby kept alive by the view of most of such authors
that it was precisely on account of its distinctive theological ideas that
Israel’s religion remained a subject of abiding interest for us.
Nonetheless the standpoint was distinctly historical rather than
theological.

The effect of this change of attitude is very well exemplified by the
study of Old Testament religion by K. Marti. This began initially as a
revision of an Old Testament Theology by A. Kayser, but by the third
German edition of 1897 Marti had revised it very extensively and
changed its title to that of a history of Israelite religion, on the basis of
the claim that in this new form the subject could be more adequately
dealt with. It is interesting therefore to recognize that confidence in the
results of historical criticism had here led to a very substantial shift in
methodology in order to interpret the Old Testament theologically. In
this regard Marti’s  work invites comparison with that by Stade,
although it is the work of the former scholar which has properly grasped
the implications of the method adopted.

At the beginning of the twentieth century considerable changes began
to appear in the whole approach to the study of religions, with fresh sub-
jects receiving attention and new methods of enquiry being employed in
order to pursue them. These new interests concerned both the
rediscovery and evaluation of ancient religions, together with a new
concern with the study of contemporary religions. As a result such sim-
ple formulae of comparison as those employed by H. Schultz with regard
to Israel’s religion could no longer be considered seriously as adequate.
The wide range of such developments cannot be explored here in detail,
but foremost among such new areas of study and methods of enquiry
must be placed the growing interest in a phenomenological approach to
the study of religion. Not only did this shift the emphasis away from
simple evaluations of religions in terms of their fundamental ideas, but
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it challenged the very basis of what had become an essentially
‘ideological’ approach to the study of religions in which rites and in-
stitutions were treated as secondary to, and sometimes claimed to be
derivative from, a number of basic religious concepts. For example the
study of rites of sacrifice had tended to be treated as an expression of
ideas of atonement, with little real interest in the rites themselves. The
impact of these changed interests and attitudes gradually began to affect
the study of the Old Testament, especially through the writings of the
Dutch scholar G. van der Leeuw. to When such changed methods were
linked with the results achieved by archaeology in recovering a
knowledge of the ancient religions of Babylon, Phoenicia and Egypt a
very different picture began to emerge. At first the recovery of legal and
mythological material from Babylon appeared disconcerting to many
Old Testament scholars, as the sharpness of the Bible--Babel con-
troversy testifies. Soon, however, a more balanced approach became
possible, and the help afforded by comparative material from these an-
cient cultures, came to be regarded as indispensable for a fuller un-
derstanding of Israel’s religion.

We have already pointed to the important influence exerted by the
Danish anthropologist V. Grenbech”  on S. Mowinckel. Mowinckel’s
study of the Old Testament psalms pleaded strongly for the recognition
that the origins of this literature lie deeply rooted in the ancient Israelite
cultus. He thereby challenged many of the assumptions that were at that
time current regarding the primitive, and even negative, character of
Israel’s cult. Not only did Mowinckel reawaken an awareness of the im-
portance of cultus to ancient Israel, but his whole understanding of its
character and purpose was strongly opposed to the judgements passed
upon it by Wellhausen. Far from being indifferent to personal piety,
Mowinckel regarded the cult as a most powerful formative influence
upon it.

V. Gronbech’s inlluence upon Old Testament studies was also
strongly marked in the work of another Scandinavian scholar, J.
Pedersen.12 Whereas Gronbech’s major work was on The Culture of the
Teutons, Pedersen sought to apply similar methods and insights
towards recovering an understanding of the life and thought of ancient
Israel. A comparison of the major works of the two scholars quickly
demonstrates their relatedness, and shows how different from those of
Wellhausen were the assumptions and methods employed by Pedersen
towards gaining an understanding of Israel’s religion. In a number of
features Pedersen’s work bears traces of a phenomenological approach,
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and is strongly marked by an attempt to probe into the thought world
and psychology of ancient Israel. Its particular understanding of the
psychology of ancient cultures has often been given the label
‘dynamistic’, because of its understanding of, and belief in, the power
attaching to thoughts and words. On this account it has rightly been
subjected to considerable criticism. Nevertheless Pedersen’s conception
of the thought world of ancient Israel, in spite of its being overdrawn in
many respects, is sufficient to show that ‘the truths and precepts of
religion’ found in the Old Testament are frequently very unlike our own,
and cannot simply be assembled systematically into a theology.

A whole range of features show themselves here which overlap
between the fields of anthropology and Old Testament study, and the
influence of certain leading figures in the world of anthropological study
is noteworthy. Besides the work of V. Gronbech  we have already had
occasion earlier to note the way in which W. Wundt’s researches and
theories about ethnic psychology affected Old Testament studies in the
area of prophecy, and we should also mention the impact exerted by L.
Levy-Bruhl, whose conception of ‘primitive thinking’13  was also con-
fidently carried over into Old Testament researches and used as a tool of
interpretation. In the absence of any continuing concern to explore the
areas where Old Testament and anthropological studies overlap the
tendency has been evident for brief periods of cross-fertilization to be
followed by periods of isolation and indifference. The result has been
that interpretations have sometimes been held on to in the Old Testa-
ment field which have long since ceased to command support from
anthropologists.

Nevertheless the overall impact of newer approaches towards the
study of the history of religions generally, combined with the insights
gained by anthropological researches into both ancient and modern
societies, has led to a considerable change of attitude towards the study
of the Old Testament, and in particular of Old Testament theology. The
result has been a growing awareness that the religious ideas of ancient
Israel cannot be studied very easily or fruitfully in isolation from the
context of religious and social life in which they functioned. To what ex-
tent such ideas can be isolated and systematized at all remains open to
further investigation. Nevertheless it is clear that evaluation of the claim
to divine revelation in the Old Testament cannot simply be upheld by a
hypothesis about the disclosure, or discovery, by Israel of a number of
basic religious and ethical ideas. In this connection it appears that the
nature of the material preserved in the Old Testament, and the tools of
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scholarship available to interpret it, have undoubtedly been more
favourable to those who have endeavoured to write a historical descrip-
tion of the religion of ancient Israel than to those who have sought to
construct an Old Testament theology. Certainly the new insights of
critical scholarship of the late nineteenth century were most suited to
recovering a fresh picture of the history of Israelite religion.

The continued awareness of the difficulty of presenting an Old Testa-
ment theology which could be distinguished both in its purpose and
method. from an account of the history of Israelite-Jewish religion has
carried us far beyond the time when Schultz’s work was first published.
His twofold division into historical and systematic treatments appeared
a convenient way of handling the material, even though both divisions
assumed that the task was primarily a descriptive one. The multitude of
apologetic and evaluative judgements contained in the work are
presented as though they were embedded in the Old Testament material
itself. Nonetheless it is very evident that Schultz was a Christian
theologian who felt that the proper sequel to the Old Testament revela-
tion was to be found in the Christian faith. Whereas earlier nineteenth
century Protestant scholars like E. W. von Hengstenberg, with his
Christology of the Old Testament,14  and J. C. K. von Hofmann,15  with
his conception of Old Testament promise and New Testament fulfil-
ment, had endeavoured to relate the two testaments by theological
schemes, H. Schultz was claiming to. present his theology within the
limits imposed by critical historical research. The question could rightly
be raised whether this was not in fact forcing the method of historical
criticism to yield results which were more theological than historical. In
the event the marked degree to which theological considerations have
influenced Schultz’s conclusions is undeniable, and this can certainly be
seen to be the case in the work of other scholars as well.

The marriage between theology and history has not run smoothly,
and not for the first time the question of the presuppositions which have
influenced various scholars’ interpretations has had to be raised. In 1925
C. Steuemagel published a short essay in which he raised afresh the
question of the difference of method required by an Old Testament
theology, over against a history of Israelite religion.16  Shortly
afterwards 0. Eissfeldt argued in favour of a separation between the
historical-critical approach to the study of Israel’s religion and the
theological evaluation required for an Old Testament theology.” This
latter would then be quite free to fasten upon those aspects which the
author of such a theology himself favoured on the basis of his own

religious standpoint. Thus, whilst the critical historian would set
himself the task of describing what he found in the Old Testament as
impartially as possible, the theologian would readily reveal his partiality
by the value judgements which he upheld. Eissfeldt’s own work shows
his personal concern to pursue the task of the impartial historian. Even
so his short essay serves to adumbrate a deep-seated problem in the task
of writing an Old Testament theology which has continued to be keenly
felt by other scholars.

As a result the question of whether the subject should be, or even can
be, dealt with in a purely descriptive way has frequently been prefaced
to treatments of it. The majority of scholars have tended to decide in
favour of pursuing a descriptive aim since this can most readily claim to
conform to the canons of critical historical method. Thus Old Testa-
ment theologians have generally set themselves the task of describing
the theological ideas contained in the Old Testament. Scholars who
have attempted this, however, have usually been criticized on the
grounds that it is usually not difficult to tell the author’s own con-
fessional attachment to a particular religious standpoint and too often
the tenets and interests of western European Protestant Christianity
have readily been discernible in much that has been written on the sub-
ject of Old Testament theology.

Standing rather alone among major writers on Old Testament
theology Th.C. Vriezen has argued that the proper starting point for a
theology of the Old Testament is to be found in an awareness that the
true goal of the Old Testament lies in the New Testament.‘z  However
when it comes to a detailed study of Vriezen’s presentation of the
material it is hard to see how this overt Christian starting point has been
incorporated into the material. Even more explicit was the earlier
attempt of W. Vischer to revive a form of typological exegesis as a
means of affirming the Christian theological meaning of the Old
Testament.19 Here the whole proceeding has become so arbitrary and
detached from the historico-critical approach to the meaning of the Old
Testament that it has understandably failed to receive any significant
following.

The dangers of falling into an uncontrolled, and historically unsound,
interpretation are evident enough, so that it is easy to see why to most
scholars it has appeared sounder to work within the framework of a
historical and descriptive approach. Yet even here theological
evaluations have tended to make a surprising, and sometimes promi-
nent, appearance. In particular questions concerning the genuineness of
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experiences of God and of the truth of prophetic revelations have readily
entered into the discussions, even though they properly fall outside the
framework of a rigidly historical and descriptive approach. On the other
side it may be argued that it belongs to the very nature of theology to be
evaluative and to pass judgements which lie outside a purely historical
framework. Thus it is hard to see that a satisfactory Old Testament
theology can be written which concerns itself solely with stating what
Israel believed, and which does not go on to question and discuss more
widely the truth of Israel’s religious ideas. In spite of the uncritical and
historically unacceptable methods of exegesis present in the works of
such nineteenth century scholars as E. W. von Hengstenberg and J. C.
K. von Hofmann, we can nevertheless recognize the theological interest
and purpose of their work. There is therefore an issue of very central
significance in Eissfeldt’s attempt at a distinction of method between an
Old Testament theology and a history of Israelite religion. Whilst he
himself was most immediately concerned to establish a truly disciplined
and critical approach to the history of religion, and to leave the
theologian at the mercy of a certain arbitrariness of judgement, this is
not the inevitable consequence of his distinction.

Within Old Testament studies the question whether there is room for
an independent discipline of Old Testament theology alongside the
historical study of Israel’s religion was raised again in 1929 by W.
Eichrodt.20  Recognizing the unsatisfactoriness of the twofold division
used by H. Schultz, Eichrodt sought some way of obviating such an
awkward separation. How could Old Testament faith be looked at
honestly both in its dimension of historical depth, which spanned ap-
proximately a thousand years, and also systematically in a natural cor-
relation of its religious ideas? What was needed was some principle of
order and unity which would allow the great variety of religious ideas to
be looked at in a systematic way and grouped together. This principle of
unity Eichrodt found in the concept of the covenant between God and
Israel. Hence when he came to present his extensive two-volume
Theology of the Old Testament2’  the great multiplicity of ideas attested
in the Old Testament regarding God, man and the world were in-
terrelated by this concept. In many respects Eichrodt’s use of the idea of
covenant as a principle of unity marked a major step forward so that
even though it has called forth much criticism and discussion it must be
recognized as having drawn attention to a fundamental problem relating
to the basic task of interpreting the Old Testament as theology. What is
the principle of unity by which the religious ideas of the Old Testament

can be related to each other so as to provide some recognizable basis for
a systematic theology?

In some respects Eichrodt’s fastening upon the concept of covenant
only partially fulfilled his purpose since the Hebrew word berith
(covenant) itself is used very unevenly throughout the Old Testament.
In some areas, especially the book of Deuteronomy and other writings
influenced extensively by it (the history from Joshua to 2 Kings and the
book of Jeremiah) it appears very frequently, whereas in the older
literature it is rarely used and in other parts of the Old Testament also it
is very much in the background (the Psalms, the Wisdom writings).
Nevertheless Eichrodt was concerned not with the study of the word as
such, but with the conscious awareness expressed in the Old Testament
of a relationship existing between God and Israel which was capable of
being described in more than one way, and for which the term ‘cove-
nant’ served as one very basic concept. In more recent treatments of
the problem scholars have endeavoured to widen the formal scope of
Eichrodt’s insight whilst retaining its essential character by seeking to
present the unity of the Old Testament in the ideas pointing to the
relationship between God and Israel.

Undoubtedly if the awkward twofold division initiated by Schultz is to

be avoided some unifying principle becomes necessary of the kind ad-
vocated by Eichrodt, unless we are to be left with a mere miscellaneous
and disconnected collection of religious ideas. Several scholars have
looked elsewhere for such a principle, usually in the idea of God, or in
some understanding of his activity, such as his sovereignty or his com-
munion with man. The danger of such alternatives has been that they
easily become too broad, and thereby fail to explain the more distinctive
characteristics of the Old Testament literature. As a result they could
quite easily be made to apply to a vastly wider religious literature than
that contained in the Old Testament. Thus they hardly reach to its core.

Eichrodt could rightly contend that the relationship between God and
Israel was consciously and undeniably a central point of interest for the
Old Testament literature. Through the varied forms which Israel took
during the Old Testament period of its history, such as tribal federation,
territorial state and religious community, and the various ways in which
God was conceived and worshipped throughout the long time-span
covered, their mutual relationship was nonetheless continually
assumed. Yahweh is the God of Israel and Israel is the people of Yah-
weh. In consequence the reader finds that whereas the religious ideas
concerning the nature of God, man and salvation appear uppermost in
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the traditional divisions of systematic theology they appear in the Old
Testament only secondarily to ideas of the divine election of Israel, its
covenant relationship to God and its divinely appointed role to be a
witness to the nations. While a theology of the Old Testament cannot
close its eyes to the former, it must come to them through the ideas
which the Old Testament itself employs in regard to the relationship
between God and Israel. From his position Eichrodt can justifiably
claim to be working within the range of religious concepts which have
given rise to the Old Testament literature which we possess, rather than
to be intruding a system of theological order upon the Old Testament
which is alien to its essential character. This endeavour to uncover the
essential character and themes of the Old Testament, rather than to
reconstruct an ancient Israelite theology as a kind of prefigurement of
modern Christian systematic theology, accounts for many of the marked
differences which characterize volumes dealing with the subject. In con-
sequence it is inevitable that a good deal of uncertainty and variety
marks the various treatments which have followed Eichrodt’s work,
resulting from the different arrangements adopted for the ordering of
the Old Testament material.

Eichrodt’s achievement has been a remarkable one. It has undoubted-
ly established a place for Old Testament theology with a status and
method of its own as an independent subject within Old Testament and
theological studies. Yet it has also called forth much criticism, sufficient
to raise the question whether an undertaking of this nature is really
possible along the lines advocated, in view of the nature of the Old
Testament literature. Within Eichrodt’s work the reader can discern
much of the legacy of nineteenth century idealism which found no
difficulty in setting ideas apart, and looking at them in isolation, as the
real jewels of human achievement. Although Eichrodt rightly sought to
work within the ideas actually found in the Old Testament, it may be
objected that he has abstracted them, and removed them from their con-
text in history and life, in such a way as to misrepresent their original
importance to Israel. They are like pictures ripped from their frames
and stored in a heap. Thus the impression is left upon the reader that the
enduring contribution of Israel’s cultus was simply to have served as a
vehicle for symbolizing and communicating religious ideas and
instruction.

Furthermore the very quest for a unifying principle tends too easily to
mask the disunity and tensions within the Old Testament. Eichrodt’s
cross-section of faith in the Old Testament is very much an artificial

reconstruction because no one figure of ancient Israel can be shown to
have consciously held such a system of beliefs. It is produced out of the
amalgam of faiths of many different figures of considerably different
ages. In particular the great differences between the early religion of
Israel prior to the downfall of the monarchy, with its central focus on
cultic activity, and the subsequent early Jewish faith of the post-exilic
age in which already a written law was achieving canonical authority
are most marked. The gradual transition from a religion of a cultus to a
religion of a book lies at the heart of the formation and authority of the
Old Testament as a sacred literature. It is right therefore to be critical of
any presentation of an Old Testament theology which fails to show
clearly the movements which led to the production of a canon of Old
Testament scripture. J. Wellhausen had contrasted very sharply the
high point of prophetic faith in the pre-exilic and exilic ages with the
torah-centered biblicism of later Judaism of which he was intensely
critical. Even admitting a considerable degree of over-emphasis in
Wellhausen’s position, it must be argued that Eichrodt has obscured the
marked differences of outlook between the two periods.

On the question of the understanding of covenant itself, Eichrodt’s
theology has undoubtedly contributed towards a strengthened desire to
investigate the history and significance of such a concept in the Old
Testament. Here two very distinct lines of interpretation have
developed. The first of these has followed up the researches of G. E.
Mendenhall in which he has argued that the tradition of the Sinai cove-
nant, as portrayed in the Decalogue of Exodus 20: 2-17, reveals Israel’s
adoption of the form of ancient Near Eastern vassal-treaties.22  He inter-
preted this as a consequence of the fact that Moses would have been
familiar with the form of such political treaties in Egypt, and must have
adopted this for the specific religious and political needs of the emergent
people of Israel. These were to be the vassal people of Yahweh, their
sovereign deity, who protected them against all forms of moral,
religious, and political slavery. Under such a divine soveriegn, no
human figure was to be allowed to usurp his position of ultimate
authority. A considerable company of scholars has followed along the
path marked out by Mendenhall, often extending it into bypaths which
Mendenhall himself has been unwilling to tread.23  Even so the
hypothesis in general has aroused intense interest in the form and
background of covenants and covenant-ceremonies in the Old Testa-
ment which has served to clarify the evidence which is to be found there,
and to set it in the light of a much wider background. On the debit side
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the hypothesis has sometimes ignored the proper canons of form
criticism, and has stressed the significance of similarities between
various accounts of treaties and covenants while ignoring equally im-
portant differences and dissimilarities.

In another direction a revived interest in the Old Testament use of
the term ‘covenant’ and the range of concepts which it connotes, has led
to an extensive lexicographical and semantic study of the Hebrew word
berith (usually translated ‘covenant’). Here mention needs to be made of
the work of scholars such as G. Quell, J. Begrich, and A. Jepsen.24
However, it is most especially in the work of E. Kutsch that the seman-
tic task has been carried through with great vigour, to establish by ac-
tual contextual examinations the various ways in which berith was un-
derstood in ancient Israel.25 Kutsch shows how the idea of imposing an
obligation led on to an interpretation of covenant, on the one hand as
law and on the other as ‘promise.’ Working to some degree with the
same material, L. Perlitt has endeavoured to clarify the theological
meaning and significance of covenant in the Old Testament.26  In par-
ticular, he has sharply attacked the form-critical studies of Mendenhall
and has argued that the theology of covenant must be tied inseparably to
the actual usage of the term berith. This has resulted in his returning in
a number of prominent respects to views about the rise of a theology of
covenant in ancient Israel similar to those of J. Wellhausen. Notably,
this includes an awareness that a certain legalistic element is potentially
present in the description of Israel’s relationship to God as a covenant, a
view which is not substantiated by Kutsch’s studies.

While this research into the meaning of covenant in the Old Testa-
ment has provided a welcome adjunct to Eichrodt’s theological position,
in reality the latter has been less markedly affected by it than may at first
sight appear. This is because Eichrodt’s introduction of the term ‘cove-
nant’ as a key unifying factor in the Old Testament has been less con-
cerned with the word and its semantic history and more with the reality
it connotes, which is the relationship between Yahweh and Israel. It is
not without interest, however, that over against Perlitt, Eichrodt has
risen in defence of the claim that the term berith was used quite early in
Israel to describe this relationship.27

Eichrodt’s approach to the subject of Old Testament theology started
from the assumption that the material proper to such a subject must be
the religious ideas current in ancient Israel about God and his
relationship to man, both Israelite man in particular and ultimately all
mankind, including the universe in which man’s life is spent. In spite of

many marked differences of detail this view of the task of the Old Testa-
ment theologian shares many features in common with the nineteenth
century historians of Israel’s religion who argued that the primary con-
tribution of this religion to mankind has been its affirmation of a doc-
trine of ethical monotheism. Clearly this is a broad position from which
no serious Old Testament scholar would wish to dissent, yet it is also
firmly evident that Israel did not itself isolate and systematize its
religious doctrines in this fashion. Such a precisely formulated concept
as ‘ethical monotheism’ is not found in the Old Testament, and its very
abstractness is somewhat alien to its thought forms. Usually in the Old
Testament the main religious ideas appear in relation to the political,
cultic and social life of the nation. Furthermore, when we enquire about
the way in which the literature of the Old Testament expresses these
ideas, we find that it very frequently does so by recounting the history of
Israel and its institutions. Its writings were not written to provide sum-
maries, or compendia, of religious ideas, but as records of events,
prophecies and religious practices of this people. Hence one of the most
significant limitations of Eichrodt’s presentation of an Old Testament
theology is that it offers too little by way of explanation of how Judaism
became a religion of a book. Nor is it made clear how the Old Testament
literature serves to communicate the fundamental religious ideas
revealed to ancient Israel.

Undoubtedly Eichrodt’s volumes must rank in the forefront of the
endeavour to re-establish Old Testament theology as a viable
theological discipline after its decline at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Several other volumes appeared in its support, with various
differences of emphasis, but with substantially the same basic assump-
tions about the way in which the subject should be tackled. Among these
we may list the volumes by L. Kohler,  Th.C. Vriezen and E. Jacob.28
New questionings began to arise, however, about the nature of such a
theological enterprise, asking whether what was being achieved could
be regarded as an adequate theological interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment literature. Certainly no one could doubt that such theologies had
strayed some way from the main interests of a critical historical exegesis
of its writings. In recognition of this A. Weiser argued that the
theological task must lie with exegesis itself, and with the exposition of
the message of the word of God as it is contained in the Old Testament
writings. 29 The outcome of this assertion has been the appearance of a
series of commentaries on the Old Testament (Das Alte Testament
Deutsch) which has endeavoured to re-establish a place for theological

133132



comment and exposition within a truly critical and literary-historical
framework of exegesis. 3o Several volumes in the series have been excep-
tionally fruitful and well-received, but have not even so shown any one
consistent pattern of theological interpretation.

A very different approach to the problem of writing an Old Testa-
ment theology appeared with the work of G. von Rad.31  In this a variety
of iniluences  can be seen to have been at work, but before we enquire
into them it is useful to look at the way in which von Rad has set about
his task. This begins with a recognition that a theology of the Old
Testament must properly recognize that it is this literature itself which
forms its essential subject matter, and not simply the religious ideas
which were current in ancient Israel. In fact it is a striking feature of an-
cient Israelite religion that it did not deliberately abstract its theological
ideas and form them into a coherent and self-contained body of doc-
trine. Nor did it formulate a creed as a rounded summary of basic ideas
about God and his relationship to the world. Rather the creed of ancient
Israel was a short summary of the great acts of God by which he had
chosen this people to be his and had bound them to himself. This short
‘credo’, or kerygma, was found most clearly expressed by von Rad in
certain Old Testament passages, most especially Deut. 6: 2&24;  26:
5b-9 and Joshua 24: 2b-13. By this kerygma Israel confessed who
Yahweh was, and how as a people they had become related to him. This
divine election had especially brought to Israel God’s gifts, most notably
the gift of the land of Canaan.

Von Rad argued that, although these short summaries were now
preserved in relatively late texts (7th century or later), they were of
much earlier origin. They witnessed to the brief confessional recital of
Yahweh’s saving will towards his people which had once formed the
central fact in Israel’s distinctive tradition of worship. Thus they
recounted a Heilsgeschichte, a history of salvation (the term goes back
to the nineteenth century Erlangen scholar, J. C. K. von Hofmann).
Such a recital of the Heilsgeschichte provided Israel with its basic
knowledge of God. We have already had occasion to note in the study of
the interpretation of the Pentateuch that von Rad had used this insight
to provide a means of unravelling the structure and origin of the J
documentary source. In his theology, however, von Rad’s arguments
ranged beyond showing how the early cultus of Israel had used such
credal summaries to provide the people with a knowledge of who yah-
weh was and why they should worship him. It was a light by which the
entire extent of the Pentateuch which we now have could be il-

luminated. Fundamentally this is a historical literature, and its record of
past events is a witness to the existence and will of Yahweh, as this had
been made known to his people by his actions.

When we proceed to examine the theology of the prophetic literature,
which several scholars had accorded the primary place in Israel’s
theological development, von Rad argued that this must be seen in the
light of the older election-traditions to which the Pentateuch witnessed.
For this reason the place and status of the prophets in the Hebrew canon
as coming after the Law (the Pentateuch) was recognized as theological-
ly correct. The most abiding feature of Israelite prophecy was the way
in which it had viewed the history and faith of Israel at a crucial period
in the nation’s existence, and had interpreted this in the light of the law.
The prophets had thereby invested the law with a new, and more
radical, significance. In consequence prophecy represented a kind of
renewal, or resumption, of the older kerygmatic Heilsgeschichte, but
now viewing it in a reverse way as a history of God’s judgement upon
his people. The decline in the nation’s fortunes which took place in the
eighth to sixth centuries was thereby seen as included within God’s
saving purpose, but regarded as a necessary expression of the divine
wrath against Israel’s disobedience. By looking beyond these acts of
judgement to further acts of re-election and renewal for Israel in the
future, the prophets carried the history of salvation beyond the present.
In the process they established a kind of typology  by which the future
work of divine re-election was portrayed in terms of the older election-
traditions. At the same time this prophetic promise for the future lent to
the Old Testament as a whole a distinct openness, in which the history
of salvation was seen as a process which was still awaiting completion
and fulflment.

All in all therefore, von Rad argued that the prophetic parts of the Old
Testament in no way stand apart from the older historical traditions
preserved in the Pentateuch. On the contrary they are familiar with, and
make use of, these traditions, projecting them forward into the future to
affirm a coming act of divine completion of the history of salvation. This
fulfilment was readily seen by the early Christian church to have been
achieved in the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth. Admittedly, von Rad
recognized that some features of the Old Testament could not too easily
be accommodated in this scheme which started from the accounts of
Israel’s election-traditions as a Heilsgeschichte. Most notably this was
true of the Psahns  and the wisdom writings, which von Rad placed by
themselves at the end of the first volume of his theology as witnessing to
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Israel’s response to God’s saving actions.
Undoubtedly, when viewed as a whole, this fresh presentation of the

nature and method of Old Testament theology has had a most profound
impact upon the theological world. It has stimulated a vast range of
secondary literature to deal with issues it has raised, and has compelled
the most extensive re-examination of the very possibility of an Old
Testament theology and the methods it must employ. After its comple-
tion von Rad himself devoted his energies to a much more extensive in-
vestigation of the problems of the theological place and significance of
Israel’s wisdom tradition.32  His death took place suddenly in 1971, after
a brief illness.

Before considering the merits of this fresh evaluation of the character
and method of Old Testament theology, we may look briefly at some of
its antecedents. For the way in which von Rad related his theology to
the form and composition of the Old Testament literature, especially
that of the Pentateuch, we can readily recognize the strong influence of
Hermann  Gunkel. The form-critical and traditio-historical insights in-
itiated by Gunkel’s study of Genesis are extended much further by von
Rad into the whole area of the Pentateuch. By this means the study of
the literary growth of the Pentateuch is linked very effectively with the
theological conception of a Heilsgeschichte. Hence a category of
theological thought and interpretation, which had already acquired a
special significance in biblical, especially New Testament, studies is
used to illuminate the whole structure of the Old Testament and its
theology. This literature did not contain one uniform theology, or set of
theological ideas, but a whole sequence of such theologies. These did
not take the form of a compact creed, but rather, were a recounting of
history in which succeeding generations of Israelites affirmed and inter-
preted faith in their own divine election. Thus, instead of the historical
dimension proving an awkward complication, as Eichrodt and others
before him had found in seeking a historical cross-section of faith, it was
of the very essence of the Old Testament literature and its theology.
History-writing provided the ancient Israelites with their primary
mode of theological affirmation and expression. On the positive side,
therefore, von Rad had been very successful in writing a theology which
took seriously the nature of the Old Testament literature and its subject
matter.

On the negative side two points in particular may be raised in
criticism of von Rad’s work. The first of these is that by so emphasizing
the diversity of theological thought in the Old Testament, he has done
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less than justice to equally valid and significant aspects of its inter-
connections and unifying elements. As a result it stops short of bringing
the various expressions of faith together in a way which is sufficiently
systematic and co-ordinated to establish a satisfactory basis of
theological evaluation. The second point of criticism is related to this,
and serves in part to explain the reason for it. It is that the traditio-
historical method is used so extensively as a key to understanding the
structure of the Old Testament literature, that the method itself tends to
dominate the kind of results which it produces. Particularly is this so in
regard to the prophets, where the impact upon each of them of specific
election-traditions which they presuppose becomes so over-ridingly evi-
dent in their interpretation as to crowd out other, equally important,
factors relating to contemporary life and events. This is not only true of
the prophets, however, but also affects other parts of the literature,
where, for example only slight attention is paid to the Pentateuch in its
final form, or even in the latter stages of its redaction. To this extent the
formation of the J, E and P documents as independent compositions is
still regarded as more meaningful than their combination and redaction
into a larger whole-yet it is these latter stages of growth which
characterize most deeply the Old Testament which we have.

All in all, however, it would be an error not to recognize the great
originality and freshness which has marked von Rad’s approach to Old
Testament theology. He has certainly done much to point out the
limitations of the more traditional systematic approaches, which fail to
capture the essential nature of the Old Testament. In many ways they
foster the image of an abstract and static theology which is quite unlike
the rich and varied historical nature of the literature which it seeks to
interpret.

Since von Rad completed his Old Testament theology several further
works bearing this title have appeared, in addition to the many studies
which have been devoted to examining further what such a subject
should be, and what are its outstanding problems. The volume by G.
Fohrerr3  provides a significant complement to his earlier book on the
history of Israelite religion. Its particular concern has been to uncover
the distinctive intellectual world of the Old Testament, and to show
how the major foundations of Christian theology are already laid in its
writings, with a separation of religion from magic and mythology, and
the establishing of a truly personal and theistic conception of God.
Hence Fohrer does much to illuminate the world-view of the ancient
Israelite, and the importance of this for religion, without especially
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relating this to the structure of the Old Testament literature as von Rad
has done. To this extent Fohrer’s work is a valuable guide to an un-
derstanding of how ancient Israelite man thought. At the same time it
poses many problems, since it is evident that these religious ideas
belonged to a cultic and cultural milieu which is no longer with us. What
is needed is a clearer demonstration of how the Old Testament forms a
bridge between our own theological needs and the very different needs
of ancient Israel.

In a short study which is promised as a preparation for a larger work,
W. Zimmerli has endeavoured to carry the task of writing an Old Testa-
ment theology a stage further.35 Already earlier, in critiques of von
Rad’s work, Zimmerli had expressed his deep appreciation of this
scholar’s approach, but had indicated that he felt that it had stressed too
heavily the elements of diversity in the Old Testament.36 It is not sur-
prising therefore that in his work he has sought to do fullerjustice to the
more unifying features which hold together the Old Testament. Perhaps
most of all the influence of von Rad is to be seen in the way in which
Zimmerli has drawn attention to those particular themes which loom so
prominently in the Old Testament writings: the gifts of God in land,
priesthood and kingship.

Overall there is no doubt that the search for a satisfactory way of
presenting the theological message of the Old Testament remains un-
finished. While something of a pause has been in order, to enable
scholars to digest adequately the work that has been done in the past
thirty years, and especially to take in fully von Rad’s criticisms of much
of this, it is evident that several more volumes on the subject may be
expected in the coming decades. Increasingly it has become plain that
issues which seemed at one time capable of being dealt with as
prolegomena belong to the very centre of the theological interpretation
of the Old Testament. Questions regarding its basic unity, its
relationship to the New Testament and to Judaism, and its relevance to
the modern world, are not matters for cursory treatment in a preface,
but belong to the heart of what an Old Testament theology should be.
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8

Retrospect and Prospect

In surveying the achievements of a century of intense and devoted
critical scholarship centred  on the Old Testament a number of features
stand out. Perhaps foremost among these is a sense of necessity, and
even of inevitability, that such a scholarly and religious enterprise
should have been embarked upon. Although our brief sketch began with
the work of Wellhausen, it would be wrong to regard him as the initiator
of a new critical approach to the Old Testament. Rather, as he himself
fully recognized, all the tools of critical method were already to hand
when he began, and the major individual pieces of his critical reap-
praisal had already taken shape in the hands of earlier scholars. What he
did was to fit them together in a way that was at once both simple, prac-
ticable and generally convincing.

Nor indeed should we suppose that it was simply the availability of
effective critical tools that gave rise to the new perspective in biblical
studies, for behind them lay a much deeper philosophical, spiritual and
cultural concern with human history, especially the history of man’s
religious and spiritual development. Indeed it was this deep concern
with the springs of man’s spiritual history that had led to the fashioning
of the appropriate scholarly tools and methods. The historical concern
of the German Romantic movement, focused especially in the writings
of J. G. Herder (17441803),  had already pointed directly to the
literature of the Old Testament as a vital fountainhead of spiritual
enlightenment and it is generally recognized that this exercised a wide
influence over the religious and literary outlook of nineteenth century
Germany, fostering a fresh historical concern with the Old Testament
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literature. So too did the philosophy of G. W. F. Hegel (177&1831),
with its special interest in man’s spiritual history. From a very different
direction the religious pietism, which so deeply affected German life and
religion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, fed impulses of its
own into the minds of men searching for a clearer understanding of their
religious past. G. Ebeling has shown’ that it was this pietism which
engendered the search for a biblical theology to serve as a guide and
critique for the more systematic endeavours of the dogmaticians, and to
feed the faith of the devout Christian. The series of attempts to produce
such a biblical theology in the nineteenth century, especially in the
hands of German scholars, some of whom such as W. Vatke
(1806-l 882) were quite radical in their approach, fostered the need for
some better historical perspective by which to control the Old Testa-
ment literature than that provided by the traditional account of its
origins. It is of relevant interest therefore to find that several of the
leading scholars of the period, such as Wellhausen and Gunkel in Ger-
many and Robertson Smith in Scotland, were sons of practising
ministers of the Christian church.

A further influence has also been suggested as significant for an un-
derstanding of Wellhausen’s work, and this is to be found in the new
German political consciousness that was flourishing in the latter half of
the nineteenth century. The age of Bismarck and the growth of German
unity were factors which affected very profoundly the life and thought
of German universities at this time. Hence it does not cause surprise to
find echoes of this in the work of German historians in their researches
into more remote ages. In many ways this is well exemplified in the per-
son of Heinrich Ewald, the revered teacher of both Wellhausen and
I>uhm,  who was very powerfully active in political life.* More subtly it
has been regarded as evident in the way in which Wellhausen assessed
the importance of ancient Israel’s national consciousness.3  That Israel
as a nation was a more robust and attractive entity than Israel as a dis-
persed community, or ‘Church’, is a judgement which is readily ap-
parent in Wellhausen’s presentation of Israel’s history. So too is his in-
terest in Israel’s ‘national will’ and ‘national spirit’.

Along with this concern it is appropriate to consider the attitude of
the new critical scholarship to Judaism. At several points it is clear from
the repeated interest that he displayed in the subject that the rise of
Pharisaism and the development of Judaism as a religion of law were
regarded by Wellhausen as a sharp decline from the higher
achievements of pre-exilic Israelite religion. The loss of Israel’s national
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consciousness, and the attempt to confine spiritual and moral insights
into a code of laws were seen as contradicting the great truths of man’s
freedom and responsibility which had been proclaimed by the prophets.
Wellhausen’s interest in his own German culture in the Romantic tradi-
tion of Herder is no doubt also a relevant fact regarding his rather
negative assessment of Judaism as a religion of people who had lost their
national consciousness and unity. A more extreme representative of
such a pro-German viewpoint is to be found in the person of Paul de
Lagarde, who was Wellhausen’s immediate predecessor in the chair of
Semetic Languages at Gottingen,  and an ardent supporter of German
national unity.

Without entering into a separate discussion of the validity of such
judgements, it is sufficient here to notice that this viewpoint, which was
taken up by others, did tend to create an image of the critical study of
the Old Testament as being somewhat anti-Jewish in tendency. Very
regrettably it was capable of being distorted in this direction by some
scholars and theologians in the years of Nazi dominance in Germany.
Yet such was certainly not intentionally the case with the majority of
scholars, and it must be noted that many stood out very courageously in
opposition to the prevalent wave of anti-Semitic feeling in Germany
precisely because of their allegiance to the Old Testament. There can
therefore be no overall validity to the claim that the new critical
methods of study of the Old Testament were motivated by anti-Semitic
feeling or concern. Increasingly over the years the growing participation
of Jewish scholars in the critical interpretation of the Old Testament,
and in seeking to promote its disciplines, has increased in strength and
fruitfulness. One of the great attractions that this more critical historical
approach has possessed for scholars has been the expectation that it can
provide a common meeting place between Jews and Christians by
moving beyond the traditional lines of their respective modes of
apologetic.

Once the goal of a critical historical approach to the literature of the
Old Testament has been embraced it becomes a leaven which
transforms everythingP  No part of the literature can be left un-
examined, and everything becomes subject to review. That this has
resulted in the emergence of a picture of the origins of the literature, and
the course of Israelite-Jewish history in which it was produced, which
differs greatly from that which had previously been upheld by Jewish
and Christian tradition is incontrovertible. It was inevitable that this
should have proved disconcerting to the faith of many, and it is not un-
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reasonable to claim that at first many in the Christian church felt that
such a critical attitude could be tolerated more readily in respect of the
Old Testament than the New. This, if it were true of some, was a mis-
placed attitude of complacency, for the rigours  of historical and literary
criticism do not, and cannot, cease at the last page of the Old Testa-
ment. Nevertheless such a historical-critical approach is not an end in
itself, but merely a means by which some further end can be achieved.
To know when the Old Testament literature arose, what were its
sources, and what light it brings to bear upon the history of the people
from whom it emerged, are simply preliminary tasks towards un-
derstanding the life and religion of these people themselves. In many
ways this fact was lost sight of by many of the leading scholars of the
late nineteenth century who saw the historical enterprise very much as
constituting the primary goal. History was elevated to become the
queen of the Old Testament sciences. Such scholars shared a conviction
that historical truth was of a purer and nobler kind than the truths about
the Bible which theologians had previously canvassed. It was more or
less assumed to be the fullest meaning of scripture. This is strikingly
evident in the work of Wellhausen, who devoted all his considerable
energies to the tasks of uncovering the origins of three great world
religions: Judaism, Islam and Christianity. We can therefore see a sur-
prising uniformity of motivation underlying his work.

What Wellhausen’s Prolegomena achieved for Old Testament studies
was a better picture of the history of Israel’s religious institutions than
that which had been afforded by the traditional view which is reflected
in the Old Testament itself. It offered a satisfactory working basis from
which it became possible to place in a comprehensible sequence the
various layers of material containing references to them. That such a
sequence made use of a broadly evolutionary theory of development and
historical growth is undeniable, but nevertheless it was more credible
than the traditional view which it replaced. Since the time of
Wellhausen many modifications to this view have been proposed, some
of them more necessary and convincing than others. They include some
quite radical criticisms of it, which, if upheld, would be tantamount to
its rejection. This is in some measure true of the alternative picture of
the history of Israel’s religion put forward by the Israeli Jewish scholar
Y. Kaufmann.5 In his massive work on the subject this scholar set out a
reconstruction of the history of the leading Old Testament institutions
of priesthood, temple and sacrifice which adheres more closely to the
traditional view, although accepting several basic features of the

literary-critical method, and some of the conclusions which Wellhausen
had defended. Nonetheless this more radical alternative has not found a
wide acceptance beyond the more immediate circle of Kaufmann’s
pupils, and the mainstream of scholarship has flowed, if at times
somewhat sluggishly, along the course dug for it by Wellhausen.

Where the most serious limitations of Wellhausen’s scheme become
apparent is in his treatment of Israelite religious development as a pure-
ly internal, and almost insular, process. Furthermore we can see a false
underlying assumption in the way in which he regarded the literary
sources as consistent wholes, to be dated close to the time of the latest
developments which are to be noted within them. It was this assump-
tion that led Wellhausen to argue that the literary documents of the Pen-
tateuch can be dated quite directly on the evidence of the latest changes
in religious practice which is revealed within them. Gunkel saw that this
was not necessarily the case, and that these longer literary sources were
made up from collections of far older material, so that we can obtain
from them a picture in far greater depth of the ongoing religious life of
Israel. Markedly too Wellhausen’s picture of the development of
lsraelite religion greatly underestimated the spiritual and moral poten-
tialities present in primitive cultus. Hence certain areas of the Old
Testament literature were placed far too late in the scheme of religious
and literary development. This is most obvious in the late date ascribed
to the composition of the Psalms by Wellhausen’s close friend B. Duhm,
a point on which Wellhausen himself was wisely more cautious. All the
same the resulting picture was somewhat distorted and out of focus, and
required to be corrected.

For this we can point most of all to the work of the Norwegian scholar
Mowinckel, who had come under the influence, not only of Gunkel, but
also of the Danish anthropologist W. Grranbech.  In his Psalmenstudien
I-VZ  of 1921-24 he endeavoured to show the elaborate nature and
religious quality that had belonged to early Israelite cultus, and which
has been preserved in written form for us in the Psalter. In this early
work of Mowinckel’s he reacted too strongly against the prevailing
critical viewpoint, so that in turn it is rather onesided. In his later years
he did much to improve the situation by his own modification of his
earlier views. However, on the question of the importance of the cult for
the life and faith of early Israel, and in regard to the argument that the
psalms were almost all cultic in their origin, Mowinckel did not retract.
He had no need to, for increasingly scholars have come to see that this
view is basically sound.
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In the years that followed the publication of Mowinckel’s
Psalmenstudien the growing knowledge of the religions of surrounding
peoples in the Ancient East served in considerable measure to confirm
his view of the cultic nature of early Israelite religion. Surprisingly
Mowinckel himself was ill at ease with attempts to use the rediscovered
Canaanite materials from Ras Shamra to support his interpretation of
the Old Testament psalms. This was in part a reaction against their
over-employment in this direction by some other Scandinavian
scholars. Although controversies over ‘myth and ritual’ and ‘patternism’
have at times beclouded many of the issues involved, it cannot now be
questioned that the utmost importance attaches to careful comparisons
between Israel’s worship and that of its neighbours. What still calls for
the most guarded assessments is how this relationship is to be seen and
understood. Admittedly in this area an anthropological interest in the
presence among geographically separate peoples of similar phenomena
has often clashed with a theological concern to defend Israel’s un-
iqueness. Nevertheless the differing aims and methods of each approach
have retained a validity within their own spheres. The full extent of the
revised picture of early Israelite religion which began to emerge with
Mowinckel’s work has only slowly obtained adequate recognition.

We can in retrospect see how heavily the late nineteenth century ac-
counts of the history of Israelite religion accepted with extraordinary
simplicity the view that religion in general could be understood in terms
of a few basic notions such as the fatherhood of God. The study of the
structure, organization and aims of worship could be set aside as of little
abiding interest. In some respects the transition from presenting a
theology of the Old Testament to that of writing a historical study of
Israel’s religion was undermined by such restricted conceptions of the
nature of religion. Important aspects of the subject could easily be
overlooked, or dismissed as secondary.

Another factor which has led to a substantially revised presentation
of the history of the literature of the Old Testament has been the dis-
covery that didactic writings, comparable to those of Israelite wisdom,
can be found outside Israel from as early as the second millennium BC.
The discovery of the teaching of Amen-em-ope from Egypt showed that
there was no intrinsic reason why some forms of written wisdom should
not have appeared in Israel quite early, and certainly before the exile. In
a more general way the revisions that the advances of scholarship have
rendered necessary in the dates accorded to the psalmody and prover-
bial teaching of Israel have raised issues which extend beyond the origin

of the books of Psalms and Proverbs. In particular they have affected
very extensively the picture of prophecy and its background.

From a theological viewpoint it is evident that the progress and
achievements of Old Testament criticism have not always produced the
kind of results that theologians would regard as most desirable. We have
noted that, although a strong religious interest motivated the pioneers
of Old Testament criticism, the real focus of their achievement was a
search for a fuller understanding of Israel’s history. It is not surprising
therefore that the historical conclusions reached by this enquiry have
seldom been able to solve theological questions. The theological
perspective has certainly not been altogether absent, since a large
number of scholars engaged in the study of the Old Testament have
done so out of a deep religious attachment to it. The history of Israel
itself has been interpreted as a history of salvation, and such claims have
given rise to a very extensive debate about the nature of history and its
relationship to historical research. Without wishing to embark upon
this debate at this point, we must nonetheless note that there is an im-
portant, and very complex, relationship between events and their inter-
pretation. This is evident enough from the Old Testament itself, which
contains a significant interweaving of history and faith, the inter-
relationships of which cannot be denied and which make it impossible
to understand either one without the other.

While we can readily see the limitations imposed upon biblical study
by an approach to the Old Testament which has sometimes been almost
exclusively preoccupied with history and historical questions, we must
also recognize the serious dangers of ignoring them. On the other side it
is also unsatisfactory to try to find in the Old Testament a body of
timeless doctrines which can be easily and smoothly set apart from the
connection with particular people, events and institutions. When we
look back we can see that Old Testament scholarship moved
dramatically from a concern with a theology of the Old Testament in the
early part of the nineteenth century to one which was almost completely
taken up with the study of different aspects of Old Testament
history--of Israel, its religion and its literature. History exercised a
kind of mesmeric power over scholars. Only now is scholarship beginning
to become conscious of this sufficiently to try to reach beyond it, and to ac-
cord a fuller place to the more directly theological issues.

It is in recognition of this dilemma that B. S. Childs in particular has
come to speak of a crisis in biblical theology.’ In the sense in which the
nineteenth century pietists looked for such a theology, it is evident that
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literary-critical studies have complicated, rather than facilitated, such a
task. To seek such a theology is to look for something that the ancient
Israelites did not deliberately formulate as such, and one may well ques-
tion whether it would have been possible for them to do so without the
formal basis of the classical philosophical tradition. It is in response to
such a difficulty that B. S. Childs has himself endeavoured to bring back
into the theological discussion of the text of the Old Testament aspects
of its pre-critical interpretation which the historico-critical method of
the nineteenth century had bypassed.’ As a consequence the way in
which the New Testament interprets the Old, and the established
hermeneutical traditions of both Jews and Christians, have been drawn
back into the discussion of the theological meaning of the Old
Testament.

In conclusion we may look briefly at the direction in which further
research on the Old Testament is headed. That a great deal of further
research into a number of literary and religious questions remains to be
conducted needs no elaboration. Some areas of theliterature still remain
very obscure, and nowhere is this more true than in the prophets. The
value of a redaction-critical approach has here to be more fully explored.
What is overall of even greater importance is the awareness that there
can be no going back to seek a return to some kind of theological, or
hermeneutical, approach which ignores the demands of proper
historical method. The roots of the Old Testament in real history reach
down too far for this to be possible, and the vagaries of the older
patterns of allegorical and typological interpretation which are to be
found in abundance in patristic and mediaeval Christian exegesis can
now command no confidence.

While there are today signs of a great deal of fresh theological
questioning about the proper scope, and inherent limitations, of
historico-critical method, we can nevertheless claim that the century
which has passed since the publication of Wellhausen’s Prolegomena
has witnessed sound progress and solid achievements. That there have
also been limitations and shortcomings, with the exploration of a
number of false trails, need not be denied, since such are inherent in all
worthwhile scholarly endeavour. They in no way lessen our respect for
the attainments of the past, nor prevent us from trying to build upon
these for the future.

The different methods of research that have moulded the major
efforts of Old Testament study: literary criticism, form criticism,
tradition-history and redaction criticism all show a degree of in-

terdependence which means that no one of them can be upheld without
due regard for the others. What we have seen in the development of
scholarship has been a constant process of redefining aims and
fashioning the methods and tools appropriate to reach them.

Since the majority of those who read the Old Testament do so
because of its religious interest and concern, it is natural that the
questions relating to its theological meaning should have a particular
priority. That in the last two decades so much has been written on the
theology of the Old Testament is adequate recognition of this fact.
Nevertheless we may expect much from other fields of enquiry also, and
continue to look for the science of archaeology to contribute its own
share of new evidence and new material. Most of all one may hope that
what has thus far been achieved in Old Testament research will con-
tinue to interest the minds of men, and speak to their most profound
aspirations, that the continuance of the task of interpreting it will re-
main assured.
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