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The Election and Divine Choice of Zion/Jerusalem
DAVID B. SCHREINER
Wesley Biblical Seminary

dschreiner@wbs.edu.

This essay examines the fourteen passages in the Old Testament
that mention that the Lord chose ( )בחרZion or Jerusalem. After
briefly discussing the ideas of Zion/Jerusalem’s election
throughout the Old Testament, this essay discusses each of the
fourteen passages to determine the semantics and nuances. This
essay concludes that these fourteen passages constitute a distinct
ideological thread within the larger idea of Zion/Jerusalem’s
election. Thus, scholars should exhibit more precision when
invoking the passages of the Lord’s choice in discussions of
Zion/Jerusalem’s election. In the second half, this essay
discusses the historical-critical issues that surround each
occurrence. Ultimately, this essay suggests that the demise of the
ideology of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem may be linked to
the dissolution of the Davidic dynasty as a viable political
option. This essay closes with a few thoughts on how this
phenomenon testifies to the progressive nature of God’s
revelation.
KEYWORDS: choice, election, Davidic dynasty, Zerubbabel,
centralization

INTRODUCTION
Fourteen passages in the Old Testament address Zion/Jerusalem’s
election through the verb “( בחרto choose”). Some scholars employ these
passages reciprocally with other passages when discussing
Zion/Jerusalem’s election.1 Others uncritically interchange statements of

1. For example, C. L. Seow cites Pss 132:13 and 78:68 in conjunction with Ps 68: 16–19a
in his discussion of the election of Zion (Myth, Drama, and the Politics of David’s Dance
[HSM 46; Atlanta: Scholars, 1989], 184–5).
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“Zion/Jerusalem’s election” with statements of “Zion/Jerusalem’s
choice.”2 The legitimacy of such approaches deserves investigation.
Given that a theology of election should arise from a wide variety of
considerations, particularly a wide range of verbs,3 it is worth
investigating if the “( בחרto choose”) passages contribute particular
nuances. If so, it is also worth determining 1) if the “( בחרto choose”)
passages should be used reciprocally with other passages when
discussing the theology of Zion/Jerusalem’s election and 2) if statements
of “the election of Zion/Jerusalem” should be interchanged with
statements of “the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem.”
This essay begins with a few methodological comments
regarding the ideas of Zion/Jerusalem’s election throughout the Old
Testament. Subsequently, this essay investigates the fourteen passages
that voice the Lord’s choice (via  )בחרof Zion/Jerusalem to determine the
semantics and the nuances of these passages. This essay proposes that the
Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem represents a distinct idea that informs
the larger idea of Zion/Jerusalem’s election. Thus, there is a need for
more precision when discussing the idea of the Lord’s choice of
Zion/Jerusalem, namely that it conjures up specific nuances. Manifesting
two fundamental connotations, the divine choice of Zion/Jerusalem is
linked to that location’s cultic prestige and association with the Davidic
dynasty. At times one connotation is emphasized over the other, which is
indicative of the idea’s history of development. This idea was employed
for only approximately two centuries, and its demise may be linked to
the disappearance of the Davidic line as a viable political option for the
community.

2. For example, J. J. M. Roberts, “The Davidic Origin of the Zion Tradition,” JBL 92
(1973) 329–44; J. J. M. Roberts, “Zion in the Theology of the Davidic-Solomonic
Empire,” in Studies in the Period of David and Solomon and Other Essays (Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1982), 93–108.
3. Joel N. Lohr, Chosen and Unchosen: Conceptions of Election in the Pentateuch and
Jewish-Christian Interpretation (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 3–30; Horst
Dietrich Preuss, Old Testament Theology (trans. Leo G. Perdue; 2 vols.; Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1995), 1:31–32. To this I would suggest that statements that
imply divine action are also valuable. For example, Ps 2:6 reads, “I have installed my
king on Zion, my holy mountain.” The debate surrounding the form “( נסכתיI have
installed”) notwithstanding, the psalmist is unequivocal that Zion is the location of the
royal institution’s divinely sanctioned rule. While divine election is not explicitly stated,
“( הר־קדׁשיmy holy mountain”) assumes it. Consequently, when constructing a theology of
Zion/Jerusalem’s election, the critical issue is divine responsibility, whether it is implicit
or explicitly stated.
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Election is the theological concept defined as divine selection for a
particular purpose. With respect to Zion/Jerusalem, election
communicates the conviction that the Lord singled out that locale within
the confines of history to nourish his relationship with his people and by
extension the world.4 As such, the election of Zion/Jerusalem according
to the Old Testament is fundamentally either positive or negative.
Negatively, Zion/Jerusalem was elected for judgment, functioning as a
testimony for the effects of sin and overt rebellion.5 Positively,
Zion/Jerusalem was elected to be the locus of the divine presence,6 the
hub of the Lord’s eschatological endeavors,7 and a source of blessing.8
4. This definition is influenced heavily by Preuss’s study. It is able to encompass the
wide range of considerations necessary to constructing a theology of Zion/Jerusalem’s
election (see below). Moreover, a historically grounded definition accommodates a
particular reality of the Old Testament’s testimony, namely divine revelation through real
space and time (Preuss, Old Testament Theology, 1:37).
5. Second Kings 23:26–27 best illustrates this. The Lord declares that he is the
orchestrator of the events that will ultimately result in Judah’s exile. Particularly
important for the purposes of this essay is the juxtaposition of the verbs “( מאסto reject”)
and “( בחרto choose”). Rejection now trumps choice, and just as Israel’s exile testified to
the cost of covenantal disobedience, so too will Judah’s exile. Ezekiel 5 also attests to
these theological principles. There, the Lord reminisces about Jerusalem’s election while
declaring imminent judgment in light of their covenantal disobedience.
6. This is communicated most often, but not exclusively, by the verb “( ׁשכןto dwell”). For
example, 1 Chr 23:25 states of the Lord, “He dwelt ( )ויׁשכןin Jerusalem forever.”
According to Ps 135:21, the Lord is the dweller of Jerusalem ()ׁשכן ירוׁשלם, and this is
echoed in Ps 9:21 ()יׁשב ציון.
7. According to Joel 4, the Valley of Jehoshaphat, which appears to be the immediate
vicinity of Jerusalem, will be the location of God’s final judgment upon the enemies of
his people (4:1–16) and the place where his people will enjoy his perpetual presence
(4:17–18). On the Valley of Jehoshaphat, see W. Harold Mare, “Valley of Jehoshaphat,”
ABD, 6:368–9. Micah 4 and Isa 2 envision Jerusalem as the goal of a global pilgrimage
and the source of divine instruction. According to Isa 65, Jerusalem will be the focal
point of the new heavens and the new earth (Isa 65:17–25), which also has implications
for the restoration of the Davidic line (Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah (OTL; Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2001), 538–9; John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah (NICOT; 2
vols.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986–1998), 2:662). Jeremiah testifies to the messianic
implications of Zion/Jerusalem’s election. In particular, Jer 33:15 anticipates the
Righteous Branch ( )צמח צדקהwho will rule from Jerusalem and perform justice and
righteous.
8. According to Pss 128:5 and 134:3, the Lord’s blessing proceeds from Zion ( יברכך יהוה
)מציון, and this truth has particular implications for the royal institution. According to Pss
20:3 and 110:2, both of which are traditionally classified as Royal Psalms, the Lord’s
strength ( )מטה־עוזךand salvation ( )עזרךproceed from Zion ()מציון. On the syntax of Ps
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Other passages testify that the election of Zion/Jerusalem is a
manifestation of the Lord’s commitment and emotional attachment to the
city, which in turn garners the awe and praise of Gentiles.9 Consequently,
the election of Zion/Jerusalem encompasses a wide range of ideas,
images, and nuances. More importantly, this variety contrasts the lexical,
syntactical, and thematic uniformity exhibited by the passages that voice
the belief in Zion/Jerusalem’s election via the verb “( בחרto choose”).
THE ELECTION OF ZION/JERUSALEM VIA “( בחרTO CHOOSE”)
The fourteen passages that speak to the election of Zion/Jerusalem via
“( בחרto choose”) are demarcated by the explicit use of the verb “( בחרto
choose”) and the use of Zion or Jerusalem as the direct object.10 These
passages are: 1 Kgs 11:13, 32, 36; 14:21; 2 Kgs 21:7; 23:27; 2 Chr 6:6;
12:13; 33:7; Pss 78:68; 132:13; Zech 1:17; 2:16; 3:2.

______________________________________________________
20:3, see Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew (trans. Takamitsu Muraoka; 2 vols.;
Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1991; repr., 2005), §129h.
9. For example, Ps 87 declares that the Lord “loves the gates of Zion more than all the
dwellings of Jacob” (87:2), that the Most High “establishes” that city (87:5), and that
such a sanction enhances the social status of Zion’s inhabitants (87:4, 6), which
engenders acclaim from Israel’s neighbors.
10. Consequently, I exclude the Deuteronomic passages that refer to the central cult site.
Indeed, such a position conflicts with the consensus, which understands the
Deuteronomic passages and the “( בחרto choose”) passages to be interchangeable. For
example, Preuss, Old Testament Theology, 2:45. However, as J. G. McConville
emphasizes, to assume that Jerusalem must be the referent of these Deuteronomic
passages is fallacious (Deuteronomy [AOTC 5; Leicester: Apollos, 2002], 217).
Furthermore, Sandra Richter has demonstrated the antiquity of Deuteronomy’s Name
Formula, a critical component to these Deuteronomic passages, and the possibility that
the original referent of these passages was not Jerusalem (The Deuteronomistic History
and the Name Theology [BZAW 318; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2002]; idem, “The Place
of the Name in Deuteronomy,” VT 57 [2007]: 342–66. Finally, not every passage that
speaks to the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem incorporates the Deuteronomic idea of
centralization. On the legitimacy for understanding Zion and Jerusalem as mutually
referential, see Jon D. Levenson (“Zion Traditions,” ABD, 6:1098–99). In the context of
this discussion, “Zion” is used only twice (Pss 78:68; 132:13) and there is insufficient
warrant to conclude that a specific location inside the city of Jerusalem is in view. Thus,
“Zion” appears to be a stylistic way of referring to the city at large.
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Kings/Chronicles11
First Kings 11:13 functions with vv. 11–12 to conclude a segment
devoted to articulating Solomon’s iniquity (vv. 1–11). Here, both the
accusation against Solomon and the pronouncement of judgment are
clear. Because of Solomon’s disobedience, judgment will fall in the form
of the forfeiture of the kingdom. Yet, via two restrictive clauses, the text
discloses that the forfeiture will not occur in Solomon’s lifetime nor will
it be a total loss. The rationale for this is rooted equally in David’s piety
and Jerusalem as the chosen city.12 That there is no explicit declaration of
function regarding the choice of Jerusalem leaves the reader pondering,
at least in part, if Jerusalem was chosen to ensure that the Davidic
dynasty would survive with a territory to govern.
The idea of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in 1 Kgs 11:29–39 is
on the one hand similar to 1 Kgs 11:13 as the idea of the Lord’s choice of
Jerusalem explains the preservation of one tribe for the Davidic dynasty
(1 Kgs 11:32; 36).13 However, there are differences between these two
pericopes. First, 1 Kgs 11:29–39 discloses other reasons why one tribe
remained for the dynasty, including David’s piety (v. 34), Solomon’s
status as a “( נׂשיאprince”; v. 34), and the “( נירdominion”) promised to
David (v. 36).14 Second, both occurrences of the Lord’s choice
incorporate the phrases “( מכל ׁשבטי יׂשראלfrom all the tribes of Israel”)
and “( לׂשום ׁשמי ׁשםto put my name there”) respectively, both of which
11. In light of the source connection between the books of Kings and Chronicles, the
occurrences of the “( בחרto choose”) passages within these two corpora will be discussed
in tandem. However, I acknowledge that the debate regarding the sources of Chronicles is
more nuanced. While these nuances are not germane to this discussion, Graeme Auld’s
theories on this topic offer a provocative explanation of the continuity and discontinuity
between Chronicles and Samuel/Kings (I & II Samuel [OTL; Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2011], 9–14; idem, “Samuel, Sources, and Historiography” in Israel in
Transition 2 (New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 15–24.
12. This is communicated by the prepositional phrases למען דוד עבדי ולמען ירוׁשלם אׁשר
“( בחרתיfor the sake of David my servant and for the sake of Jerusalem which I chose”).
13. In particular, the statement of the Lord’s choice occurs in a relative clause,
subordinate to a prepositional phrase governed by “( למעןfor the sake of”) that
substantiates why “one tribe” remains under Davidic control.
14. On the meaning of “( נירdominion”), see Paul D. Hanson (“The Song of Heshbon and
David’s N R,” HTR 61 [1968]: 297–320; Ehud Ben Zvi, “Once The Lamp Has Been
Kindled . . .” ABR 39 [1991]: 19–30). While methodologically different, the conclusions
are very similar. For its importance in this discussion, see below. Also, see David B.
Schreiner, “‘For the Sake of Jerusalem, The City Which I Have Chosen’: On the Lord’s
Choice of Zion/Jerusalem and Its Development in the Old Testament” (Ph.D. diss.,
Asbury Theological Seminary, 2012), 119–43.
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recall Deuteronomy’s centralization ideology15 and communicate that
Jerusalem was chosen to be the socio-religious epicenter of the
community.16 Third, the belief in the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in v. 36
appears syntactically subordinate to another reason for the preservation
of Jerusalem/Judah. It appears in a relative clause that modifies העיר
(“the city”), which in turn appositionally modifies “( ירוׁשלםJerusalem”).
According to v. 36, Jerusalem is the location of the “( נירdominion”), the
dominion, promised to David (“ ;בירוׁשלםin Jerusalem”). In this case
therefore, the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem is not the primary
substantiation for Judah’s preservation.17
In 1 Kgs 14:21 the idea of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem again
appears in a syntactically subordinate position, but here the more
important issue is its semantic subordination. In particular, העיר אׁשר בחר
“( יהוהthe city which the Lord chose”) informs the more salient issue of
the Lord’s indignation and judgment in the form of Shishak’s raid in
light of the nation’s sin.18 Syntactically, “the city which the Lord chose”
appositionally modifies the prepositional phrase “in Jerusalem” and is
complemented by the deuteronomic phrases “( מכל ׁשבטי יׂשראלfrom all
the tribes of Israel”) and “( לׂשום ׁשמי ׁשםto put his name there”).
Furthermore, both Deuteronomic phrases are asyndetically juxtaposed.
Thus, the Lord chose Jerusalem both “from all the tribes of Israel, to put
his name there.” The choice of Jerusalem is again associated with its
function as the central cult site. Interestingly, whereas the idea of the
Lord’s choice mitigated judgment in 1 Kgs 11, here it appears not to
sway the effects of judgment.
Second Chronicles 12:13 is the parallel account of 1 Kgs 14:21
and is virtually identical. The most significant deviation is that the regal
evaluation of Rehoboam does not introduce the Shishak episode.
Whereas the idea of divine choice in 1 Kgs 14 illuminates the theological
15. Lohfink characterizes these phrases as expansionary (“Zur deuteronomischen
Zentralisationsformel,” Bib 65 [1984]: 297–8).
16. Such a function is mandated by the Deuteronomic legal code. The central cult site
was to be the place of adjudication, offering, celebration, and pilgrimage, all of which
have implications for the political prominence of the Davidic dynasty. See W. Eugene
Claburn, “The Fiscal Basis of Josiah's Reforms,” JBL 92 (1973): 11–22.
17. Provan also notes the nuances of this syntax (Hezekiah and the Books of Kings
[BZAW 172; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1988], 101).
18. According to John Cook, the wayyiqtol form functions pragmatically to foreground
the more salient components of a discourse (“The Semantics of Verbal Pragmatics:
Clarifying the Roles of Wayyiqtol and Weqatal in Biblical Hebrew Prose,” JSS 49.2
[2004]: 264). As such, the circumstantial clauses of v. 21 disclose the necessary
background information to the issue of focus, Judah’s iniquity ()ויעׂש יהודה.
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importance of the Shishak event, here the idea of the Lord’s choice of
Jerusalem essentially functions as a passing comment.
In 2 Kgs 21:7 another statement of the Lord’s choice of
Jerusalem appears, amidst the overwhelmingly negative regal evaluation
of Manasseh. As with the previous occurrences in Kings, this statement
of the Lord’s choice occurs in a relative clause that modifies the
prepositional phrase “in Jerusalem.” Yet the syntactical nuances of this
verse are provocative. First, “( בירוׁשלםin Jerusalem”) parallels בבית הזה
(“in the temple of the Lord”), and both phrases disclose the location
where the Lord “put his name.” Thus, the Lord sought to put his name in
Jerusalem and the temple. Second, the phrases “( מכל ׁשבטי יׁשראלfrom all
the tribes of Israel”) and a variation of “( לׂשום ׁשמי ׁשםto put my name
there”), “( אׂשים את־ׁשמי לעולםI will put my name forever”), operate on
different syntactical planes. The phrase “from all the tribes of Israel”
modifies “( בחרתיI chose”), which is the predicate of a relative clause that
modifies Jerusalem. “( אׂשים את־ׁשמי לעולםI will put my name forever”)
exists as direct discourse, disclosing the words of the Lord. Thus, not
only is the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem subordinate to the idea that
Jerusalem is the place of the Lord’s name, but the gravity of Manasseh’s
sin is realized most clearly by the reality that he profaned the place of the
Lord’s name. As for the parallel account, 2 Chr 33:7, its deviations do
not significantly alter the passage’s semantics.19
The final occurrence of the idea of the Lord’s choice of
Jerusalem appears in 2 Kgs 23:27. Functioning with v. 26, these verses
disrupt an otherwise positive context to declare the imminent judgment.
Again, the idea of the Lord’s choice is manifested in a relative clause,
and here it modifies “( את־העיר הזאתthis city”), which refers to
Jerusalem20 and is the direct object of the Lord’s rejection ()ומאסתי.
Furthermore, “( את־העיר הזאתthis city”) parallels “( את־הביתthe temple”),
the place where the Lord stated that he would put his name. Thus, both
the city and the temple are distinct entities and will be objects of the
Lord’s rejection. Interesting to this context is 1) the separation of the
statement of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem from “( יהיה ׁשמי ׁשםmy name
will be there”), a variation of the Deuteronomic phrase “( לׁשכן ׁשמי ׁשםfor
my name to dwell there”; see below) and 2) the absence of מכל ׁשבטי

19. The deviations include the Chronicler’s interchange of “( פסל־הסמלthe carved image
of the statue”) with “( פסל־האׁשרהthe carved image of Asherah”), “( אלהיםGod”) with יהוה
(“Yahweh”), and ( בבית האלהם אׁשרin the temple which God”) with “( בבית אׁשרin the
temple which”).
20. The phrase “( את־ירוׁשלםJerusalem”) is appositional, albeit displaced, to את־העיר הזאת
(“this city”).
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“( יׁשראלfrom all the tribes of Israel”). Also, a powerful theological
statement is made. What the Lord chose will now be rejected.
Second Chronicles 6:6 contains the final passage in the historical
corpora. Here the choice of Jerusalem is paralleled with the choice of
David. Moreover, the immediate context discusses these phenomena in a
manner that highlights them as the result of a historical process, which,
according to 2 Chr 6:6, ultimately resulted in the choice of Jerusalem as
the place of the Lord’s name.21
Psalms
The idea of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem appears at the
conclusion of Ps 78. This didactic psalm22 recounts Israel’s wilderness
wandering, the plagues of Egypt, the possession of the Promised Land,
and the people’s rebellion while testifying to the Lord’s faithfulness.
Verses 67–72 constitute the psalm’s climax. In v. 68 the psalmist
declares of the Lord, “He chose23 the tribe of Judah, Mt. Zion, which he
loves.” Thus, the choice of Judah and Zion are connected. Furthermore,
the consequence of this choice is the construction of the temple (v. 69). 24
Yet there is a significant nuance here. The belief in the Lord’s choice of
Zion does not enjoy a privileged position in the closing verses of the
psalm, syntactically and thematically. On the one hand, “( ׁשבט יהודהthe
tribe of Judah”) is fronted in v. 68. On the other hand, the Lord’s choice
of David and Judah is the psalm’s main point of emphasis. As a
theological interpretation of Israel’s history, this psalm understands
Judah and the Davidic dynasty to be the apex of Israel’s history.25 Thus,
21. The syntax and parallelism of 2 Chr 6:5–6 is intricate. The negativity of v. 5 is
inverted in v. 6. Whereas v. 5 reminisces how the Lord initially did not choose, v. 6
recounts how the Lord chose. In other words, there is a logical and aesthetic connection
between verses. As such, one can assume “( לבנות ביתto build a house”) and “( נגידto
establish”) in v. 6. Where the Lord previously did not choose a city to build a temple (v.
5), he now chose Jerusalem (to build a temple) so that his name might be put there (v. 6).
22. R. P. Carroll, “Psalm LXXVIII: Vestiges of a Tribal Polemic,” VT 21 (1971): 133.
23. In v. 68, “( בחרto choose”) is gapped, functioning as the predicate for both object
clauses.
24. I am reading the form “( ויבןso he built”) as a consequential wayyiqtol. Similarly,
Antony F. Campbell, “Psalm 78: A Contribution to the Theology of Tenth Century
Israel,” CBQ 41 (1979): 58.
25. Campbell, “Psalm 78,” 77. The most elementary of observations demonstrates this,
namely the flow of the psalm and the election of David being the focus of the final three
verses.
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the conviction of the Lord’s choice of Mt. Zion bolsters this sociopolitical point. Stated otherwise, the idea of the Lord’s choice is
subordinate to the more salient issue of the Lord’s choice of Judah and
David.
Psalm 132 is similar to Ps 78 in its statement that the Lord’s
choice of Zion is associated with his affection for that place. According
to Ps 132:13, “The Lord chose Zion; he desired it as a dwelling for
himself.” However, there is an important difference between psalms in
their use of the belief that the Lord chose Zion. Given that the focus of Ps
132 shifts from David, his exploits, and their implications to Jerusalem
and the glories that can be experienced there,26 the psalm manifests an
inversion of the ideological hierarchy of Ps 78. That is, the cultic
implications of the Lord’s choice of Zion are the focus rather than the
socio-political implications.
Zechariah
In Zech 1:17 and 2:16 (MT), the use of the idea of the Lord’s choice is
peculiar. The form is “( ובחרthat he may choose”), an irreal perfect.27 In
3:2, the form is a Qal participle and functions as an epitaph of the Lord.
The chronological context of each passage is also peculiar, each dated to
the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month of the second year of
Darius’ reign (1:7). As for the literary context28 of each passage, they are
situated in the second major section of Zech 1–8. Here, the seven night
visions of Zechariah and Joshua’s confirmation scene are disclosed in
concentric circles, and they cooperate to emphasize the importance of the
temple and its leadership.

26. The shift takes place with v. 13 and the recurrence of the locative adverbs (“ פהhere”;
“ ׁשםthere”) as well as the recurring pronominal suffixes that have Jerusalem as the
antecedent (“ אותיהI desired it”; “ צידהits food”; “ אביוניהits poor”; “ וכהניהand its priest”;
“ וחסידיהits faithful ones”) corroborate this most clearly.
27. For this terminology, see John Cook, “The Hebrew Verb: A Grammaticalization
Approach,” ZAH 14.2 (2001): 126–7.
28. On the structure of Zech 1–8, this work relies heavily upon Eric M. Meyers and Carol
L. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8 (AB 25B; Garden City, NJ: Double Day, 1987), liii–
lx. Incidentally, Mike Butterworth bolsters the work of Meyers and Meyers, for he arrives
as a very similar conclusion through an analysis that considers the repetition and context
of key lexemes (Structure and the Book of Zecheriah [JSOTSupp 130; Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic, 1992], 299–300.
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Zechariah 1:17 appears in a distinct pericope (1:14b–17) that
expounds the first vision,29 which anticipates the Lord’s redemptive
action on behalf of his people. Syntactically, v. 17 is linked to v. 16,
where the leading verb is “( ׁשבתיI returned”). Furthermore, the Lord’s
return to Jerusalem is associated with the temple’s reconstruction, the
extension of the measuring line, and the prosperity of the city, each of
which is either ongoing or in the foreseeable future.30 As for “( ובחרthat
he may choose”), it functions with “( ונחםthat he may comfort”) as the
climatic pronouncement of vv. 14–17. The Lord has returned, the temple
is being rebuilt, the measuring line is being extended, and the cities will
overflow so that31 the Lord may have compassion and again choose
Jerusalem. Thus, the full maturation of Jerusalem’s (re)choice32 is yet to
occur. It is contingent upon the reconstruction and revitalization of
Jerusalem and its immediate environs.
This contingency is mirrored in Zech 2:16. Similar to 1:17, 2:16
also functions climactically in its immediate context, which declares that
the Lord’s judgment upon the nations simultaneously functions
missionally.33 In light of this, Judah is called to rejoice, particularly since
the Lord’s dwelling in Zion is associated with this (vv. 14–15). As for
the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem, the verbal syntax of vv. 14–16
communicates that the full maturation of the Lord’s (re)choice exists on
the horizon, as it is contingent upon the global assemblage that will
occur.34 Again, the full maturation of the Lord’s (re)choice is yet to be
obtained.

29. Mark J. Boda, Haggai, Zechariah (NIVAC; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004),
199; Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8, 132.
30. Hence the imperfect forms יבנה, ינטה, and תפוצינה.
31. Thus, “( ובחרthat he may choose”) communicates contingent modality. Cook, “The
Hebrew Verb,” 134–35.
32. The adverb “( עודagain”) is strategically present in 1:17 and 2:16. According to
Meyers and Meyers, this points to the prophet’s awareness of the continuity between the
pre and post-exilic communities. Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8, 124.
33. In particular, the irreal form “( וידעתםso that you may know”) of v. 13 demonstrates
this. The Lord is raising his hand in judgment so that they may know the sovereignty and
power of the Lord.
34.  ובחר. . .  ונחל. . .  וידעת. . .  וׁשכנתי. . .  ביום ההוא והיו. . .  ונלוו. . . “ ; כי הנני־בא וׁשכנתיFor I
am now coming so that I may dwell . . . When (the nations) are joined…at that time, they
will be…and I will dwell…that you may know . . . that (the Lord) may inherit . . . and
that he may (again) choose . . . ”
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The final passage appears in Zech 3:2, in a chapter that details
Satan’s accusations against Joshua the High Priest. Initially, the idea that
the Lord is “the one who chooses Jerusalem” appears to be a passing
comment. However, Meyers and Meyers have suggested that this epitaph
informs this confrontation.35 The one who chooses Jerusalem is
defending the High Priest, which implies that the cultic legitimacy of
Jerusalem is not compromised.
Conclusions
In light of this discussion, the following points are emphasized.
1. The passages that speak of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem
only sometimes incorporate the deuteronomic idea of
centralization, communicating that Zion/Jerusalem was elected
to be the socio-religious epicenter of the community. These
passages are: 1 Kgs 11:32, 36; 14:21; 2 Kgs 21:7; 23:27; 2 Chr
6:6; 12:13; 33:7. Furthermore, these passages are isolated to
Kings and Chronicles, and there is variation in the usage of the
centralization ideology.
2. The Zecharian usage of the ideology of the Lord’s choice of
Zion/Jerusalem is peculiar. Two of its three usages speak of the
Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in inchoate terms. According to
Zechariah, the (re)choice of Jerusalem is contingent upon other
realities.
3. The Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem is linked to that location’s
cultic prestige and its association with the Davidic dynasty. One
association may be emphasized over the other, but both
associations are always present. The usage of the idea of the
Lord’s choice in Pss 78 and 132 exemplifies this reality most
clearly. The context where this dual foundation is not obviously
clear is in Zechariah. However, in light of the historical,
theological, and perhaps compositional relationship between
Haggai and Zech 1–8,36 the status of the Davidic line appears to
35. Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8, 187.
36. The theological continuity between Hag and Zech 1–8, which can be characterized
generically as a temple-centric proclamation, is undeniable. It is debated how this
theological continuity came to fruition. Was it the result of a single minded
compositional/compilation effort shortly after the ministries of the prophets? Or, was it
the result of a lengthy redactional process that lasted well into the Persian period? One’s
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influence Zechariah’s peculiar usage of the idea of the Lord’s
choice (see below).
Consequently, these observations permit an important
conclusion. Because these passages conjure up specific nuances in a
relatively uniform manner, the passages that address the Lord’s election
of Zion/Jerusalem through the verb “( בחרto choose”) constitute a distinct
thematic thread that informs the larger belief in Zion/Jerusalem’s
election. To speak of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem is to address
that location’s election. However, to speak of Zion/Jerusalem’s election
is not necessarily tantamount to speaking of the Lord’s choice of
Zion/Jerusalem. Therefore, the approach of scholars to interchange
statements of Zion/Jerusalem’s choice uncritically with those of
Zion/Jerusalem’s election and to cite all passages reciprocally when
discussing Zion/Jerusalem’s election appears to be imprecise. The
observable distinction is indicative of a difference that should be
acknowledged and respected. To say that the Lord chose Zion/Jerusalem
is to say something specific, so specific that it precludes a one to one
correspondence with other statements of the Lord’s election.
In turn, historical-critical questions move to the forefront. What
gave rise to this specific idea? Moreover, in light of the phenomenon
where some passages emphasize the Davidic association over the cultic
one, and vice versa, is there an explanation? Is there warrant for
postulating a development within this thematic thread? To answer these
questions, I now discuss pertinent historical-critical issues.
A HISTORICAL-CRITICAL DISCUSSION
There are at least three historical-critical issues worthy of discussion: 1)
the redactional history of Kings, 2) the context of composition for Pss 78
and 132, and 3) Zerubbabel’s status for the Second Temple community.
These issues illuminate the phenomena surrounding the usage of the
theme of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem.
Redaction of Kings
The vast majority of scholars recognize a significant redactional process
behind the canonical form of Kings. Furthermore, many scholars

______________________________________________________
conclusions have implications for one’s understanding of the dating formula throughout
Hag–Zech 8. I remain unconvinced by those who argue for a lengthy compositional
process that lasted well into the Persian period. Such schemes atomize the text and often
undermine the legitimacy of the dating formula.
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recognize that the redaction of Kings was associated with the
composition/redaction of a national history that transcended the
boundaries of 1 and 2 Kings. While the intricacies of the debate cannot
be discussed in detail here, the most logical model is one that recognizes
two pre-exilic editions that were associated with Hezekian and Josianic
literary endeavors and one post-exilic edition.37 Importantly, the passages
in Kings that attest to the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem can be aligned with
each of these three phases.
Provan has correctly contextualized the composition of the
Davidic “( נירdominion”) passages in a Hezekian history.38 Thus, the
occurrence of the idea of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem in 1 Kgs
11:36 initially appears to be Hezekian. However, 1 Kgs 11:36 also
exhibits “( לׂשום ׁשמי ׁשםto put my name there”), which is associated with
the Josianic edition of Kings. To rectify this conundrum, first note that
many scholars recognize a complicated redactional process behind the
canonical form of 1 Kgs 11:29–39.39 Second, recall that “( נירdominion”)
occupies a place of syntactical prominence in 1 Kgs 11:36. Thus, one can
theorize that 1 Kgs 11:29–39 existed in a Hezekian form and was
adapted during a Josianic literary endeavor, and the Josianic historian
incorporated the deuteronomic centralization ideology as another reason
37. Such a position is fundamentally at odds with a Göttingen model, which positions the
composition and redaction of Kings almost exclusively in the exilic/post-exilic period.
There are numerous reasons for the rejection of such a model, but the most important are
as follows. First, as Thomas Römer mentions, such a model fails to adequately deal with
the royal ideology/propaganda that permeates Kings, Samuel, and other related books
(Thomas Römer, The So-called Deuteronomistic History: A Sociological, Historical, and
Literary Introduction [New York: T & T Clark, 2005], 41–43). Also, William
Schniedewind has argued for large scale literary development beginning at the conclusion
of the eighth century B.C.E. (How the Bible Became a Book [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004], 64–90). Thus, large-scale literary complexes need not be postexilic. Furthermore, Richter’s linguistic analysis of the deuteronomic phrase לׁשכן ׁשמו ׁשם
(“to put his name there”) links its calque “( לׂשום ׁשמו ׁשםto put his name there”) to Josiah
(Deuteronomistic History and the Name Theology, 207). Bernard Levinson also links this
phrase to Josianic literary endeavors (Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal
Innovation [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998]). For a recent monograph that
recognizes this three-fold model, see Thomas Mann (The Book of the Former Prophets
[Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2011]).
38. Provan, Hezekiah, 131. Contra Halpern and Nelson who contextualize these passages
in a Josianic context (Baruch Halpern, The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and
History [University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania University Press, 1988], 144–80;
Richard D. Nelson, The Double Redaction of the Deuteronomistic History [Sheffield:
JSOT, 1981], 116–18).
39. For example, A. D. H. Mayes, The Story of Israel Between Settlement and Exile: A
Redactional Study of the Deuteronomistic History (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 117;
Provan, Hezekiah, 100.
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for Judah/Jerusalem’s preservation. As for the ideology of the Lord’s
choice of Jerusalem in this scheme, one can theorize that it existed in the
pericope’s Hezekian form, particularly since the phrase “( לׂשום ׁשמי ׁשםto
put my name there”) appears here uniquely.40 As for the exilic usage of
the belief in the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem, Richter has argued that the
phrase  ׁשמו ׁשם+ “( היהto be” + “his name there”) is a periphrastic reflex
of the Deuteronomic idiom “( לׁשכן ׁשמו ׁשםto put his name there”).
Originating in 1 Kgs 8, this reflex becomes used in post-exilic texts and
is a product of an ideological movement that perceived the temple as the
quintessential symbol of Israelite religion.41 The usage of the Lord’s
choice of Jerusalem appears in 2 Kgs 23:27 alongside the “( היהto be”)
reflex.
Consequently, the passages that clearly demonstrate the
association of the ideology of the Lord’s choice with each of the major
phases of Kings and its larger literary context are:42




(Pre-canonical form of) 1 Kgs 11:36

1 Kgs 11:32; (Canonical form of) 1 Kgs 11:36;
1 Kgs 14:21; 2 Kgs 21:7

2 Kgs 23:27


Hezekian
Josianic
Exilic

A Date of Composition for Psalms 78 and 132
Determining a psalm’s context of composition is notoriously difficult.
With respect to Pss 78 and 132, arguments for all points on the
chronological spectrum can be made. Nevertheless, I espouse the
likelihood of a Hezekian milieu for the composition of Ps 78.43 The
literary flow of the psalm progresses climactically to emphasize the
conviction that the Davidic line is critical for the endurance of the

40. Of all the occurrences of the phrase “( לׂשום ׁשמי(ו) ׁשםto put my [his] name there”),
only here does it immediately after a reflexive pronoun (“ ;ליfor myself”).
41. Richter, Deuteronomistic History and the Name Theology, 90, 95.
42. I have omitted 1 Kgs 11:13, for there is no element that distinctly identifies its
redactional context.
43. Most systematically, Philip Stern, “The Eighth Century Dating of Psalm 78 Reargued,” HUCA 66 (1995): 41–65. Also, Archie C. C. Lee, “The Context and Function of
the Plagues Tradition in Psalm 78,” JSOT 48 (1990): 83–9; William M. Schniedewind,
Society and the Promise to David: The Reception History of 2 Sam 7:1–17 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 66–9.
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community. Such an ideological stance corresponds nicely to the sociohistorical context of the end of the eighth century B.C.E.
As for Ps 132, the issue is more complex. First, recall the
observation above that a shift in the psalm’s focus occurs with v. 13.
Second, the data traditionally cited for an early date of composition
almost exclusively occurs in vv. 1–12.44 Third, the pro-Jerusalem posture
of vv. 13–18 fits nicely against the post-exilic socio-historical context of
Yehud.45 Fourth, the double entendre of v. 17 assimilates the ניר
(“dominion”) ideology with the David-as-pmal metaphor,46 which can be
interpreted as disguised verbal resistance against the Persian Empire.47
Thus, vv. 13–18 can be understood as a post-exilic expansion of a preexilic psalm.
Zerubbabel’s Role for the Second Temple Community
I suggested above that understanding the socio-political role of
Zerubbabel may illuminate Zechariah’s peculiar usage of the idea of the

44. Frank Moore Cross’s analysis still functions as the base line for such argumentation
(Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973],
97). Cross cites “( מוׁשבseat”) in v. 13 as evidence for an early date of composition, but
this form appears in Ezek 28:2, thereby undermining its relevance.
45. For example, Loren D. Crow, The Songs of Ascents (Psalms 120–134): Their Place in
Israelite History and Religion (Atlanta: Scholars, 1996), 169–74.
46. One only needs to repoint n r to n r in v. 17, “There I will make a horn sprout for
David. I have set up dominion for my anointed.” As such, the psalmist communicates that
Jerusalem, which is emphasized not only in v. 17 but throughout vv. 13–18, is the
location of the anointed’s dominion. This recalls one of the fundamental pillars of the ניר
(“dominion”) ideology, dominion in the immediate vicinity of Jerusalem promised to the
Davidic dynasty (cf. 1 Kgs 11:36; 15:4; 2 Kgs 8:19). Bolstering this, v. 17b echoes 2 Sam
23:1–7 by the use of the verb “( ערךto set in order”) and the noun “( מׁשיחanointed one”),
the only places where these two terms appear in the immediate context of each other to
discuss the implications of the Davidic covenant. In this Samuel passage, David’s
“eternal covenant” is considered, particularly the reality that it has been “properly set out
and ordered in every respect” (HALOT, 1:885.). Since the expectations of the Davidic
covenant assume a corresponding territorial dominion, when Ps 132:17 anticipates the
preservation of the Davidic line there would also be the expectations of corresponding
territorial dominion.
47. Given the Persian administrative method of using indigenous dynasties in high
ranking positions, such a covert message can be interpreted as what James Scott has
referred to as “disguised verbal resistance.” See André Lemaire, “Zorobabel Et La Judée
À La Lumière De L’Épigraphie (Fin Du VIe S. AV. J.-C.),” RB 103.1 (1996): 48–57;
James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1990).
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Lord’s choice of Jerusalem. Thus, Hag 2:20–23 becomes foundational.
The range of scholarly discourse on this pericope notwithstanding, focus
falls upon v. 23.
It is widely accepted that the clause “( וׁשמתיך כחותםand I will
make you as a signet ring”) recalls Jer 22:24–30,48 and therefore
Haggai’s oracle envisions the reestablishment of the Davidic line. Often
scholars understand this anticipation in eschatological or political terms.
That is, some scholars interpret Haggai’s oracle as a call for insurrection,
but others interpret it as a call to wait on the fruition of the Lord’s
eschatological plans. However, there is a third option, which considers
elements of both of the categories just mentioned. The strategic use of
the “( כas”) preposition can signal typological exegesis.49 Thus, when the
“( כas”) preposition is considered alongside the oracle’s association with
the Jeremianic tradition and the Persian method of administration that
utilized indigenous dynasties, one can understand this oracle as prophetic
exegesis. More specifically, one can characterize it as a mantotypological interpretation of the Jeremianic tradition.
On the one hand, Haggai is declaring to Zerubbabel that his role
for the Second Temple community can be correlated to his grandfather’s
role as king. Yet given the Persian context, its current role was not to be
tantamount to its previous role. Such a proclamation would have
answered the questions that would have surfaced within the community
over the role of the Davidic line. Thus, on the other hand, this oracle
clarified the dissonance created by the Jeremianic tradition in light of the
realities of history. Hence the mantological character of the exegesis.
Simply, Haggai discloses that the Davidic line is still a viable political
option, just not as king.50
I propose that this transitional role illuminates Zechariah’s use of
the idea of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem. Indeed, the temple’s ongoing
construction is a contributing factor to the prophet’s discussion of the

48. Contra Wolter H. Rose, Zemah and Zerubbabel: Messianic Expectations in the Early
Postexilic Period (JSOTSup 304; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000).
49. Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon,
1985), 352.
50. In a provocative article, John Kessler offers a similar conclusion. In short, Kessler
interprets Haggai’s final oracle as one that encourages the community and the Davidic
line to accept their present socio-political situation as being in accord with divine
providence (“Haggai, Zerubbabel, and the Political Status of Yehud: The Signet Ring in
Haggai 2:23,” in Prophets, Prophecy, and Prophetic Texts in Second Temple Judaism
[LBHOTS 427; New York: T & T Clark, 2006], 102–19. The proposal here differs in its
consideration of inner-biblical exegesis.

SCHREINER: Election and Divine Choice of Zion/Jerusalem

163

Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in inchoate terms.51 However, the temple’s
status constitutes only half of the equation. Every other passage that
speaks to the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem draws upon Jerusalem’s cultic
prestige and Davidic association, and the evidence of Haggai and
Zechariah need not suggest that Zechariah abandoned this procedure.
Rather, Zechariah communicates the community’s struggle in grasping
the implications of a functioning temple and a Davidic descendent in a
hegemonic context. The absence of the idea of the Lord’s choice from
Zech 8 and the historical reality that the Davidic line ceased occupying
the gubernatorial seat approximately ten years after the appointment of
Zerubbabel lends credence to this.52
Conclusions
From this historical-critical discussion, the following points are
emphasized.
1. The use of the ideology of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in
Kings has points of contact with the three major editions of
Kings and thus Israel’s national history. In the Hezekian history,
the ideology was utilized to augment the “( נירdominion”)
ideology, a pro-Davidic ideology. The Josianic history used the
ideology in conjunction with the deuteronomic centralization
ideology. The exilic history used the ideology in conjunction
with the “( היהto be”) reflex of the deuteronomic idiom לׁשכן ׁשמו
“( ׁשםto put his name there”), which first appears in 1 Kgs 8 and
is a product of a Temple-centric ideological development.
2. The composition of Ps 78 can be dated reasonably to the
Hezekian milieu, and the psalm’s usage of the idea of the Lord’s
choice occurs in a manner that emphasizes the socio-political

51. So Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8, 132–34.
52. Zechariah 8, which fundamentally assumes the conviction in the Lord’s election of
Jerusalem, does not employ the idea that the Lord chose Jerusalem. This contrasts with
previous chapters, which utilized the belief in the Lord’s choice on multiple occasions.
Important are two issues. First, ch. 8 occurs at least two years after the previous oracles.
Second, within ten years of Zerubbabel the Davidic line ceased occupying Yehud’s
gubernatorial seat (Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8, 14). Could it be that the
prophet ceased using the ideology of the Lord’s choice of Jerusalem in light of the
historical reality that the Davidic line was no longer a viable political option for the
community?
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importance of the Davidic line. Such a Tendenz recalls the usage
of the idea in the Hezekian history.
3. The usage of the idea of the Lord’s choice of Zion in Ps 132
appears in a distinct section of the psalm (vv. 13–18) that can be
characterized as a post-exilic expansion of a pre-exilic psalm. In
this section, the focus is upon the location of Jerusalem and the
glories that can be experienced there, of which many are cultic in
nature. Such a pro-temple context of usage for the idea of the
Lord’s choice of Zion is similar to the use of the idea in the
exilic edition of Kings and 2 Chr 6:6.
4. Haggai 2:20–23 communicates that the Davidic line still enjoys a
high profile socio-political role for the Second Temple
community. Yet it will not be identical to its previous role as
king. Assuming the close historical, theological, and perhaps
compositional connection between Haggai and Zech 1–8, this
reality may inform Zechariah’s peculiar usage of the idea that the
Lord chose Jerusalem.
By implication, one can identify a three-phase history of
development for the ideology of the Lord’s choice of Zion/Jerusalem.
Phase one was pro-Davidic in its posture. That is, the idea that the Lord
chose Zion/Jerusalem augmented other ideological elements of the
Davidic tradition (Ps 78:68; the pre-canonical form of 1 Kgs 11:36).
Phase two incorporated the Deuteronomic ideology of centralization, and
this association was the innovation of a Josianic literary endeavor (1 Kgs
11:32; canonical form of 1 Kgs 11:36; 14:21; 2 Kgs 21:7). Phase three
was an exilic innovation, and it inverts phase one. The idea of the Lord’s
choice of Zion/Jerusalem augmented ideas of Jerusalem’s cultic prestige.
As for the time span of usage for the idea of the Lord’s choice, it
was rather short. It probably spanned from the conclusion of the eighth
century to the end of the sixth century B.C.E. Its inception was probably
linked to the literary endeavors that came to fruition in light of the events
of 701 B.C.E.,53 and ostensibly when the Davidic dynasty ceased to be a
viable political option, the usage of the ideology was no longer
legitimate.

53. In addressing the same passages in this essay, Sara Japhet characterizes them as
evidence for a “new theology of election” (“From King’s Sanctuary to the Chosen City,”
Jud 46 [1997]: 135).
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FINAL REFLECTIONS
In closing, it is worth noting that there is no trace in the New Testament
of the ideology that the Lord chose Zion/Jerusalem. When speaking of
divine action preformed with Zion/Jerusalem as the recipient, nowhere
are the verbs ἐκλέγῶ (“to elect”) or αἱρετίζῶ (“to choose”) used.54 Nor is
Jerusalem/Zion described as the chosen city. Indeed, the New Testament
espouses the belief that Zion/Jerusalem enjoys divine election, but, as I
have argued, election and choice are not tantamount to each other.
Overwhelmingly, Jerusalem is used geo-politically. However,
there are instances where Jerusalem operates as a motif through which
authors communicate certain realities about Jesus’s life, ministry, death,
and resurrection. Luke/Acts manifests this Tendenz most clearly. As
summarized by Fitzmeyer, Jerusalem is “the city of destiny for Jesus and
the pivot point for the salvation of mankind.”55 In terms of this essay
therefore, the corpus of Luke/Acts communicates that Jerusalem was
elected because of the implications of the Christ event–the ministry,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. Jerusalem was the goal of Jesus’s
ministry. It was where Christ died on the cross to fulfill the Scriptures
and atone for sin. It was where Christ was resurrected to initiate the
global advancement of the Kingdom of God. Jesus’s actions in Jerusalem
were the catalyst for the next phase in God’s revelation. In short,
Jerusalem was elected to be the locus where a new dispensation in
salvation history would commence.
Consequently, the ideology of the Lord’s choice of
Zion/Jerusalem sheds light on the progressive nature of God’s revelation.
The idea that the Lord chose Zion/Jerusalem bolstered perceptions of
Zion/Jerusalem and undoubtedly informed messianic and religious
expectations.56 Yet these expectations were dramatically sharpened in
light of Christ. Thus, Irenaeus’ belief that the economies of God are
brought into focus with the Economy of God is correct in this instance.57

54. The LXX renders “( בחרto choose”) with these two verbs.
55. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (AB 28–28A; 2 vols.; Garden
City, NJ: DoubleDay, 1981–85), 1:164.
56. Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus: An Investigation into the
Economic and Social Conditions during the New Testament Period (trans. F. H. Cave and
C. H. Cave; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 73–7. Addressing messianic movements of
first century Palestine, Jeremias states that they “aspired towards Jerusalem” (p. 75).
57. Rowan A. Greer, “The Christian Bible and Its Interpretation,” in Early Biblical
Interpretation (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 166.
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Wisdom Incarnate?:
Identity and Role of “( אׁשת־חילthe Valiant Woman”)
in Proverbs 31:10–31
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Understanding the identity of ( אׁשת־חילliterally, “a woman of
strength”) in Prov 31:10–31 presents various exegetical and
interpretative issues. What is the rational way to look at the business
woman’s characteristics? Should the life of the ancient successful
woman which the Hebrew acrostic pragmatically portrays be
recognised as speaking of social activities in ANE culture or should it
be limited to religious virtues relevant to an Israelite community? Or
perhaps, we can make an interpretive decision looking at it from both
sides? Employing textual and literary approaches to find the persona of
“( אׁשת־חילwoman of strength”), I argue that all the activities of the
woman in the poem indicate the model of virtuous woman as well as of
the mundane woman in a particular historical period and that אׁשת־חיל
(“the valiant woman”) is used for a symbolic figure of personified
Wisdom.

KEYWORDS: “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”), Hebrew
acrostic, hermeneutical model, personified Wisdom

INTRODUCTION
When believers in Jewish or Christian communities describe their
desired image of a wife, both women and men generally appeal to אׁשת־
“( חילthe valiant woman”) in Prov 31:10–31, as a model worthy of
emulation. In this poem, she is portrayed as a husband’s perfect helper
(Prov 31:11, 23) and as a diligent business woman (vv. 13–16, 17–19,
24). She is represented as a physically and spiritually influential woman
in society as well as in her household (vv. 19–20). She is not simply a
wife who promotes prosperity, but she is a moral woman who possesses
a heart of wisdom and Torah (v. 26). Furthermore, her family respects
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and praises her excellence to the public (vv. 28–29, 31). She is, in other
words, the epitome of a self-sacrificial wife acting for the sake of her
husband, household, and community.
However, does this female model which reflects the cultural
proclivity of ANE society simply aim to display the image of the ideal
wife? Although the nature of wisdom in the OT usually refers to
“particular physical and intellectual skills” (Exod 31:3–6) including
weaving, business, and management that she performs, the term חכם
(“wise”) is surely related to the divine transcendent wisdom (Prov 1:7;
3:7) as well as the lifestyle and the personal capacity to behave according
to wise instructions.1 Consequently, regardless of the genre and form of
the text, the literal interpretation in which the woman probably is the
ideal model of an excellent wife in every day society, might fail to notice
the text’s deeper meaning. If so, how do Christian readers recognise אׁשת־
“( חילthe valiant woman”) in the context of the whole book and of Prov
31:10–31 specifically? This question leads us to another important
question: Are there different levels of hidden meaning of this female
figure? Thus, the central issue in the interpretation of this poem is to
scrutinise the persona of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) within Proverbs
and in related texts of the Hebrew Bible.
The song of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) has a long history of
interpretation in Jewish and Christian traditions;2 from the start of the
new historical criticism in the nineteenth century until the late 1970s,
early biblical schoars (Hitzig, Toy, Stier, Delitzsch)3 regarded this poem
as an appendix attached to Proverbs, separated from the wisdom poems
or even regarded as a secular song. During the last three decades,
however, many interpreters4 have been increasingly interested in the
literary value of the text as an independent Hebrew poem, and have
applied literary, structural, socioeconomic, or canonical interpretations to
this poem in order to clarify the nature of the female imagery. Within
1. E. C. Lucas, “Wisdom Theology,” in DOTWPW (ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter
Enns; Nottingham, England: IVP, 2008), 902.
2. Albert M. Wolters divides the history of the interpretation before the year 1600 and
after 1600 (The Song of the Valiant Woman: Studies in the Interpretation of Proverbs
31:10–31 [Carlisle, United Kingdom: Paternoster, 2000]).
3. There are exceptions to this entire trend before the 1980s. Wolters suggests four
scholars: Arnold B. Ehrlich, Paul Joüon, Margaret B. Crook, and Edmond Jacob
(Wolters, Song, 128–38).
4. Murray H. Lichtenstein, “Chiasm and Symmetry in Proverbs 31,” CBQ 44 (1982):
202–11; Thomas P. McCreesh, “Wisdom as Wife: Proverbs 31:10–31,” RB 92 (1985):
25–46; Wolters, Song; Christine Roy Yoder, Wisdom as a Woman of Substance: A
Socioeconomic Reading of Proverbs 1–9 and 31:10–31 (BZAW 304; Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2001).
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these new approaches, a rhetorical approach, developed by feminist
scholars (Camp, Fontaine, Brenner, Schroer, etc) criticising the
traditional patriarchal perspective indicated in this passage and arguing
that “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) refers to Personified Wisdom, has
influenced the modern historical-critical studies of this poem in which
modern interpreters generally did not link “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”)
with personified Wisdom of Prov 1–9,.5 Nonetheless, recent rhetorical
and literary interpretations concerning this poem seem to distant
themselves from a Yahwistic perspective. This sustained isolation from
the religious reference arose from the LXX’s reading in Prov 31:30b
which is different from the MT’s wording. Toy, for instance, presumably
maintains that the later scribes of the MT substituted “a woman who
fears Yahweh” for the LXX reading “the intelligent (συνετὴ) woman”, in
order to insert religious meaning into the poem to unite the message of
Proverbs: 6
γυνὴ γὰρ συνετὴ εὐλογεῖται, φόβον δὲ κυρίου αὕτη αἰνείτω.
(“For it is a intelligent woman that is blessed, let her praise the
fear of the Lord.”)
אׁשה יראת־יהוה היא תתהלל
(“The woman who fears Yahweh, she is to be praised.”)

5. Claudia V. Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book of Proverbs (BLS 11;
Sheffield: Almond, 1985); Carole R. Fontaine, “Proverbs,” in The Women’s Bible
Commentary (ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe; Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox, 1998), 153–60; Athalya Brenner, “Proverbs 1–9: An F Voice?” in On
Gendering Texts Female and Male Voices in the Hebrew Bible (ed. Athalya Brenner and
Fokkelien van Dijk Hemmes; Leiden: Brill, 1993), 113–30; Silvia Schroer, Wisdom Has
Built Her House: Studies on the Figure of Sophia in the Bible (trans. Linda M. Mahoney
and William McDonough; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2000).
6. Crawford Howell Toy, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Proverbs
(ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988), 549; William McKane, Proverbs: A New
Approach (London: SCM, 1970), 670; R. N. Whybray, Proverbs: Based on the Revised
Standard Version (NCBC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 186. Even though Toy
disregards the phrase “God-fearing woman” out of the LXX’s rendering in v. 30b as
redacted by later scribes, this reliance on the Septuagint translation is doubtful. Recent
commentators rely more on the MT’s rendering. Bruce Waltke notes, “both the MT and
the LXX contain “fear Yahweh”, the point at issue” (The Book of Proverbs: Chapters
15–31 (NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 535. See the following references:
R. E. Murphy, Proverbs (WBC 22; Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 244; Leo G.
Perdue, Proverbs (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 280; Michael V. Fox,
Proverbs 10–31 (AB 18B; New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 898.
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However, the combination of φόβος (“fear”) and κυρίου (“lord”) is no
more than a common syntagmatic device to express the theological
foundation of Proverbs (1:7, 29; 2:5; 8:13; 9:10; 10:27, 29; 14:26; 15:16,
33; 16:6; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17)7 and other renderings (Vg, Tg, Syr, Aq)
support the phrase “( אׁשה יראת־יהוהthe woman who fears Yahweh”) of
the MT as well. Nonetheless, until recently, the interpretation to
recognise “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) as the embodiment of religious
virtue, “fear of Yahweh,” has been rare. In this paper, in order to
examine whether “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) embodies Wisdom
which is personified in Prov 1–9, I will offer the textual, literary, and
theological meaning of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) in its relation both
to the woman’s virtues in Prov 31:10–31 and to Lady Wisdom in the
context of Proverbs.
INTERPRETATION OF  אׁשת־חילIN PROVERBS 31:10–31
The poem of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) is organized as an alphabetic
acrostic whose pattern is also found in other passages in Hebrew (Nah
1:2–8; Pss 9; 10; 25; 34; 37; 111; 112; 119; 145; Lam 1–4; Sir 51:13–20)
and in Ugaritic.8 This acrostic, in enclosing the entire book, is intended to
offer the reader the impression that the description which the poem of
“( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) is treating is covered from every angle.9
In other words, by using the full acrostic form in Prov 31:10–31, the poet
comes to emphasize the sense of wholeness in the portrayed images of
the woman, although it could also be designed for memorising purposes
by following its sequence.
Meaning and Interpretations of “( אׁשת־חילthe Valiant Woman”)
In order to confirm the identity of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) in this
poem, an understanding of the textual and contextual meaning of the
phrase is necessary. Why does the poet utilize the strong military term

7. Johann Cook, The Septuagint of Proverbs: Jewish and/or Hellenistic Proverbs?
Concerning the Hellenistic Colouring of LXX Proverbs (SVT 69; Leiden: Brill, 1997),
62.
8. Wilfred G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to Its Techniques (JSOTSup
26; Sheffield: JSOT, 1984), 191–2.
9. Norman Karol Gottwald, Studies in the Book of Lamentations (Revised ed.; London:
SCM, 1962), 32.
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“( חילstrength”; Exod 14:4; Judg 11:1; Ezek 17:17) to depict the woman?
What does that imply in the present context? How is this term related to
other verses? These are the central issues in this section.
The phrase ( אׁשת־חילliterally, “a woman of strength”) in Prov
31:10 has been translated into various English expressions. At first, the
Hebrew term  חילlexically means “capacity,” “power,” and “strength”; in
Ugaritic “army,” “troops”; and in Arabic “horse,” “cavalry,” and
“strength”.10 As with diverse meanings of “( חילstrength”), translations of
“( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) became varied. Traditionally, in a
religious sense, the LXX renders this phrase as “a virtuous woman”
(Γυναῖκα ἀνδρείαν).11 Perdue and Camp translate this as “a woman of
worth,” Clifford as “a capable wife” (NRSV), Toy as “a good wife,” and
Brown as “a woman of excellence” (ESV). The rendering of the
Vulgate’s version “a valiant woman” has been recently supported by
scholars such as Waltke (“a valiant wife”), Murphy (“a woman of
valor”), and Wolters (“the Valiant Woman,” so also Van Leeuwen);
similarly, Fox translates this literally as “a woman of strength.”
These renderings reflect how interpreters perceive this woman:
either an actual figure of reality or as the symbol of an abstract world. If
she represents a real woman in the ancient world, this poem might be
read in a specific historical context. All the images in the poem could
mirror her married life and public activities in the sage’s social setting.
Otherwise, if she appears as a symbolic figure, the poetic metaphors
might be understood as portraying characteristics of personified Wisdom
in Proverbs (1:20–33; 3:13–18; 4:1–9; 7:4–5; 8:1–9:6). These two
extremes are associated with the purpose of this poem. Namely, is this
poem purposefully designed to extol her heroic strength or to praise
religious virtues? However, the two interpretations need not be
considered as incompatible, i.e. the image of this woman can be included
in two simultaneous dimensions.12 On the one hand, she is a
socioeconomic model of a phenomenal Hebrew wife and at the same
time she has metaphorical features of personified Wisdom in Prov 1–9.
10. Robin Wakely, “” ַחי ִל, in NIDOTTE vol.2 (ed. Willem VanGemeren; Carlisle, United
Kingdom: Paternoster, 1997), 116–26; In other references,  חילis often attributed to God
himself (Pss 33:16, 59:12, 118:15; Deut 8:17) or is a gift of Yahweh (Ps 18:33, 40);
“make them totter by your power” (Ps 59:12); A. Caquot, “ga’ar”, in TDOT (ed. G.
Johannes Botterweck; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1980), 2:355.
11. See W. O. E. Oesterley’s rendering and the NIV version, “a wife of noble character”
(The Book of Proverbs: With Introduction and Notes [London: Methuen, 1929], 283).
12. McCreesh and Richard Clifford take this simultaneous view (Richard J. Clifford,
Proverbs: A Commentary [OTL; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1999], 274;
McCreesh, “Wisdom,” 92).
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Socioeconomic Interpretation
The understanding of the socioeconomic background of this poem helps
readers to recognise the woman as possessing spiritual and physical
competence and to discover affinities with the way of life of ancient
women. Yoder argues that “the Woman of Substance” in Prov 31:10–31
perfectly reflects a figure of a wealthy and upper-class Persian woman
between the sixth and third centuries B.C.13 Since the sage developed this
poem to enlighten the young in the socioeconomic context of Persianperiod Palestinian women, “the sage’s personification of her may reflect
the realities of women” in its context.14 However, the dating from the
Persian period which underpins Yoder’s argument does not lead
necessarily to the conclusion that the social background in Prov 31:10–
31 is only identical with the women’s lifestyle of the period of the
Achaemenid Empire. Fox argues against Yoder that the picture of a
woman, as not being constrained by childbearing and household labours,
but as being actively involved in social activities, reflects both the
Hellenistic period and the postexilic period of Judea.15
As a recent socioeconomic reading, Lang finds a social context
from Xenophon’s Oeconomicus dating from fifth or fourth century
Athens and points out that the Hebrew household’s labouring is
compatible with that of the Athenians.16 He concludes that “the poem as
a whole celebrates female efficiency, and not erotic attraction.”17
Although reading this poem in relation to Athenian culture could deepen
the understanding of the text, this is not accurately matched with what
the poem describes. Firstly, it is doubtful whether or not Israelite women
were able to purchase land, as were Athenian wives in Xenophon.
Secondly, in Prov 31:10–31, it is unlikely that the aim for marriage is
simply economic, because “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) is a model of
self-sacrifice for the sake of her husband and the entire household. The
13. Yoder, Wisdom, 71–2.
14. “His use of female figures, the metaphor of marriage, and the motif of the ‘Stranger’
Woman resonate with the ideological campaign against exogamous marriages to ‘foreign
women’ waged by Ezra-Nehemiah” (Yoder, Wisdom, 102–10).
15. Fox presents another problem: “we do not know women like the one in this poem
were allowed as great a scope in economic activity as were those in Elephantine” (Fox,
Proverbs 10–31, 900–1).
16. Bernhard Lang, “Women’s Work, Household and Property in Two Mediterranean
Societies: Comparative Essay on Proverbs xxxi 10–31,” VT 54 (2004): 197–8.
17. Ibid., 207.
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socioeconomic reading could shed great light in recognising the social
customs and background of the text. The attempt to portray her as a
mundane female model is worthwhile, but this approach lacks
intratextual coherence with the entire message of Proverbs.
Ethical and Symbolic Interpretation
The plentiful amount of metaphorical language leads us to see אׁשת־חיל
(“the valiant woman”) as a symbolic and ethical figure. Even though the
socioeconomic reading of “( חילstrength”) could underline her cultural
identity as an urban upper-class woman (Yoder) and as an active
economic figure (Lang), this presentation throughout the poem implies
that she has a remarkable morality and disposition, and further
significantly presents her as a “virtuous woman.” All the activities which
this poem undoubtedly describes are associated with genuine virtues:
goodness to her husband (v. 12), delightful service (v. 13), diligence (vv.
15, 18, 27), compassion (v. 20), assurance (v. 21), self-dignity (vv. 22,
24), wisdom, loving-kindness (v. 26), and fear of Yahweh (v. 30).
The only occurrence of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) outside
the book of Proverbs is in the narrator’s description by Boaz in Ruth 3:11
(“you are a woman of strength”) after Ruth’s daring act (Ruth 3:7)
according to Naomi’s instructions. Some might argue that the meaning of
“( חילstrength”) here refers to fearless bravery or to an individual quality.
However, there are two crucial pieces of evidence which show that it
refers to a sort of noble character. Firstly, public opinion in Bethlehem
indicates the positive reputation with regard to Ruth’s character: “all the
people of the town know that you are a noble woman” (Ruth 3:11).18
This confirms her extraordinary loyalty and fidelity to Naomi’s
household and Yahwism (cf. Ruth 1:16–17). Secondly, Ruth’s character
corresponds to the narrator’s appraisal of Boaz (Ruth 2:1): איׁש גבור חיל
(“a man mighty in strength”). He is portrayed as having a character
similar to that of Ruth. He is not only a wealthy man in town, but also
“one who possessed social standing and a good reputation” and “ability
and honour.”19
Besides, in the public square, “the elders and all the people at the
gate” invoke a blessing on Ruth which “Rachel and Leah who built up
the house of Israel” received (Ruth 4:11). Likewise, the wife in this poem
serves her household and husband (Prov 31:11–12, 15, 21, 27). The
loyalty and fidelity of Ruth, who commits herself to building the family
18. Frederic Bush, Ruth-Esther (WBC 9; Dallas, TX: Thomas Nelson, 1996), 173.
19. Ibid., 100.
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of Naomi, Boaz, and even Israel, are distinctively similar to the
descriptions of both the woman (Prov 31:10–31) and Lady Wisdom, who
built her whole house (Prov 9:1–6). In the book of Ruth and Prov 31:10–
31, the description of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) implies ethical
qualities rather than social characteristics of the particular historical time.
Reflections
On the one hand, while the term “( חילstrength”) is used to refer to brave
deeds of soldiers in a military context (cf. 1 Sam 14:48, 52), the woman
is understood as a “valorous wife” in personality, wealth, leadership, and
capacity. In the sense of the woman’s heroism, the rendering as a
“valiant woman” on the surface level would be appropriate. On the other
hand, this woman appears as a symbolic model for a virtuous woman
beyond the reflection of social setting. The book of Proverbs aims to
educate children to possess moral virtues such as “righteousness, justice,
and equity” from their heart (Prov 1:3). William Brown, in particular,
proposes that the ethical and moral perspectives of the wisdom corpus
are connected in both the anthropocentric and theocentric frames., He
argues that “the wisdom corpus of the OT, as well as much ANE
Wisdom literature embraces . . . discourse to shape the contours of
virtuous character.”20 Therefore, the acrostic poem of “( אׁשת־חילthe
valiant woman”), in its use of poetic symbols and metaphors, describes
not only characteristics of the skilful wife but also her virtues.
Literary Purpose in Proverbs 31:10–31
These two ways of interpreting the identity of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant
woman”) subsequently lead us to the question concerning the purpose of
Prov 31:10–31. Why does the poet adopt this female figure at the end of
this book? Whybray argues that, since what the acrostic describes is
concerned with man’s perspective, this poem is “a handbook for
prospective bridegrooms.”21 Crook understands this poem as a mother’s
instruction or training booklet, in order to educate their daughters in a
high ranked girls’ school.22 For this reason, Lyon argues that the female
20. William P. Brown, Character in Crisis: A Fresh Approach to the Wisdom Literature
of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 4, 19.
21. Whybray, Proverbs, 184.
22. Margaret B. Crook, “The Marriageable Maiden of Proverbs 31:10–31,” JNES 13
(1954): 137.
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imageries of Prov 31:10–31 fit well into the premonarchic Israelite
period according to socio-anthropological research, so much so that the
poem is intended to reflect the social role of women in the period.23 The
final redactor of the book of Proverbs in the postexilic era employed the
premonarchic female image into this acrostic in order to propose a valid
female model to the community. Brenner notices the emergence of the
female voice at the end of Proverbs, in contrast to the male voice through
the mother’s and father’s instruction to the ordinary son in Prov 1–9 and
to the royal son in Prov 31:1–9.24
However, as we discuss this, it is obvious that the emphasis on
this passage is not only on a marriage system and a desired model of a
woman, but also on woman’s virtues. The valiant woman, then, is
transformed into an earthly example in order to rebuild her husband’s
home and society through her excellent virtues. The figure of אׁשת־חיל
(“the valiant woman”) as personified Wisdom of Yahweh who calls out
his people and makes them seek Yahweh’s Wisdom is given to the faith
community of Israel. In this metaphor, she is given to them as Wisdom
incarnate which bridges the heavenly realm with the earthly realm to
delight in the cosmic order of creation and to be praised among his
people (Prov 8:31).
“( אׁשת־חילTHE VALIANT WOMAN”) AS PERSONIFIED WISDOM IN THE
CONTEXT OF PROVERBS
If the woman is indeed the personifcation of wisdom, how does the poet
apply the personification in Prov 31? By observing some literary
techniques within the poem, it will be argued that “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant
woman”) is another form of personified Wisdom in the frame of the
entire book of Proverbs (cf. Prov 1:20–33; 8:4–36; 9:1–6, 11).
Divine Characteristics of אׁשת־חיל
When it is argued that the feminine imagery in the poem has a similar
metaphor with personified Wisdom, how does it reflet her divine
attributes? The context of Prov 31:25–27 in particular makes a

23. Ellen Louise Lyons, “A Note on Proverbs 31:10–31,” in Listening Heart: Essays in
Wisdom and the Psalms in Honor of Roland E. Murphy (ed. Kenneth G. Hoglund,
Elizabeth Huwiler, and J. T. Glass; Sheffield, England: JSOT), 237–45.
24. Brenner, “F Voice,” 127–8.
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significant poetic allusion or echo with the personified Wisdom in Prov
8:
Strength and dignity are her clothing, and she laughs at the time to
come. She opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of
kindness is on her tongue. She looks well to the ways of her
household and does not eat the bread of idleness (ESV).
Schroer claims that “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) in Prov 31
represents the personified Wisdom in Prov 1–9 and furthermore that
Wisdom is “a counterpart for YHWH” and even “the God of Israel is the
image of a woman and in the language of the goddesses.”25 However,
Schroer’s argument drawn from Prov 8 does not seem to have clear
linguistic evidence to connect the female image with a deity or her divine
origin. In Prov 8, Wisdom has a close relationship with Yahweh from the
beginning of the world and participates in creation. Whybray examines
mythological elements about the divine origin of wisdom as Yahweh’s
associate in Prov 8:22–31 (cf. 3:19) and argues that expressions which
are related to creation are not mythological, but metaphorical.26 The
nature of Wisdom in Prov 8 comes from Yahweh by whom it is
personified as an attribute of Yahweh, not as independent hypostasis, in
order to bridge “between the wisdom tradition and the main Israelite
religious tradition.”27 Weeks also proposes that the word אמון
(“craftsman”) in Prov 8:30a as a noun or adjective refers to people “who
are faithful to God,” and it might be selected “to reflect such specific
religious connotations.”28 Accordingly, there is little distinctive evidence
for arguing that personified Wisdom is a hypostasis or a deity. In Prov 1–
9, personified Wisdom is no more than one of Yahweh’s natures.

25. Schroer maintains that “the central text Prov 8:22–31, in order to speak of Wisdom's
divine sovereignty also borrow from Egyptian myths and Egyptian as well as Syrian
goddess-iconography” (House, 28).
26. According to R. N. Whybray, four distinctive words— “( קנניhe created, possessed,
brought forth,” v.22), “( נסכתיI was woven, formed,” v.23), “( חוללתיI was brought forth,
was born,” vv. 24, 25), “( אמוןartisan, workman, master craftsman,” v. 30) — do not
speak of the origin of Wisdom before the beginning of creation and do not indicate that
she was actively involved in creation as a divine being (Wisdom in Proverbs: The
Concept of Wisdom in Proverbs 1–9 [SBT 45; Naperville, IL: A. R. Allenson, 1965], 98–
104).
27. Ibid., 103–4.
28. See his translation; Stuart Weeks, “The Context and Meaning of Proverbs 8:30a,”
JBL 125 (2006): 441–2.
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Significantly, metaphoric similarities between personified
Wisdom and “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) instead raise a question. If
Yahweh’s Wisdom in Proverbs in a striking way is necessarily to be
incarnated in the worldly sphere, how does the author create her
appearance? For this question, the chiastic parallellism in Prov 8:30b–31
hints at a shift from the cosmological dimension of Wisdom to an
anthropological dimension. Wisdom was to accompany Yahweh during
creation, celebrating His world before Him (Prov 8:30). Then, the
camera angle of the poet is transferred into the dwelling place of
humanity in v. 31 from the heavenly realm in Prov 8:22–30. Waltke
notes, “she is at home with both God and humanity,” to whom Wisdom
appealed beside the city gate.29 After she has delighted in both Yahweh’s
cosmos as personified Wisdom and people as the Wisdom of humanity,
the poet transfers her persona to a human mother (“Sons, listen to me”;
Prov 8:32), in order to call out to the wise and the foolish and lead them
into her house (Prov 8:32–36). This metaphoric transition is likewise
applied in the poem of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”). Namely, this
woman typifies the personified Wisdom in an anthropological picture.
I was his delight ( )ׁשעׁשעיםday after day,
rejoicing ( )מׂשחקתbefore him always,
rejoicing ( )מׂשחקתin his inhabited world ()בתבל
and my delight ( )וׁשעׁשעיwas in the children of man ()את־בני אדם
(Prov 8:30b–31; ESV)
This personification of Wisdom playing on the earth (8:31) is
paradigmatically linked to every action and virtue in “( אׁשת־חילthe
valiant woman”) who lives in an ancient Hebrew household. Especially,
in Prov 31:25–31, her virtues are associated not only with the virtues of
Lady Wisdom, but also with the divine attributes. The woman’s
characteristics are similar to those of personified Wisdom in Prov 1–9
and in particular, the nature of Wisdom is experienced in the down-toearth daily life of the woman. In the following section, these divine
virtues of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) will be presented.
First of all, the clothing, “strength and majesty” ()עז־והדר, which
she is wearing in v. 25a, provides evidence that “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant
woman”) has divine qualities. While protecting her household from the
cold by dressing them in luxurious scarlet ( ;ׁשניםv. 21b), she puts on both
“imported Egyptian linen” (ׁשׁש, 22b) and garments “dyed in Phoenician
red-purple” (וארגמן, v.22b). These are associated with wealth, royalty,
and even further the tabernacle (1 Chr 15:27; Isa 3:23; Songs 3:10; Luke
29. Waltke, Proverbs 15–31, 422.
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16:19).30 According to Whybray, colour metaphorically presents
character.31 Clothes which she wears represent her virtues, as well as her
social stature.32
The meaning in “strength and majesty” is beyond the literal and
socioeconomic perspective. These two words are associated with
Yahweh’s presence and his dwelling place in the tabernacle (cf. Ps 96:6,
“Glory and majesty [ ]הדרare before Him; strength [ ]עזand beauty are in
His sanctuary”). The Chronicler in the climactic worship of God adapts
this combination, “strength” and “majesty,” which symbolises the ark of
Yahweh (1 Chr 16:27; Ps 96:6). “Strength” ( )כחand “majesty” ( )הדרare
representative characters transcending generations of both the youth and
the aged in Prov 20:29. Moreover, majesty is identified with “clothing”
( )לבׁשYahweh (Job 40:10; Ps 104:1; cf. 93:1).
Next, her laughing ( )ׂשחקat the “future days” ()ליום אחרון
connotes her confidence without fear of the future (v. 25b). Contrary to
customary optimistic usage of “laughing,” it could imply “a hostile
connotation of derision and ridicule” in “the pitiful descriptions” of the
attitude of “personal or national enemies of sufferers” and is used by God
as a “means to accomplish his purposes (Ps 2:4; 59:8; Prov 1:26; Jer
20:7; Job 12:4).”33(Either quote fully in block quote or put in your own
words). Her comprehensive preparation for the coming future enables her
to prevent the disastrous circumstances which would have been suffered
by her household.
More importantly, her clothing (v. 25a) provides comfort for her
in the future as a replacement for fear. On account of her garments (vv.
21b, 25a), she has neither fear nor worry; instead she fills the future with
pleasure: this statement, “she laughs at future days” (v. 25b), makes a
parallelism with “she does not fear for her household on account of
snow” (v. 21a).34 Personified Wisdom warns of disasters and judgment
which fall to those who disregard her instructions and who deny fear of
Yahweh (Prov 1:26–31). She rejoices in looking at the uncertain future
30. Christine Yoder argues that “scarlet, red-purple, and linen textiles are stuffs of the
tabernacles, the house of the royal divine king” (“The Woman of Substance ()אשת־חיל: A
Socioeconomic Reading of Proverbs 31:10–31,” JBL 122 (2003): 85.
31. Whybray, Proverbs, 429.
32. Toy, Proverbs, 547.
33. Leslie C. Allen, “ׂשחק,” in NIDOTTE (ed. Willem VanGemeren; Carlisle, England:
Paternoster, 1997), 3:1228–30.
34. Concerning the collocation of laughing and no fear, see Job 5:22; Raymond C. Van
Leeuwen, “Proverbs,” in NIB (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 5:262.
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as a prophet or as a conquerer over her adversaries. This delight is also
found in the creative activities of Lady Wisdom with God (8:30–31).
Thirdly, she begins to speak of “wisdom and loving-kindness
teaching” ( )בחכמה ותורת־חסדin Prov 31:26. This verse can be shown in
socioeconomic perspective regardless of her divine attributes. Yoder
highlights the earthly image of the woman which will bring the material
benefits of wisdom like “silver” (cf. 2:4; 16:16).35 The emergence of
sapiential terms culminates in the divine nature of the woman by
indicating that the essence of wisdom belongs to this woman. The
ambiguous genitival construct of “( ותורת־חסדand loving-kindness
teaching”) could be interpreted in various ways; it can be an objective
genitive (“one which teaches loving-kindness”), an attributive genitive
(“loving Torah”), a genitive of species (“the law-kindness”), or a genitive
of agency (“loving-kindness which she gives Torah”).36 In Prov 31:26b,
the attributive genitive to modify “Torah” is more fitting to connote the
woman’s teaching shaped by the virtue of loving-kindness ()חסד.37
Instructions on her tongue are not so much the wisdom which
calls forth wealth, as sacred words of godly wisdom in Prov 31:30. The
affluence of wisdom and loving-teaching coming from her mouth implies
that she has already possessed wisdom and Torah.38 The expression “she
opens her mouth” recalls the teachings of King Lemuel’s mother with
regard to the righteousness and rights of the oppressors (Prov 31:8–9).39
When she has the heart of wisdom and does not forsake loving-kindness,
she can exert her wisdom to her household and to the community (3:3).
Here she is typified as a teacher filled with wisdom.
Wordplay of Sophia
Fourthly, there are two striking wordplays in Prov 31:27. The woman
who “watches over the affairs of her household” in the first colon gives
prominence to careful watching for possible threats. The valiant woman
in previous verses is the self-sacrificing wife devoted to her husband and
35. Yoder, Wisdom, 89.
36. This phrase occurs only here in the Old Testament (Bruce K. Waltke, An Introduction
to Biblical Hebrew Syntax [Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990], 141–54).
37. Similar rendering with this also appears in Mal 2:6 (“true instruction”) (Waltke,
Proverbs 15–31, 513). See also Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 897; Murphy, Proverbs, 248.
38. Waltke, Proverbs 15–31, 532.
39. Van Leeuwen, “Proverbs,” 262.
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to the household’s industry. On the other hand, here she becomes an
overseer managing her servants as well as a mother taking care of her
children. With this interpretation, the pun in v. 27 receives a totally
different connotation.
The usage of the irregular participial verb “( צופיהwatching”) in
v. 27a is unexpected and has caused interpretative debates because the
poem entirely uses perfect or imperfect verbal forms in describing the
extraordinary works of the woman. Wolters argues that the “hymnic
participle” “( צופיהwatching”) refers to the personified Wisdom,
functioning as a bilingual wordplay with the Greek word sophia.40 If it
does, the phrase “she watches over affairs of her household” ( צופיה הליכות
 ) ביתהin v. 27a can be translated into “Wisdom (Sophia) is her
household’s affairs (ways)”. Unlike other perfect or imperfect verbs in
vv. 10–26 used to praise the actions and virtues of the woman, the initial
verb is not the imperfect verbal form (יצף, “she watches”), so that this
participle could provide certain evidence of intentional rearrangement, in
order to symbolize personified Wisdom. Through the use of wordplay,
this implies that “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) refers to Lady Wisdom.
All the business and activities done in the family and the community of
Wisdom are embodied in this valiant woman. However, the ambiguous
translation “the ways ( )הליכותof her house are Sophia, generates
controversial issues. Fox criticizes Wolters’s claim and maintains that
this rendering does not make sense, “for ‘the ways of her house’ are what
the members of the household do, and it is not these actions.”41 The
feminine noun “( הליכותwalkings”) and the nominal form (“walking”) of
the verb “( הלךto walk”) refer to “path, caravan, procession, and affair.”
This is the only case where the noun “( הליכותwalkings”) occurs in the
book of Proverbs, while the noun “( דרךway”) is usually used throughout
the book.
In Prov 9:1–6, Lady Wisdom builds her complete house and
sends out her maidservants to invite her visitors and encourages people
in “walking in the way of the insight (( ”)ואׁשרו בדרך בינהProv 9:6b).
Wisdom becomes the divine way to enter into the world of personified
Wisdom, in order to gain fear of Yahweh, the knowledge of the Holy
One, and to find life (Prov 9:10–11). Thus, Sophia (Wisdom) in Prov
31:27 becomes the way which all the members in her household should
follow and obey to obtain divine attributes and benefits.

40. Based on this ambiguity in its expression, this poem presents “a very practical and
down-to-earth ideal of God-fearing wisdom which stands in vivid contrast to intellectual
ideal of wisdom favored by Hellenism” (Wolters, “Sôpiyyâ,” 586).
41. Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 897.
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Wordplay of Idleness
The negative statement, “she does not eat the bread of idleness,” in Prov
31:27b makes a synonymous parallel with “she watches over the affairs
of her household.” The idiomatic expression “( ולחם עצלותbread of
idleness”) is the metonymy of benefits gained by sluggishness and the
totality of idleness (cf. Prov 20:17: “food gained by fraud”). However,
“idleness” can be a subject in a “concrete sense of idlers,” so that in
connection with the subject Sophia, v. 27b can be translated as “idleness
will not eat bread.”42 This rendering, of course, does not make
grammatical sense, but the ambiguity of interpretation leaves other
possible readings.
The foolish son (Prov 19:13; 10:5) who comes to shame and
destruction is portrayed by bringing out depravity by his laziness:
“laziness casts into a deep sleep” (Prov 19:15). What is provided is not
the bread of wisdom with which Lady Wisdom provides her guests (Prov
9:5), but the false food (“hidden bread”) with which the woman “Folly”
beguiles the youth (Prov 9:17; cf. 7:5). Wisdom provides the food which
leads to life, while the bread of laziness which represents illicit
gratification of all greed draws near to the place of destruction (Prov 9).
Poetic ambiguity in vv. 25–27 strengthens the metaphoric and symbolic
character of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”).
Over all, in various metaphoric expressions and word-plays,
“( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) successfully is personified in the
characteristics of Lady Wisdom. Such a personification of Wisdom is
also found in the Wisdom of Ben Sira which finishes with an acrostic
(Sir 51:13–30), an autobiographical section (51:13–30) and echoes the
pursuit of Wisdom as seeking a bride (51:13–30; cf. 14:20–7; Wis 8:1–
18).
THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF “( אׁשת־חילTHE VALIANT WOMAN”)
If in the acrostic form, “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) personifies
Wisdom in Prov 1–9, what are the theological implications?
Sacred and Secular Model
At first, indications from wordplays (Prov 31:27) and the appositional
relation (“the woman, the fear of Yahweh”; Prov 31:30b) suggest that
personified Wisdom is incarnated in the metaphoric figure of אׁשת־חיל
42. Wolters, “Sôpiyyâ,” 583.
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(“the valiant woman”). In particular, the religious virtue in Prov 31:30b
specifies that the woman has an individual relationship with God, while
she is described as one being excellent at her household business and in
her social activities in vv. 11–24. As we observed above, the
inconsistency between the woman’s mundane activities and her sacred
virtue, however, has caused interpretive confusion in determining the
identity of this woman.
So then, how can we reconcile the discrepancy between these
two extremes? In this regard, Wolters argues that the interpreter’s
worldview with regard to “nature” (or worldly realm) and “grace” (or
spiritual realm) can make a difference in the exegesis of Prov 31:10–31,
thus emphasizing the harmony between the secular and spiritual.43 Also,
although the understanding of the “fear of Yahweh” in this book varies,44
the fear of Yahweh is explicitly presented as (1) a prime religious virtue
calling for a genuine relationship with God and (2) as the main principle
of the lifestyle of the wise (Prov 2:5; 3:5–7; 8:13; 9:10). Crenshaw
maintains that this religious virtue or awe “consists of the ancient
covenantal obligations and no genuine conflict exists between wisdom
and sacred history.”45 The beginning of wisdom moreover is frequently
compatible with the “fear of Yahweh” and forms an inclusio in the entire
book (Prov 1:7, cf. 9:10; 15:33). Recent rhetorical and literary criticism
tends to refute the dichotomous seperation between the religious and
non-religious, primarily witnessed in allegorising and secularising the
poem.

43. According to Wolters, there are four conceptions about the relation between grace
and nature: (1) a radical separation between two in the Anabaptist tradition, (2) a
complementary relation to nature in the classical Roman Catholicism, (3) a detachable
relation between the two in Lutheranism, (4) a restoring relation by grace in Calvinistic
tradition. Wolters follows Calvinistic perspective, but the Catholic view concerning a
“nature/supra-nature” is also helpful to understand the relationship: grace perfects and
culminates the natural order. By this paradigm, the woman’s secular virtues and activities
are subordinate to the “fear of the LORD” (The Song of the Valiant Woman: Studies in
the Interpretation of Proverbs 31:10–31 (Carlile, United Kingdom: Paternoster, 2000),
15–29. For the Catholic view, refer to Thomas Aquinas, Nature and Grace: Selections
from the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas (trans. A. M. Fairweather; LCC 11;
London: SCM, 1954), 137–45.
44. The fear of God (or Yahweh) can be the sense of piety, the emotional awe in the
presence of God, the horror for God’s retribution, right attitude to God, or covenantal
duty or relationship. See Murphy, Proverbs, 254–8; Waltke, Proverbs 15–31, 100–1;
Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 69–71.
45. James L. Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction (3rd ed.; Louisville,
KY: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 85.
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Taking into account the structure of Prov 31, the thematic shift
from individual and domestic virtues to divine virtues comes to an end
both in praise of the woman (Prov 31:28–29, 31) and in her central
characteristic—“fear of Yahweh” (Prov 31:30). As the public praises the
outcomes of her works (“the fruit of her hands”; v. 31) and her
achievements become her praise, the ordinary realm merges together
with the spiritual realm. The fear of Yahweh is not separated from the
mundane things of life, but becomes the source of all the virtues
described in the poem. The fear of Yahweh pervades the activities of her
life and even saturates the mundane activities as godly virtues. Wolters
argues that “the woman’s household activities are seen not as something
opposed to, or even distinct from, her fear of the Lord, but rather as their
external manifestation.”46 In everyday life, the spiritual sphere guides
followers to the way of wisdom and the transcendent understanding of
God. Indeed, “the fear of Yahweh” is the root of wisdom, lovingkindness, and all the pertinent virtues (Prov 31:26). Delitzsch states that
this poem “refers all these, her virtues and her prudence, to the fear of
God as their root.”47 The source of various virtues in the woman’s
lifestyle is thus epitomised in fearing Yahweh.
She is a mysterious and unsearchable being (Prov 31:10a) and a
symbolic figure which represents the “fear of Yahweh” (Prov 31:30b).
All the while she is an earthly housewife, mother, and businesswoman
who is well acquainted with humanity and who is accessible to those
who seek her. Two ambivalent characters—one a mundane woman in
the secular realm and the other a devout woman in the sacred realm—are
most properly balanced in this poem.
House-Building Metaphor
Secondly, the world of Lady Wisdom in Prov 8:22–31 is epitomised in
the anthropological description with regard to the household system
which the poem of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) shows.48 It may be
46. Wolters, Song, 25.
47. Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Proverbs of Solomon. vol. 2 (trans.
M.G. Eaton; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1875), 326. For the similar pietistic interpretation,
see Clifford, Proverbs, 277; Van Leeuwen, “Proverbs,” 264; Waltke, Proverbs 15–31,
536; Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 898–9.
48. I use the paradigm of creation as the central theme of Wisdom literature from Perdue
and Van Leeuwen. Both agree that the cosmos is a metaphoric form of house in Prov 1–
9; 31 (Leo G. Perdue, Wisdom & Creation: The Theology of Wisdom Literature
[Nashville: Abingdon, 1994]; Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “Liminality and Worldview in
Proverbs 1–9,” Semeia 50 (1990): 111–44; idem, “Building God’s House: An
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hard to explain how the anthropological background in ancient times
influenced this poem. The reason is that the dating of this acrostic poem
is not entirely straightforward, since it is very difficult to affirm a
specific period from its description of its social background. The
socioeconomic readings, both of Yoder, who assigns this to the Persian
period and of Lang, who dates it to fourth-century B.C. Athens, are thus,
no more than guesses. However, it is significant to recognise that the
poem portrays the Israelite household as a foundational unit in ANE
society. Perdue proposes four characteristics of the Israelite household as
“the central social institution in Israel”:
(1) Rural and agrarian;
(2) Economic institutions;
(3) Strong ethical concept of solidarity deriving from the
interdependence of household members;
(4) The religious emphasis on God as Creator “of the cosmos and of
the family and individual person.”49
In another reference, Perdue argues that “the household not only
grounded Old Testament theology in Israel’s social reality but also
became the primary lens . . . to view the character and activity of God.”50
The poem adopts the household metaphor to describe the lifestyle of a
strong woman as a wife, a mother, a neighbour and a teacher in ancient
Israelite society. This household metaphor lays an anthropological
foundation in which the virtues of this woman are personified in building
her household and in providing the household and outsiders with what
they need, such as provisions, protection, and wisdom. Concerning this
house metaphor, there are two intertextual links with the imagery
between “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) and Lady Wisdom in Proverbs.
The house which Lady Wisdom builds shapes thematic patterns
between personified Wisdom (Prov 9:1, 14; cf. 14:11, 15:25, 24:3) and

______________________________________________________
Exploration in Wisdom,” in The Way of Wisdom: Essays in Honor of Bruce K. Waltke
(ed. J. I. Packer and Sven Soderlund; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 204–11;
idem, “Cosmos, Temple, House: Building and Wisdom in Mesopotamia and Israel,” in
Wisdom Literature in Mesopotamia and Israel (ed. Richard J. Clifford; SBL Symposium
Series 36; Atlanta: SBL, 2007), 67–90.
49. Perdue, Proverbs, 275–6; idem, “The Household, Old Testament Theology, and
Contemporary Hermeneutics”, in Families in Ancient Israel (ed. Leo G. Perdue, Joseph
Blenkinsopp, John J. Collins, and Carol L. Meyers; The Family, Religion, and Culture;
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 223–57.
50. Ibid., 225.
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the woman in Prov 31. Perdue argues that the imagery of building a
house is associated with Wisdom’s actions and serves for a cosmological
symbolism as contrasting with the Lady Folly who competes with Lady
Wisdom (Prov 9:13–18).51 It is remarkable that this building metaphor in
Prov 9 corresponds to Yahweh’s creation of the universe. Van Leeuwen
notes: “It is into God’s cosmic ‘house’ that Wisdom, as the Lord’s agent
in creation, invites the simple . . . this interplay of creation and ‘house’
was a key to understanding the relationship of Prov 8.52
As Wisdom becomes an agent of creation with Yahweh in Prov
8:22–31 and Prov 9:1–6, “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) appears as a
house-builder. As Lady Wisdom builds her house with security, wise
instruction, and understanding, “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) fills her
house with clothing as well. Thus, the metaphor of house-building is
another example indicating the personification of Wisdom. In the broad
context of the OT, this house-building theme is found in the construction
of the tabernacle and the temple associated with the work of creation and
is a primary metaphor used by ANE societies.53 Levenson argues that the
event of cosmogony in Gen 1:1–2:3 is associated with building God’s
houses such as the erection of the tabernacle in Exodus and Solomon’s
temple building in 1 Kgs 6–7.54 In the following sections, I will offer two
intertextual patterns from the OT—tabernacle and temple.
Building the Tabernacle
First, the house-building theme outside the wisdom literature is well
presented in the construction of the tabernacle. In the end of Yahweh’s
instructions to build the tabernacle as a medium of Yahweh’s presence,
Bezalel is designated as a representative craftsman of God’s house and is
noticed as endowed by an infilling of the Spirit of God and with
“wisdom” ()חכמה, “understanding” ()תבונה, “knowledge” ( )דעתand “all
craftsmanship” (Exod 31:1–3; 35:31). The fact that the Pentateuch places
significance on wisdom’s role in the whole process of building the
tabernacle is reflected in the frequency (five times) with which the word
51. Perdue, Proverbs, 150–1.
52. Van Leeuwen, “Building,” 208.
53. The purpose of house building metaphor according to Van Leeuwen is “to express
their respective views of human wisdom as rooted in divine wisdom manifest in the
ordering and provisioning of the cosmos” (“Cosmos”, 89).
54. See Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of
Divine Omnipotence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 78–99.
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“wisdom” occurs in Exod 31 and 35, compared to the ten occurrences in
the Pentateuch. God’s wisdom (“ ;כל־חכמי־לבall the wise of heart”) is
granted to artisans who serve for making the priests’ vestments (Exod
28:3), Oholiab and all other assistants (Exod 31:6), and all the craftsmen
who are called to fulfill the construction of the sanctuary (Exod 35:26,
31, 35; 36:1, 2; cf. Deut 4:6; 34:9). Wisdom and discernment, given to
Bezalel, co-workers, and skilled men and women, ultimately aim to
manufacture Israel’s most sacred house in which Yahweh and His glory
will dwell.
Building the Temple of God
Secondly, the building of the temple by Solomon in 1 Kgs 4–7 has
important thematic similarities to the house-building metaphor.
Brueggemann maintains that the temple in ANE has two symbolic
meanings: namely, “it provides assurances of reliable cosmic order and
consolidates and legitimates concrete political power.”55 With regard to
cosmic order in the wisdom literature, the link between creation and the
temple implies that the temple, amid chaotic disorder, establishes the
“cosmic order” and stability (Ps 46).56 Solomon’s temple building also
has similarities both with the work of creation (Ps 78:69; Prov 9:1–6;
14:1; 24:3–4), and with the tabernacle’s construction (Exod 31:1–3). In
addition, Van Leeuwen attempts to explain the construction of
Solomon’s temple (1 Kgs 5:7, 12; 7:13–14) in correlation with the motif
of the building of God’s house (Prov 3:19–20), of creation (Ps 78:69)
and of tabernacle.57 In other words, while creation is a universal place
where God dwells among human beings, the temple is a local place
where God’s glory appears (Exod 40:34–35; 1 Kgs 8:10–11; cf 2 Chr
7:1–2).
Reflections
The genre of the book of Proverbs is classified as proverb (or parable,

55. Walter Brueggemann, Solomon: Israel’s Ironic Icon of Human Achievement (SPOT;
Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2005), 87.
56. Ibid., 87–8.
57. Van Leeuwen, “Building,” 204–11.
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 )מׁשלand consists of wise teachings and lessons in the form of epigrams
()מליצה, words of the wise ()דברי חכמים, and riddles (or enigmas, ;חידתם
Prov 1:6). While a few proverbs and numerical sayings have obscure
senses, most of the sayings provide clear meanings to readers and are
less enigmatic. Nonetheless, the usage of symbolic figures such as “the
strange woman,” “Wisdom,” “Lady Wisdom,” and “Lady Folly”
frequently makes understanding the meanings of the wisdom proverbs
difficult. These proverbs typically stimulate readers’ imagination in
ambiguous poetic semantics and require parallel understanding in
comparing with other related proverbs.58 In response to the question, “are
there enigmas in Proverbs?” Fox notes, citing Crenshaw’s article: “An
enigma deliberately blocks immediate understanding by ambiguities
before allowing the audience to push through to a deeper
understanding.”59 In particular, as the acrostic in Prov 31:10–31 produces
ambiguity for the persona of the woman and facilitates interpretive
imagination when sketching her identity and deciphering its enigma, this
does however enable readers to acquire deeper understanding and greater
knowledge.
The interpretation of the poem of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”)
may require such a hermeneutical imaging of Wisdom from the textual,
historical understanding through the symbolic, ethical understanding.
Just as the female imagery in Prov 31 and 1–9 forms the hermeneutical
framework to interpret the enigmas properly in Prov 10–30, the woman’s
activities in the acrostic have to be comprehended in the nature of
personified Wisdom. This creativity is an essential key to understanding
the persona of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”). When reading the female
metaphor of Wisdom personified in Prov 1–9, we must necessarily ask a
question: “if Lady Wisdom becomes incarnated, what might she look
like?” The answer cannot of course be given in a fixed and mechanical
approach, but has to use the associated images which are given in
concrete descriptions of “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) in Prov 31:10–
31. This does not mean denying the socioeconomic reading of the text,
but proposing an imaginative and metaphoric reading of the text.

58. Ryan O’Dowd recognizes, referring to Ricoeur and Gadamar, that in explanation and
understanding, “the very cross-disciplinary ambition … appeals to creativity and the
imagination in order to reconstruct the unknowns of the hermeneutical progress of
understanding” (“Wisdom as Canonical Imagination”, in Canon and Biblical
Interpretation (ed. Craig G. Bartholomew, et al.; SHS 7; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2006), 380; Craig G. Bartholomew and Ryan O’Dowd, Old Testament Wisdom
Literature : A Theological Introduction (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2011).
59. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 65; James L. Crenshaw, “Impossible Questions, Sayings, and
Tasks,” Semeia 17 (1980): 22.
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CONCLUSION
“( אׁשת־חילthe valiant woman”) is a metaphorical figure as the earthly
incarnation of Lady Wisdom as well as a model of the ancient
extraordinary wife, an object of reverence. The poetic expressions
describe her individual, family, communal, and divine virtues in the
complete form of the Hebrew acrostic. Secondly, the religious virtue,
which is the root of all other virtues throughout the poem, is not isolated
from the secular realm and the woman’s social activities. This proposal is
evidenced in poetic expressions of her virtues and the Greek worldplay
of Sophia. Thirdly, the anthropological activity of the ancient woman can
be related to the cosmological dimension of Wisdom personified in Prov
8.
Throughout the acrostic, she is the object to be praised in public,
and the ultimate model to imitate in her extraordinary and religious
virtues. She is an excellent model for a good wife, mother, manager, and
neighbour, and most of all, she reflects the godly image of Yahweh
whom Israelites were to fear. On the other side, “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant
woman”) is proposed as Wisdom incarnate on earth, whom the original
readers were to earnestly aspire to marry, to search for, to seek out, and
to acquire. The pedagogic purpose for which the book of Proverbs is
designed is to discipline devout sons and daughters of Israel and teach
them how to encounter incarnated Wisdom, “( אׁשת־חילthe valiant
woman”), to live with her and to build their home under her supervision.
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Genesis 21:33 states that “Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in
Beersheba” without giving any explanation for this act. One
possible explanation for the tamarisk’s significance, based on
religious and magical uses of tamarisk in other ancient Near
Eastern cultures, is that Abraham plants the tamarisk to zone off
the area around his altar in Beersheba as an outdoor shrine.
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INTRODUCTION
In Gen 21:33 we are told that “Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in
Beersheba, and called there on the name of the LORD, the Everlasting
God.”1

Fig. 1: Tamarisks growing in Beersheba.
1. Unless otherwise indicated, all English quotes from the Bible are taken from the RSV.
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If the author had felt more charitable towards his future readers, bereft as
we are of the cultural background that might elucidate this intriguing
verse, he might have added a few lines explaining the significance of
Abraham’s actions. He could have saved biblical interpreters from
generations to come a lot of grief if he had just included a good
description of what an ’ešel is. (It was not obvious to everyone, as many
of the ancient translations attest. The Septuagint translates the rare word
with ἄρουρα, a “plowed field”). But perhaps the author or redactor was
merely relating an already ancient tradition, and was not quite sure what
to make of it himself. In any case, the perplexing verse stands erect in a
wilderness of seemingly non-relevant narrative, like the tamarisk which
it mentions. My purpose here is to provide a possible cultural ancient
Near Eastern milieu surrounding tamarisks that might just help us
understand what this tree meant to Abraham and those telling and
listening to his story.
First of all, I suppose that it is imperative to establish what sort
of tree the text alludes to. Twelve species of tamarix, as they are classed
scientifically, grow in the Holy Land. One species can grow to a height
of 60 m. (200 ft.). Its miniscule leaves are overlapping scales that
together resemble evergreen needles.

Fig. 2: By John M. Randall, The Nature Conservancy, Bugwood.org
Tamarisks require a high intake of water.2 In spite of this, the
tamarisk is, as Nahum Sarna describes it, “particularly suitable to the
2. John A. McLean, “Tamarisk,” Eerdman’s Dictionary of the Bible (ed. David Noel
Freedman; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 1274.
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sandy soils of the northern Negeb area.”3 Through the ages, the bark of
the tamarisk has been used for tanning and its wood for building and
making charcoal. The Bedouin plant tamarisks for their shade and the
branches that provide grazing for animals.4 It can be used for firewood,
although it produces a lot of thick, choking smoke, as I know from
experience burning it in our wood stove in Beersheba. Some scholars
have argued that the manna in the wilderness was the product of
tamarisks, or, rather, an insect that exuded a white substance after
feeding on the tamarisk, but this is based on a Christian tradition no
earlier than the third or fourth century.5

Fig. 3: Tamarisk in Flower

3. Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society, 1989), 149.
4. John H. Walton and Victor H. Matthews, The IVP Bible Background Commentary:
Genesis–Deuteronomy (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1997), 49.
5. McLean, “Tamarisk,” 1274. See F. S. Bodenheimer, “The Manna of Sinai,” in The
Biblical Archaeologist Reader (ed. G. Ernest Wright and David Noel Freedman;
Chiicago: Quadrangle Books, 1961), 76–80; repr. from BA 10 (1947): 2–6. For a
collection of arguments against this as the source of manna, see Horatius Bonar, The
Desert of Sinai, Notes of a Spring Journey from Cairo to Beersheba (London: James
Nisbet & Co. 1857), 146–151.
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I find it odd that Abraham planted, of all things, a tamarisk in
Beersheba. As anyone who has looked over the bank of the Beersheba
River knows, tamarisks are perfectly capable of planting themselves in
pestilential numbers in that locale. This has prompted me to look for the
writer’s motive in putting this in the Abraham story.

Fig. 4: Beersheba River
POPULAR INTERPRETATIONS OF GEN 21:33
In medieval times, Gen 21:33 was spiritualized, and even today many
popular commentators, both Jewish and Christian, are fond of such an
approach. Jewish Midrash tends to use word plays to explain what
Abraham’s tamarisk was. Most often, it becomes a symbol of Abraham’s
hospitality. For instance, Ber‘eshit Raba provides an anagram: the
tamarisk (’ešel in Hebrew), refers to the fact that whatever someone
should ask for (šo‘el) in Abraham’s hostel, that is what they would get.6
Rashi says that ’ešel is an acrostic for ‘ākîlâ (“food”), šĕtiyâ (“drink”)
and lewwiyâ (“companionship”).7 For Calvin, the tamarisk signifies the

6. Ber’eshit Raba 54:6. The text records an argument between a number of sages about
’ešel, whether it is a garden, a sanhedrin, or a hostel. None of them consider it to be a
literal tree. Cf. BT Sotah 10a–10b.
7. Rashi, Commentary on BT Khetuvot 8b. Cf. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis: The
Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995), 103.
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rest into which God was leading Abraham.8 Even today, exegetes are not
immune to allegorical explanations of the tamarisk.9
More recent explanations, although less allegorical, can be no
less fanciful. For instance, one commentary compares Abraham’s action
to the later Jewish custom of planting trees to commemorate the birth of
children.10 In fact, one ancient commentary, Bekhor Shor, had anticipated
this interpretation, with the suggestion that Abraham planted the tamarisk
lĕhiyôt lĕz karôn ʿal habĕrît, (“to be a memorial to the covenant”).11
Augustine Pagolu mentions the use of tamarisk in Babylonian rituals,
which we will explore next, but concludes that these texts are not
relevant because he believes the tamarisk in these texts is not planted,
nor is it associated with worship. Instead, Pagolu agrees that the tamarisk
memorializes the covenant with Abimelech, since planting a tree is an
appropriate act to accompany the procuring of water rights.12 Wenham
believes that the planting of the tamarisk is somehow an act of
gratitude.13 Other, more practically minded scholars have suggested that
the tamarisk(s) had an agricultural function, such as a windbreak.14
Perhaps what is most surprising is that many commentators simply
choose not to address the tamarisk at all.15
8. John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis: Volume 1 (Chapters 1–23) (ed. and trans. John
King; Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1847).
9. One particularly vivid example is Witness Lee, Life-Study of Genesis, Vol. IV:
Messages 56–77 (Anaheim: Living Stream Ministry, 1997), 747–48.
10. W. Gunther Plaut, The Torah: A Modern Commentary (New York: Union of
American Hebrew Congregations), 1981.
11. Bekhor Shor 24. See also Nahum Sarna, Genesis, 149; Walton and Matthews,
Genesis–Deuteronomy, 49; Terence E. Fretheim, “The Book of Genesis: Introduction,
Commentary, and Reflections,” (NIB; Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 1:492; R. N.
Whybray, “Genesis,” The Oxford Bible Commentary (ed. John Barton and John
Muddiman; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 53.
12. Augustine Pagolu, The Religion of the Patriarchs (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic,
1998), 109.
13. Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16–50 (WBC 2, Dallas: Word), 1994, 95.
14. Louis I. Rabinowitz, Jerusalem Post (November 3, 1969), 13. Cf. Martin Sicker, The
Trials of Abraham: The Making of a National Patriarch (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, 2004),
160.
15. E.g., Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (rev. ed.; trans. John H. Marks;
London: SCM, 1972), 237; Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Interpretation; Atlanta: John
Knox, 1982), 179; John C. Gibson, Genesis, Volume 2 (The Daily Study Bible Series,
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Jerome’s Vulgate took a different route, with nemus, i.e.,
“grove,” evocative of Greek and Roman places of worship. Many
commentators today have continued to follow in the tradition of Jerome.
For instance, John McLean says that Abraham planted the tamarisk “to
identify the place where he called upon the name of the Lord.”16 Sarna
goes further, suggesting that the planting of the tamarisk “is linked to the
act of worship.”17 More than a century ago, Jamieson, Faussett and
Brown offered the picturesque image of a tamarisk grove “in which
sacrificial worship was offered, as in a roofless temple.”18 Gunkel
concurred, and called the tamarisk a “heiliger Baum” that was planted
with the institution of the cult in Beersheba.19 Robert Alter calls the
tamarisk a “cultic tree.”20 Kenneth Matthews regards the function of the
tamarisk, in light of Gen 13:18, to be an “echo” of Abraham’s custom to
offer sacrifices in the vicinity of a holy tree, and believes that in this way
“the narrative prepares us for the chief act of worship to follow (sacrifice
of Isaac) . . . Abraham's gesture of planting the tree expressed his
devotion to and recognition of God as the source of his prosperity.”21
Numerous scholars viewed the tamarisk as a vestige of premonotheistic worship. For instance, Harry Emerson Fosdick said that it
was among “the obvious remnants of the original primitivism.” 22 Walter
Bowie continued in this same vein, but tempered it a little:
Far older than Abraham was the belief among ancient peoples that
awesome or grand objects of nature might be dwelling places of the
divine. Some mighty oak or other majestic tree could suggest the

______________________________________________________
Edinburgh: Saint Andrew, 1982), 106.
16. McLean, “Tamarisk,” 1274.
17. Sarna, Genesis, 149.
18. See also Haydock’s Catholic Family Bible and Commentary (New York: Edward
Dunigan and Brother), 1859, as well as Matthew Henry’s comments on this verse.
19. Hermann Gunkel, Genesis (HKAT; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1901),
214.
20. Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: Norton and
Company, 1996), 102.
21. Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26 (NAC 1B; Nashville: Broadman and
Holman, 2005), 282. Cf. Eugene Roop, Genesis (Believers Church Bible Commentary,
Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1987), 141.
22. Harry Emerson Fosdick, A Guide to Understanding the Bible: The Development of
Ideas within the Old and New Testaments (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1956), 202.
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numinous. That could be superstition: but it can also be the symbolic
poetry of worship . . . Abraham may have been led to larger thoughts
of the LORD, the everlasting God, within the grove he planted at
Beer-sheba.23
Naturally, we should expect some arguments countering this explanation
of the tamarisk, and we find them. Claus Westermann insists that the
planting of the tamarisk “does not refer to the founding of a cult. The tree
is intended as a landmark.”24 The commentators of the NET Bible agree:
“The planting of the tamarisk tree is a sign of Abraham's intent to stay
there for a long time, not a religious act. A growing tree in the Negev
would be a lasting witness to God's provision of water.”25
RELIGIOUS AND MAGICAL USES OF TAMARISK IN THE ANE
Although there is no reason to multiply Abraham’s tree into a grove, the
religious connotation of the Vulgate seems to be justified by the role of
the b nu, or tamarisk, in Akkadian texts.26 Akkadian literature presents us
with intriguing possibilities regarding the place of the tamarisk in ancient
Near Eastern culture and religion that provide far more satisfying
solutions to the riddle posed by this text. For instance, the b nu is
referred to as the “chief exorcist” 27 and finds its place in numerous
pharmaceutical and magical formulas. It is called “holy” and even
pictured as the bones of divine beings. These and other references to
b nu’s numinous qualities will be explored in following paragraphs.

23. Walter Russell Bowie, “Exposition of the Book of Genesis,” (NIB; Nashville:
Abingdon, 1994), 1:641. Cf. M. M. Kalisch, Genesis (Historical and Critical
Commentary on the Old Testament, A New Translation; London: Longman, Brown,
Green, Longmans, and Roberts, 1858), 287.
24. Claus Westermann, Genesis (trans. David E. Green; London: T & T Clark, 2004),
158.
25. New English Translation, (Richardson, TX: Biblical Studies,1996–2005).
26. The meaning of b nu has been established by means of the Aramaic word for
tamarisk, byn or bynʾ. See the entry “byn, bynʾ (bīn, bīnā) n.m. tamarisk,” in the The
Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon, online:
http://cal.huc.edu/searchroots.php?pos=N&lemma=byn, downloaded on 3 March 2012.
27. VAT 10 102, line 26.
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One text designates the tamarisk as the GIŠ.ŠINIG dEN.LÍL
(“the tamarisk of Enlil”).28 Another describes it as the eṣemti dIg[igi]
(“the bones of the Igigi”),29 deities of heaven who, according to one story
were thrown down by the Annunaki when they rebelled against them and
refused to do any more work. The picture of the tamarisk as the bones of
the gods appears elsewhere, where we find eṣemti ilūti GIŠ.ŠINIG
qudduši (“of divine bones, of holy tamarisks”).30 The adjective qudduš,
“holy,” actually seems to have been a popular description of the
tamarisk.31 In one of the bi-lingual lists of theonyms, we even encounter
d
Be-el-ŠINIG (“Lord Tamarisk”),32 although this could also be translated
the “Lord of the Tamarisk.” The same text gives us dLugal.[giš.šinig]
(“King Tamarisk Tree” or “King of the Tamarisk Tree”).33 In another
text the tamarisk is equated with Anu, the god of heaven.34
Tamarisks were a component of oaths,35 and they were utilized
in divination.36 The tamarisk shows up in numerous magical and
medicinal texts. Tamarisk leaves were a popular component in
concoctions,37 and tamarisk branches were used to construct magic
circles.38 Perhaps the reason that tamarisk was used so often in these

28. TCL, 1145:6.
29. Gerhard Meier, Die assyrische Beschwörungssammlung Maqlû (Berlin: 1937), VI
5.240.
30. AAA 22 (1935): PL. 11 II 10.
31. Ibid., Babylonian Records in the Library of J. Pierpont Morgan 4 6:46.”
32. Edward Chiera, Sumerian Lexical Texts from the Temple School of Nippur (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1929), 122 iv 20.
33. Ibid., 122 iv 1. See also TCL 15 10:444.
34. Stephen Langdon, Sumerian Liturgies and Psalms (Publications of the Babylonian
Section, University Museum; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1919), 10/4
12 i 4 (p. 336).
35. Erica Reiner, Šurpu: A Collection of Sumerian and Akkadian Incantations (Graz
Weidner, 1958), VIII 74.
36. CT 40 50:43.
37. Assyrian Medical Texts 90, 1 r. iii 8; ibid. 28, 7:9 + 78, 1:12; KUB 37 1:14.
38. H. Zimmern, Beiträge zur Keilschrift-forschung (Berlin: 1921/22–1925), No. 74–78:
22.

UMBARGER: Abraham’s Tamarisk

197

ways stems from its association with purification. It seems that tamarisk
was valued for its supposed ability to ward away evil influence and
cleanse from spiritual uncleanliness.
For instance, a penitential text pleads, GIŠ.ŠINIG libbibanni
(“may I be purified by tamarisk”).39 Another text designates it as GIŠ bi[nu] mu-u[l]-li-lu (“the purifying tamarisk”).40 Another name for
tamarisk is actually Ú túl-lal (“the ‘you purify’ plant”).41 The leaves
could be chewed to purify the person who was afflicted with impurity.42
Indeed, the tamarisk is capable of removing evil.43 A text from the
Namburbi rituals explains the kind of “impurity” that tamarisk was
capable of averting. If a person observes a bad omen by agency of a
lizard, he or she is to sweep off the roof, sprinkle water, build an altar
and offer sacrifices upon it, and then make a model of the lizard in clay
and place it upon the altar in a bowl with a special design drawn in it.
Then the victim of the omen utters a number of spells while standing
upon tamarisk wood and holding the hand of the priest.44
In my opinion, the greatest light on Abraham’s tamarisk is cast
by the fable of the “Tamarisk and the Palm.” In this text, we encounter
what, as far as I know, is the only other reference to planting a tamarisk
in ancient Near Eastern narrative. A king plants a tamarisk and a palm in
his courtyard. He feasts in the shade of the tamarisk. The two trees then
carry on an extended debate about which of the two is superior.
At one point, the tamarisk brags about how many different items
are made from his wood. And as he builds to the climax, he claims to be
the rab-maš-maš-a-ku-ma (“chief exorcist”). Then the tamarisk says, b t
ili ú-da-aš (“I renew the house of the god”).45
A text from the Baal Epic may help us at this point to understand
better what it means to “renew the house of the god.” The sentence bt .
39. Stephen Langdon, Babylonian Penitential Psalms (P. Geuthner, 1927), pl. 6
K.2999:10.
40. W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford: Clarendon, 1960), 48:24.
41. H. Zimmern, Beiträge zur Keilschrift-forschung (Berlin: 1921/22–1925), No. 11 r. i
6.
42. CT 39 36:96, restored after ibid. 38 r. 9.
43. E. Reiner, Šurpu, 54.
44. Richard I. Caplice, The Akkadian Namburbi Texts: An Introduction (Sources and
Monographs: Sources from the Ancient Near East 1/1; Malibu: Undena, 1974), 19.
45. VAT 10102, line 26. The transliterated text, with a translation, can be read in W.G.
Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom, 158–9.
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arzm . ykllnh / hm . bt . lbnt . yʿmsnh appears in the pericope dealing with
the construction of Baal’s palace.46 This is a contested text, but one
possible translation of it is, “Will he complete a house of cedars; shall he
construct a house from tamarisk?”47 Mark Smith has translated the text
differently: “Is it a house of cedar that he would complete, Or a house of
bricks that he would construct?”48 Smith’s translation depends on the
identification of lbnt as a cognate of the Hebrew word lĕb nâ, an
identification that is strengthened by an earlier occurrence of lbnt, in
which Il, prompted by the request of Athirat to allow Baal to build a
house, questions whether she is a slave whose job is to make bricks all
day, hm . amt . aṯrt . tlbn / l bnt,49 (“Or [is] Athirat a servant who molds
bricks?”).50 However, Smith’s reading ignores the apparent parallelism
between the two lines. In each stich, according to my interpretation,
reference is made to a type of sacred wood that would be a suitable
material for building Baal’s temple-palace, cedar and tamarisk.
If this interpretation of this text can be accepted, it opens up a
broad vista of possibilities. First of all, it explains how the tamarisk could
boast of temple renovations. Evidently, tamarisk wood was valued as
being particularly suited to carpentry work being done for religious
purposes. The tamarisk’s associations with purification and exorcism
may have a great deal to do with this. For Mesopotamians, tamarisks and
tamarisk wood could thus function as boundary markers between the
unclean and the holy, in much the same way as the font of holy water in
a Catholic church.
CONCLUSION
All of this provides the cultural backdrop for the author/redactor of the
Abraham story to narrate that he planted the tamarisk next to the shrine
46. UDB 1.4 V:10–11.
47. On bnt as “tamarisk,” see Nick Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit: The Words of
Ilimilku and His Colleagues (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 72, n.15.
48. Mark Smith, “The Baal Cycle,” in Ugaritic Narrrative Poetery (ed. Simon Parker;
Atlanta: Scholars, 1997), 129–30.
49. UDB 1.4:IV:61–62.
50. Smith, “The Baal Cycle,” 129. It is not at all clear to me that Smith has found the
proper interpretation here. He depends upon fusing the beginning of line 62 to the end of
line 61. If the entirety of line 62 is read as a sentence, the result matches my argument
here fairly well: “l bnt . ybn . bt . l b{l,” which I suggest could be read as, “From tamarisk
may a house be built for Baal.”
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that he founded in Beersheba. Like a Mesopotamian king, Abraham
plants a tamarisk in what is essentially his courtyard. Perhaps the
tamarisk-planting underlines the preceding episode in which Abraham
asserts himself as an equal to Abimelech. But the real significance of the
tamarisk is its religious connotations. Since the planting of the tamarisk
immediately follows the interaction with the Philistines in the text, it is
possible that here the purifying properties of tamarisk are hinted at, with
Abraham immediately planting the tree to cleanse the sacred environs of
his well after its recent profanation on the part of the Philistines. In any
case, Abraham, nomad that he is, does not build a temple, but his
tamarisk, with its purifying, sanctifying properties, helps him to craft a
simple but functional place of worship where he can call on the name of
the Lord. According to the Genesis account, Abraham is a Mesopotamian
chieftain and follows Mesopotamian customs in his planting of the
tamarisk, and by so doing creates a shady place to enjoy sacrificial
banquets zoned off from threats to ritual purity.51

51. At the 2011 SBL conference where I read the paper from which this article is
developed, Professor Edward Greenstein of Bar-Ilan questioned whether or not the
mention of the tamarisk in Gen 21:33 might be etiological; i.e., Beersheba was known for
the large number of tamarisks that grew there, and so the tradition developed that
Abraham was responsible for planting the first one. This is an interesting possibility that
surely deserves more attention. However, I remain convinced that the tamarisk in Gen
21:33 has a religious function, due to its being linked to Abraham’s calling on the name
of the Lord.
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The Gibeonite Revenge of 2 Sam 21:1–14:
Another Example of David’s Darker Side
or a Picture of a Shrewd Monarch?1
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Second Samuel 21:1–14 records the Gibeonites’ ritualistic execution of
the seven sons of Rizpah and Merab. Many scholars insist that this
account illustrates David’s brutality in his securing of the throne from
the Saulides. Furthermore, chapters 21–24 appear to be
chronologically disruptive to the Succession Narratives of 1 Sam 16–1
Kgs 2 with no real purpose other than to offer a few closing remarks on
David’s kingship. However, David’s actions in 2 Sam 21:1–14 must be
understood not so much as acts of wanton brutality and carpe diem but
rather as the actions of a wronged man at the hands of Saul. What is
more, David’s actions must not only be appreciated in light of ANE
treaty-curses and their reversal, but also in light of the motifs of
“settling scores” and of throne preparation and transition. In keeping
with this latter motif, 2 Sam 21:1–14 fits thematically within the
appendix of 2 Sam 21–24 and the greater rhetorical purposes of the
complier of 2 Sam 21–1 Kgs 2:12. The picture that emerges from this
material is one of a shrewd monarch righting past wrongs and
preparing his kingdom for his successor.

KEYWORDS: Gibeonites; Second Samuel 21:1–14; Curse
reversal; Succession Narratives; Merab

INTRODUCTION
Recent scholarship has shown a renewed interest in the Deuteronomistic

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the Evangelical
Theological Society in Atlanta, Georgia in November, 2010.
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Historian’s presentation of David in the so-called “Succession
Narratives” of 1 Sam 16–1 Kgs 2:12.2 Scholars have scrutinized the
manner in which the original author/compiler3 of this material catalogued
not only David’s struggles with Saul, but also David’s rise to power and
the transition of his throne to Solomon. Leo Perdue argues that
throughout these events, “the narrator’s presentation of David is
intentionally ambiguous so that two very different interpretations of
David may emerge, depending on the reader’s own assessment of the
motives resting behind the king’s actions and speech.”4 Some even posit
that by a “straightforward” reading of the text, (which I might add is
most often done by relying heavily on reading “between the lines”) 5 one
2. David L. Petersen astutely notes that the presentation of David in the Hebrew Bible is
not so much a picture as it is a “portrait” (“Portraits of David: Canonical and Otherwise,”
Int 40.2 [1986]: 130).

3. For the purpose of my argument I use these terms interchangeably even though I am
aware of the nuances of each.
4. Leo G. Perdue, “Is There Anyone Left of the House of Saul . . . ? Ambiguity and the
Characterization of David in the Succession Narrative,” JSOT 30 (1984): 71. Perdue goes
on to note that the author is not “indifferent to the two different ways his character may
be read. Rather, the storyteller’s design is to demonstrate the complexity of David” (70).
5. I am a firm believer that it is the biblical text itself, along with what we know of the
historical peculiarities of this period, which must serve as the final source of “proof” for
any conclusion relating to David and his biography. So too the conclusion of P. Kyle
McCarter, “The Historical David,” Int 40.2 (1986): 117, and Steven L. McKenzie, King
David: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 23. Note, however, that
the shift in scholarship as to whether the Succession Narratives are historical or fiction
can be seen in the contrasting views of scholars from an earlier time period and those of
more recent times. Earlier scholars were more likely to hold to their historicity e.g.,
Leonhard Rost, Die Überlieferung von der Thronnachfolge Davids (BWANT 3/6;
Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1926 in English cf. idem., The Succession to the Throne of David
[trans. Michael D. Rutter and David M. Gunn; Great Britain: Almond, 1982]) and
Gerhard von Rad, “The Beginnings of Historical Writing in Ancient Israel,” in The
Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays (trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken; London:
Oliver and Boyd, 1966), 166–204 esp. 176–204, while more recently, scholars have
insisted they smack of fiction. On this later stance, see Ernst Würthwein, Die Erzählung
von der Thronfolge Davids—theologische order politische Geschichtsschreibung?
(Theologische Studien 115; Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1974) and F. Langlamet,
“Pour ou contre Salomon? La rédaction prosalomonienne de I Rois I–II,” RB 83 (1976):
321–79, 481–528. In these latter two cases they see this portion of the text as originally
anti-Solomonic and Davidic, which was redacted for the sole purpose of making it proSolomonic and pro-Davidic. Also in this later camp scholars such as Charles Conroy,
Absalom Absalom! (AnBib 81; Rome: Biblical Institute, 1978) and Harry Hagan,
“Deception as Motif and Theme in 2 Sam 9–20; 1 Kgs 1–2,” Bib 60 (1979): 301–26 insist
that the text is “literary fiction” and therefore not to be assigned the appellation,
“history.”
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can assuredly determine that David was no more than a tyrant guilty of
excessive brutality, murdering his way to the throne of Israel.6 At the
other end of the spectrum, some scholars adopt a more “naïve”
perspective of the text by stressing David’s humility and passivity in
gaining the throne of Israel, relying only on the blessing and aid of
Yahweh.7 In light of these two polar-opposite positions, David Bosworth
appears correct when he avers that neither the “naïve” nor the
“straightforward” readings of the narrative do justice to the text.8
Bosworth continues, “Although the pious tradition of David the upright
hero is a simplistic idea in need of revision, the claim that David was a
terrorist or a tyrant after the pattern of Joseph Stalin seems to be another
simplistic idea.”9 Therefore, perhaps a mediating approach is the most
appropriate place to initiate our quest for the “historical” David.10
This middle-of-the-road perspective evolves from the simple
reality that even the most conservative of scholars have to admit that the
material in this portion of Samuel and Kings does appear in tension at
times. For example, we see David assuring Saul—under oath mind
you—that he will not destroy Saul’s offspring when he ascends the
throne (cf. 1 Sam 24:21–22) yet he appears to go ahead and do just that

6. For example, Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons: Messiah, Murderer, Traitor,
King (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001). Halpern goes so far as to call David a “serial
killer” (73). Cf. also McKenzie, King David, 111–27 (who calls David an “assassin”);
and Niels Peter Lemche, “David’s Rise,” JSOT 10 (1978): 2–25. Of no surprise is the
similar perspective adopted by commentators in the March 16, 2009 airing of “David:
Giant Slayer” on A&E History Channel’s Battles BC. Walter Brueggemann suggests the
closing chapters of 2 Sam (esp. 2 Sam 21:1–14) are meant to offer an ironic counter
perspective of a perfect David (First and Second Samuel [Interpretation; Louisville, KY:
John Knox, 1990], 373). For a more balanced approach, see McCarter, “The Historical
David,” 117–29.
7. An example of this approach is F. W. Krummacher, David: King of Israel (trans. M. G.
Easton; Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 1994), esp. 362–63.
8. David A. Bosworth, “Evaluating King David: Old Problems and Recent Scholarship,”
CBQ 68.2 (2006): 191.
9. Ibid., 195.
10. K. L. Noll concludes that “David is a well-rounded character [. . .] David is good and
evil, hot and cold, lovable and worthy of admiration, frightening in his disregard for the
welfare of others” (The Faces of David [JSOTSup 242; Sheffield: Sheffield, 1997], 63).
See also Peter Miscall, The Workings of Old Testament Narrative (SBL Semeia Studies;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 2.
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in the Gibeonite affair in 2 Sam 21:1–14.11 Or what are we to make of
David’s words of assurance to Shimei in 2 Sam 19:23 and then his
obvious change of heart when instructing Solomon as David lay on his
deathbed (cf. 1 Kgs 2:8–9)? These are just two of numerous examples
that have been put forward to advocate for David’s apparent brutality,
deceptiveness, or change of heart. Some have even marshaled twentyfirst-century psychoanalytical theory to try to explain David’s actions.
They postulate that these apparent radical swings in behavior were due in
part to some form of mental psychosis that David experienced as he
aged.12 However, such assertions will not be entertained here but instead
we will look at more conventional ancient Near Eastern solutions and
possible literary conventions of the day employed by the author.
In light of this caveat, in this paper I will focus specifically on
the “Gibeonite Revenge” found in 2 Sam 21:1–14 (the ideal pericope to
highlight David’s apparent brutality) and its rhetorical function within
the appendix of 2 Sam (i.e., 2 Sam 21–24) and the larger epilogue of the
Succession Narratives found in 2 Sam 21–1 Kgs 2.13 I will do this in an
attempt to ascertain what David’s thought process may have been when
making life and death decisions. However, a simple analysis of 2 Sam
21:1–14 is not complete without also answering the question of why the
compiler used this disturbing account to introduce the appendix of 2
Sam.14 After handling these concerns, this study will show that David’s

11. So too Marti J. Steussy, David: Biblical Portraits of Power (Columbia, SC:
University of South Carolina Press, 1999), 67. For a text-critical analysis of this pericope,
see Simeon Chavel, “Compositry and Creativity in 2 Samuel 21:1–14,” JBL 122 (2003):
23–52.
12. Cf. H. Hirsch Cohen, “David and Bathsheba,” JBR 33 (1965): 142–48. Here Cohen
argues that David’s actions in the Bathsheba affair stemmed from a mid-life crisis of sorts
while also being adversely affected by the hot, dry weather of the region. Pam and Jon
Ruthven suggest that David is suffering from MDD (Major Depressive Disorder)
throughout his later years of kingship (“The Feckless Later Reign of King David: A Case
of Major Depressive Disorder,” JPCC 55 [2001]: 425–32). Henry P. Laughlin suggests
that David suffered from “suppression or repression of self-criticism and projection”
(“King David’s Anger,” JPCC 8.3 [1954]: 148). Cf. also Hans-Jürgen Dallmeyer and
Walter Dietrich, David—ein Königsweg: Psychoanalytisch-theologischer Dialog
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2002), esp. 165–68.
13. Hans J. Stoebe argues for the unity of the appendix at the hand of one editor/author
(Das zweite Buch Samuelis [KAT: Gütersloh: Mohn, 1994], 36–38; as cited by Chavel,
“Compositry and Creativity,” 23 n. 2).
14. I am fully aware of the argued chiastic structure/palistrophe present in 2 Sam 21–24.
Cf. for example Julius Wellhausen, Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der
historischen Bucher des Alten Testaments (3d ed.; Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1899), 260–63
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oft-harangued brutal actions in 2 Sam 21:1–14 are best explained by a
contextual appeal to both the past wrongs suffered by David at the hands
of Saul and David’s implementation of ANE curse-reversal protocol; as
well as that, while the account of 2 Sam 21:1–14 may appear somewhat
out of place both contextually and chronologically,15 it does in fact give
us a further window into the rhetorical techniques and purposes of the
compiler. In this vein, the compiler intentionally uses the Gibeonite event
as an introduction to the epilogue and to initiate the motif of throne
preparations and transition for the new king, Solomon. The compiler
does this by alerting the reader to eight strategic facets that show that the
transition between David and Solomon is ready to commence:
1. The threat from past curses on the land (i.e., famine) is
eliminated (21:1–14).
2. David’s age has restricted him in battle, thus a new king is
needed (21:15–17).
3. The threat of Philistine giants is removed from the land (21:18–
22).
4. David is at peace with his God (22:1–51).
5. In typical Deuteronomistic style, David’s final words have been
spoken (23:1–7).
6. David’s loyal bodyguard is in place ready to aid the new king
(23:8–39).
7. Yahweh is at peace with the nation for past sins (24:1–25).
8. The future site for the temple has been identified (24:18).

______________________________________________________
esp. 260–61; Joyce Baldwin, 1 and 2 Samuel (TOTC; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity,
1988), 282–83; P. Kyle McCarter, II Samuel (AB 9; New York Doubleday, 1984), 18; A.
A. Anderson 2 Samuel (WBC 11; Dallas, TX: Word, 1989), 248. While a chiastic
structure may be present, few if any attempt to explain what overall purpose it serves
other than to record concluding comments about David’s life. Therefore, my concern here
will be the theological/rhetorical reason why the material is ordered as such. An example
of the oft-cited chiastic structure is that offered by Anderson:
A. Offense of Saul and its expiation (21:1–14)
B. Lists of heroes and their exploits (21:15–22)
C. David’s praise of Yahweh (22:1–51)
C’ Yahweh’s oracle to David (23:1–7)
B’ Lists of heroes and their exploits (23:8–39)
A’ Offense of David and its expiation (24:1–25)
15. Most scholars agree that this passage is not chronologically linked to its surrounding
material and most likely is to be placed chronologically between 2 Sam 8 and 9 (see more
below). Cf. R. A. Carlson, David, the Chosen King: A Traditio-Historical Approach to
the Second Book of Samuel (trans. Eric J. Sharpe and Stanley Rudman; Sweden:
Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri AB, 1964), 178–79.
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Thus the appendix to 2 Sam serves two functions: 1) to explain David’s
actions (sometimes brutal), and 2) to prepare the reader for Solomon’s
rule.
THE GIBEONITE REVENGE: 2 SAM 21:1–14
In 2 Sam 21:1–14 we find that Israel is suffering a famine brought upon
the land by a curse directly connected to the unrecorded16 crimes which
Saul perpetrated against Gibeon.17 According to Josh 9:3–27, Gibeon
became a covenanted ally of Israel due to Joshua’s hasty covenant
ceremony and vows made to them. Due to this alliance, David is
constrained to honor the Gibeonites’ request for seven sons of Saul to be
hung before the Lord in order to end the famine.
Scholars have long puzzled over the possible reasons for David’s
compliance to the Gibeonites’ request. For example, were David’s
motives cultic or politically motivated? Kapelrud and Cazelles insist that
David was basically syncretistic by allowing the Gibeonites’ Canaanite
sacrificial rituals to inform his decision—a decision that would hopefully
not only end the famine but also rid David of rivals to the throne.18 On
the other hand, Fensham and Malamat insist that David was justified in
his decision on covenantal grounds and was acting within the ANE

16. Brueggemann suggests that this lack of evidence lends credence to the belief that the
entire Gibeonite episode is a “Davidic fabrication” in order to justify the king’s harsh
treatment of the Saulides (First and Second Samuel, 336–37). Rashi suggests that seven
Gibeonites were killed by Saul when he massacred the priests at Nob (cf. 1 Sam 22): two
wood cutters, two drawers of water, an attendant, a carrier, and a scribe. Cf. Rahi’s
commentary on 2 Sam 21. The Babylonian Talmud suggests that in killing the inhabitants
of Nob, Saul actually killed the Gibeonites because the priests supplied them with water
and food. Cf. Yebamoth 78b.
17. Modern-day El-Jib.
18. Arvid S. Kapelrud, “King David and the Sons of Saul,” in La Regalità Sacra/The
Sacral Kingship: Contributions to the Central Theme of the VIIth International Congress
for the History of Religions (Rome, April 1955) (Leiden: Brill, 1959), 294–301 or in
German, “König David und die Söhne des Saul,” ZAW 67 (1955): 198–205; idem, “King
and Fertility: A Discussion of II Sam 21:1–14,” in Interpretationes Ad Vetus
Testamentum Pertinentes Sigmund Mowinckel Septuagenario Missae (Norway, Fabritius
& Sønner, 1955), 113–22. Henri Cazelles, “David’s Monarchy and the Gibeonite Claim
(2 Sam xxi, 1–14),” PEQ 87 (1955): 165–75 follows Kapelrud’s ritualistic perspective in
the death of the Saulides in 2 Sam 21. Cazelles avers that David is acquiescing to the
Canaanite expiation rituals rooted in Baal and Mot cultic texts of fertility. He concludes
that David is willing to amalgamate Israelite tradition with Canaanite practices. See also
comments by Carlson, David, the Chosen King, 177, 218–22.
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guidelines for covenant violation and curse reversal.19 Because Saul had
broken the covenant with the Gibeonites, blood vengeance was required.
Even though Saul was dead, based upon ANE thinking, his
essence/identity still lived on through his offspring and thus they could
serve in proxy.20
On these two perspectives McCarter concludes that the narrator
wants one to believe the latter but this may still not rule out the former
choice, namely David was acquiescing from selfish motives.21 Now
while McCarter’s perspective is possible, it is unlikely that David was
merely acquiescing to the Gibeonites’ request for purely selfish
motives—as an ANE monarch he had to do something to ameliorate the
effects of the famine. Indeed, Fensham, Malamat, Walton, Matthews and
others have clearly shown the connections between ANE curse reversal
precedents and David’s actions.22 Furthermore, “sacrificial” acts in the

19. Frank C. Fensham, “The Treaty between Israel and the Gibeonites,” BA 27 (1964):
96–100 and Abraham Malamat, “Doctrines of Causality in Biblical and Hittite
Historiography: A Parallel,” VT 5 (1955): 1–12.
20. So Herbert C. Brichto, “Kin, Cult, Land, Afterlife: A Biblical Complex,” HUCA 44
(1973): 36–37; Henry W. Robinson, Corporate Personality in Ancient Israel (Berlin:
Topelmann, 1936; repr., Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1967), 3–4; Francesca
Stavrakopoulou, “Ezekiel’s Use and Abuse of Corpses” (paper presented at the annual
meeting of the SBL, Boston, MA, 24 November 2008), 1–16; Brian Peterson, Ezekiel in
Context: Ezekiel’s Message Understood in its Historical Context of Covenant Curses and
Ancient Near Eastern Mythological Motifs (Princeton Theological Monograph Series
182; Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2012), 232–35.
21. McCarter, II Samuel, 445; idem, “‘Plots, True or False’: The Succession Narrative as
Court Apologetic,” Int 35 (1981): 355–67, here 363. In this latter article McCarter avers
that David acted out of “executive duty” and not as a means of securing his position.
22. Cf. Fensham, “The Treaty between Israel and the Gibeonites,” 96–100; Malamat,
Doctrines of Causality,” 1–12. Malamat contends that there are parallels between the
Hittite account of Murshili’s attempt to adduce the cause of a twenty-year plague in Hatti
and the inquiry of David concerning the three-year famine in Israel. Similar to the
Gibeonite claim, Murshili concludes that the plague is due to his father’s (i.e.,
Shuppiluliuma c. 1375–1340 B.C.E.) breaking of a treaty with Egypt which was sworn to
in the name of the Hatti storm god. John Walton, Victor Matthews, and Mark Chavalas
point out that this type of inquiry to the gods was a common occurrence in the ANE (The
IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament [Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,
2000], 350). They note both the above Hittite text and other Babylonian parallels as
examples, especially the Weidner Chronicle. For the Hittite example, see “Plague Prayers
of Mursilis,” translated by Albrecht Goetze (ANET, 394–96 esp. 395). For a Babylonian
example, see “Nabonidus and His God,” translated by A. Leo Oppenheim (ANET, 562–
63 esp. 562). On curse reversals, see Herbert M. Wolf, “The Transcendent Nature of
Covenant Curse Reversals” in Israel's Apostasy and Restoration: Essays in Honor of
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context of covenant breach and its curses pepper not only ANE literature,
but also the Hebrew Bible itself (e.g., Achan in Josh 6; Zedekiah in Ezek
17:15–16 cf. also Isa 24, etc.).23 Therefore, David’s compliance with the
Gibeonites’ request is a moot point in light of ANE treaty and cursereversal protocol.
What is more illuminating of David’s ultimate goal and
intentions is to look at the particular individuals (i.e., the Saulides) whom
he chose to fulfill the request.24 It is here that one could agree with
McCarter that David may have been operating from selfish motives. It
goes without saying that because ANE leaders expected vassals and

______________________________________________________
Roland K. Harrison (eds. R. K. Harrison and Avraham Gileadi; Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker, 1988), 319–25.
23. Cf. Robert Polzin, “HWQY‘ and Covenantal Institutions in Early Israel,” HTR 62.2
(1969): 227–40. Polzin (231) defines the Hebrew word hwqy‘ as “some kind of public
ritual act of execution plausibly understood as a punishment for breach of covenant.” He
also notes the close parallels of 2 Sam 21:1–14 and in the Baal Peor incident of Num
25:4. Polzin concludes that 2 Sam 21:1–14 is indeed a picture of a broken treaty where
the curses are being enforced, viz., execution and dismemberment—a reality commonly
included in Western Semitic treaties of this period. For the practice of exposing corpses
as a treaty or covenant curse, see for example, “Vassal-treaties of Esarhaddon,” translated
by Erica Reiner (ANET, 538 line 425). For a number of examples from both the Hebrew
Bible and ANE, see Peterson, Ezekiel in Context, 235–47. For ANE iconographic images
depicting exposure of corpses, see Philips Long, “1 and 2 Samuel” in Zondervan
Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary (ed. John Walton; Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 2009), 2:475. Note also that the Assyrians were known for their brutality and
“sacrificing” of those who broke covenant with them. Cf. for example, “Shalmaneser III
(858–824): The Fight against the Aramean Coalition: (b) Annalistic Reports,” translated
by A. Leo Oppenheim (ANET, 277, 279) and notations by Kirk A. Grayson, Assyrian
Rulers of the Early First Millennium BC I (1114–859 BC) (RIMA 2; Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1991), 17 col iii lines 25–27a. See also Grayson, RIMA 2, 20 col iv
lines 18–21; col iv lines 89–94; and page 14 col i lines 75–82 which deal with similar
terminology during the reign of Tiglath Pileser I. The latter text tells of Tiglath-pileser I’s
bloody conquest of the kings of Alzu. See also ibid., 14–15 col ii lines 12–15; 18 col iii
lines 53–55; 199 lines 85–93 (the latter text dealing with Ashurnasirpal II). For a
discussion on the mutilation of corpses in the ANE, see Seth Richardson, “Death and
Dismemberment in Mesopotamia: Discorporation between the Body and Body Politic,”
in Performing Death: Social Analyses of Funerary Traditions in the Ancient Near East
and Mediterranean (ed. Nicola Laneri; Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of
Chicago, 2007), 189–208, esp. 196–200; Zainab Bahrani, Rituals of War: The Body and
Violence in Mesopotamia (New York: Zone, 2008); and T. M. Lemos, “Shame and
Mutilation of Enemies in the Hebrew Bible,” JBL 125 (2006): 225–41.
24. See Mishnat R. El., 166 lines 7–10 where it suggests that the Saulides who were
chosen were actually complicit in the atrocities on the Gibeonites (as cited by Chavel,
“Compositry and Creativity,” 52 n. 86). According to Rabbi Huna, David chose those to
be sacrificed by bringing “. . . all of them past the ark. Any whom the ark held on to was
assigned [sic] to death, and any whom the ark did not hold on to was assigned to life.” Cf.
Yebamoth 79A.
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equals to keep treaties and promises one should not expect any less of
David’s expectations from those around him. Indeed, contextually, this
has a direct bearing on David’s sentencing to death the seven
descendants of Saul. There can be no doubt that the narrator wants the
reader to believe that David’s motive is one of rectifying a broken treaty
but what he leaves for the reader to ascertain is the criteria by which
David chose the particular descendants of Saul. It is this aspect of the
account that I feel scholars have long overlooked. The key verse in our
discussion is 2 Sam 21:8. The text reads,
ויקח המלך את־ׁשני בני רצפה בת־איה אׁשר ילדה לׁשאול את־ארמני ואת־מפבׁשת ואת־
חמׁשת בני מרב בת־ׁשאול אׁשר ילדה לעדריאל בן־ברזלי המחלתי
“So the king took the two sons of Rizpah, the daughter of Aiah, whom
she bore to Saul, Armoni and Mephibosheth, and five sons of Merab, the
daughter of Saul, whom she bore to Adriel, the son of Barzillai the
Meholathite.” (italics mine)
As can be seen from this reading I have opted to identify Saul’s
daughter as Merab and not Michal as preferred by the MT. The ancient
textual witnesses are split in their reading of either Michal or Merab in
this particular verse. 25 The classic argument for reading Michal instead
of Merab comes from J. J. Glüch.26 He suggests that Michal is the correct
reading instead of Merab and that the scribe was writing from memory
25. The textual issues of 2 Sam 21:1–14 have been debated elsewhere and need not be
rehearsed in detail here. For a full discussion of the textual variants in verse 8, see
McCarter, II Samuel, 439. The main textual issue of verse 8 is the interchange of the
names Merab ( )מרבand Michal ()מיכל. In two medieval Hebrew manuscripts, the LXXL,
the Syriac, and the Targums we find “Merab” whereas the MT and LXXB opt for
“Michal.” No less than four explanations have been offered to account for the
discrepancy. First, the fact that the father of the five sons of the woman in question is said
to be Adriel the Meholathite seems to be telling in light of 1 Sam 18:19 where Merab is
named as his wife, thus the alternate reading of Merab is preferable. Second, in the
Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 19b:9–26 the rabbis discuss this verse with Rabbi Joshua
suggesting that Michal raised the children of Merab after her death thus adopting them in
the same way Naomi adopted Ruth’s son, Obed (cf. Ruth 4:16–17). For further discussion
on the rabbinic interpretation of this text, see Shulamit Valler, “King David and ‘His’
Women: Biblical Stories and Talmudic Discussions,” in A Feminist Companion to
Samuel and Kings (ed. Athalya Brenner; Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic, 1994),
131–34. Third, some posit that Michal is in fact the correct reading. Cf. J.J. Glüch,
“Merab and Michal,” ZAW 77 (1965): 72–81. Fourth, Merab’s name was actually
“Michal-Merab.” Cf. Krummacher, David: King of Israel, 361.
26. Some scholars sidestep the whole issue by just listing the deceased as two sons and
five grandsons of Saul without making reference to which daughter of Saul is in question,
e.g., McKenzie, King David, 136.

210

Journal for the Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 1.2

and had confused Michal’s former husband with Merab’s. However, it
seems unlikely that the scribe would write out the entire name and family
associations of Adriel and then assign Michal as his wife. It seems more
likely that the scribe mistakenly added Michal instead of Merab.27
Nevertheless, Glüch propounds that David chose the sons of Michal for
execution in order to thwart any attempt by the Saulides to return to the
throne.28 This hardly seems a fitting response in light of David’s desire to
have Michal returned to him after the civil war of 2 Sam 2–3 (cf. esp. 2
Sam 3:14–16). He would have been fully aware that Michal had children
by her former marriage (if in fact Glüch is correct) and that they could be
a threat to him. Thus, why would he opt to bring them closer as
contenders for the throne through some form of a remarriage with
Michal? Glüch’s logic is not clear in this case. Moreover, as witnessed
by the choice of NASB, NIV, ESV, NLT, NRS and TNK translators,
most scholars now acknowledge that the correct reading is Merab. It is
from this consensus that I will move forward with Merab as opposed to
Michal as the correct reading.29 My arguments below will further
vindicate this choice.
DAVID’S CHOICE OF SAULIDES
We can separate David’s choice of Saulides into two categories: 1) the
two sons of Rizpah and 2) the five sons of Merab. Why he chose these
two women’s sons may be more telling than what at first meets the eye.
In choosing the five sons of Merab, David may have focused more on the
righting of past wrongs—a common theme highlighted at the end of
David’s life (we will develop this further below), while Rizpah’s sons
may have been a convenient way to meet the Gibeonites’ request while
still keeping his vow to Saul (cf. 1 Sam 24:22).

27. Another possibility is that the three letters of Merab and the four letters of Michal
(both starting with a mem) somehow became corrupted due to a scribal error.
28. Glüch, “Merab and Michal,” 81.
29. For example cf. Robert Pinsky, The Life of David (New York: Random House, 2005),
94; McCarter, II Samuel, 439; Halpern, David’s Secret Demons, 84, 314, (who follows
McCarter’s conclusions); C. F. Keil, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel (trans. James
Martin; Edinburgh: T & T Clark; 1866–91; repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001),
678; Ronald F. Youngblood, 1 & 2 Samuel (EBC 3; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1992), 1057; Anderson, 2 Samuel, 247; Peter R. Ackroyd, The Second Book of Samuel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 194, 198; and Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg,
I & II Samuel (4th ed.; trans. J. S. Bowden; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), 380.
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Rizpah’s Sons
David may have been using a technicality in succession rights when he
chose the two sons of Rizpah, a concubine of Saul. Choosing the children
of a concubine would have allowed David to keep his earlier vow to
Saul—namely that David would not cut off his offspring who could
succeed Saul to the throne (cf. 1 Sam 24:22). In 1 Sam 24 the context
leads one to believe that descendants who had a right to the throne is
what is in view when David made his vow to Saul.30 What is more, the
Chronicler’s failure to mention Rizpah’s children as “sons” of Saul (cf. 1
Chr 8:33; 9:39) seems to be in keeping with the view that the sons of a
concubine were not viewed as full “sons” who could inherit (cf. also
Judg 11:1–2). In this vein, even in Ugaritic literature rarely would a
concubine’s child be allowed to ascend to the throne ahead of a full
wife’s children.31 We see a perfect example of this in Judg 9 when
Abimelech usurps the kingship of Israel by killing all of Gideon’s full
sons.32 Also, note how Jephthah is mistreated by his brothers in Judg 11
because he is not a full son.33 It was only a military crisis and his half
brothers’ fear of the Ammonites which allowed Jephthah to become an
acceptable leader. Both of these accounts fall within the requisite time
period of the early monarchy and set a biblical precedent for our theory.34
Moreover, are we to believe that Saul’s sons Jonathan, Abinadab,
Malchishua, and Ishbosheth did not have sons before they died?35 We
30. See also a similar vow made by David to Jonathan in the context of David’s assured
future rise to the throne (1 Sam 20:13–16). The killing of contenders to the throne when a
dynasty changed hands or a new king came to the throne is present throughout the
Hebrew Bible. E.g., Abimelech’s killing of his brothers (Judg 9:5); Absalom’s attempted
destruction of David (2 Sam 15–18); Bathsheba’s fear of Adonijah (2 Kgs 1:11–12);
Zimri’s killing of Baasha and his family (1 Kgs 16:11); Jehu’s extermination of Ahab’s
family (2 Kgs 9–10); and Athaliah with the Judean royal line (2 Kgs 11:1).
31. Walton, et al., The IVP Bible Background Commentary, 365. And contra Chavel, who
suggests Rizpah’s children were heirs apparent to Saul’s throne (“Compositry and
Creativity,” 43).
32. The Hebrew term used in Judg 9:18 is “( אמהconcubine” or “female slave”) and also
appears in Exod 21:20, 26, 27 in the context of the proper treatment of slaves. Similarly,
the LXX uses the word παιδίσκης (“bondwoman”) in 9:18.
33. The phrase used here is “( בן־אׁשה זונהson of a woman of harlotry”).
34. This would be within one to two hundred years of David’s life depending on one’s
dating of the judges’ period (i.e., ca. 175 years vs. 300 years).
35. While this may be seen as an argument from silence, it seems impractical not to draw
such a conclusion, especially in light of their royal status as Saul’s sons. So too Cazelles,
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know for certain that Mephibosheth was a son of Jonathan and would
have been in line to the throne as the son of Saul’s eldest boy. And,
contra Cazaelles, we cannot assume that David had already killed the
sons of Abinadab, Malchishua, and Ishbosheth—the text is clearly silent
on this point.36 The author makes it clear that David would not kill Saul’s
descendants on a whim—David’s grief at the deaths of Saul and his sons
is more than a feigned sadness (cf. 2 Sam 1 and 4). Note that David’s
execution of both the Amalekite who took credit for killing Saul and
those who conspired against Ishbosheth bolsters this conclusion (cf. 2
Sam 1:14–15; 4:12).37
Finally, it is also possible that the author of 2 Sam may have
wanted the reader to question the legitimacy of Rizpah’s children to
begin with. It is no coincidence that the author notes that Abner had slept
with Rizpah after Saul’s death (cf. 2 Sam 3:7).Whichever option you
prefer, David’s choice of Rizpah’s children highlights the fact that David
easily could have been within the constraints of his vow.
Merab’s Sons
This still leaves us with the reasoning behind David’s choice of Merab’s
children. Why would David choose these Saulides and perhaps leave
those closer to the throne alive, if in fact his motive was to secure the
throne from contenders as some posit? Verse 7 may give us insight into
the mindset of David in this regard. In the context, the author tells us that

______________________________________________________
who insists that Saul’s sons must have had male offspring (“David’s Monarchy and the
Gibeonite Claim,” 172). Cazelles concludes (contra Glüch) that David did not need to
fear these few remaining descendants of Saul because the kingdom was already secure in
his hands. Also, an important grammatical feature in 21:6 is the phrase noting that the
Gibeonites wanted “( ׁשבעה אנׁשים מבניוseven men from his [Saul’s] sons”). Here one must
consider the possible partitive force of the min preposition on the word ( מבניוi.e., “from
his sons”). While one could argue for a min of “source,” the partitive nuance of the min
cannot be ruled out and appears to fit the context best. Thus, contra Campbell who
suggests that this was “all” of Saul’s sons, the Gibeonites asked for seven from among
them not “all” ( )כלof them. Cf. Antony F. Campbell, 2 Samuel (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2005), 189–90.
36. Cazelles, “David’s Monarchy and the Gibeonite Claim,” 172. Furthermore, contra
Brueggemann, Mephibosheth would have been more of a threat than the extended family
of Saul noted here in 21:1–14 especially in light of the claims of Ziba in 2 Sam 16:3
(First and Second Samuel, 337).
37. Some assert that David hired Ishbosheth’s assassins only later to have them killed
because he was complicit in the crime. However, the text makes no such claims nor does
it intimate such a connection. This is the typical argument used for the purpose of
painting David as a supposed tyrant and cold-blooded murderer.
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David spared Mephibosheth on account of the “oath of the LORD” (ׁשבעת
 )יהוהthat was between him and Jonathan.38 This oddly placed notation
gives the reader a possible clue as to David’s view of oath taking; viz.,
David keeps his vows where Saul had not. At least in the case of Merab,
David’s choice of her sons may be directly connected to Saul’s lack of
keeping his word or oaths to David (and others). Glaring examples
appear in both 1 Sam 19:6 and 26:17–25. In the former text, Saul makes
a vow ( )ׁשבעbefore Jonathan that he would not kill David whereas in the
latter case Saul promised not to hurt David. Yet Saul made every attempt
to kill David until he himself was killed by the Philistines (cf. 1 Sam 31).
It is obvious from these examples that Saul had a problem in keeping his
word and vows.39 These examples being noted, the most important
instance of Saul’s failure to live up to his vows is when he refused to
keep his word in giving Merab to David as a wife—not once, but twice
(cf. 1 Sam 17:25 and 18:17–19).40
In 1 Sam 17:25 the author intimates that Saul had made a twofold promise to the man who would kill Goliath: first, he promised he
would give his daughter to the victor as a wife, and second, he promised
to make that man’s family “free” ( )חפׁשיin Israel (cf. 1 Sam 17:25).41
Although Merab is not named directly in the text, the fact that she was
the oldest, as is noted later in 1 Sam 18:17, appears to be proof that she
was the one in view here (note Laban’s response to Jacob in Gen
29:26).42 Yet we see that this promise is not fulfilled when David kills
38. Many scholars have noted that 2 Sam 21 must have preceded 2 Sam 9. Cf., for
example, Perdue, “Is There Anyone Left of the House of Saul,” 75. However, it is
apparent that oath-taking/covenant is important in this portion of 2 Sam and it is for this
reason that the notation on David’s oath to Jonathan is being included here. See further
comments by Rost, The Succession Narratives, 66.
39. One could also note his rash vow in 1 Sam 14:24–45 where Saul promised to kill
anyone who ate during the battle with the Philistines. It was only the insistence of the
army that stopped Saul from killing Jonathan. Nonetheless, Saul still broke a vow made
before Yahweh.
40. Steussy asks the question as to whether there is any connection between 2 Sam 21:8
and 1 Sam 18:17–19 but stops short of answering her own question (David: Biblical
Portraits of Power, 74). On the other hand, David Jobling draws a direct correlation
between these two events (1 Samuel [Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative & Poetry;
Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1998], 183).
41. This no doubt refers to an exemption from taxation. So P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel
(AB 8; New York: Doubleday, 1980), 304.
42. Even though some simply note the possibility of this being a local custom, no clear
refutation has been offered that this was not in fact a wider reaching practice (see
comments by Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27—50:26 [NAC 1B; Nashville, TN:
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Goliath. Furthermore, to add insult to injury, not only is David not
rewarded with Merab,43 but later David has to protect his parents from
Saul’s murderous threats by spiriting them away to the land of Moab (1
Sam 22:3–4)—David and his family were far from being “free” in Israel.
In the second account of 1 Sam 18, Saul once again promises
Merab to David (this time explicitly). McCarter suggests that the reason
Saul did not give Merab to David at this time was because David rejected
the offer.44 McCarter’s opinion may have merit if it were not for the fact
that the text is silent on this and that David immediately accepted Saul’s
invitation to marry Michal after the bride price was negotiated (cf. 1 Sam
18:26). In the case of Merab, David may have been merely following
ANE negotiation protocol.45 He surely was not concerned about paying a
dowry because he had technically already paid it with his slaying of
Goliath and by his service to Saul as a victorious military leader (cf. 1
Sam 18:17).46 Moreover, it appears that David had indeed accepted
Saul’s offer to marry Merab according to the wording of the text. First

______________________________________________________
Broadman & Holman, 2005], 470). Furthermore, some have correctly noted the
similarities between 2 Sam 18:17 and Jacob’s marital issues with Leah and Rachel in Gen
29. Cf. Robert B. Lawton, “1 Samuel 18: David, Merob, and Michal,” CBQ 51 (1989):
423–25. For comments on Gen 29:26 cf. Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah
Commentary; New York: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 205; and Victor P.
Hamilton, who suggest this may have been only a “local custom” (The Book of Genesis
Chapters 18–50 [NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995], 263). See also rabbinic
comments concerning Laban’s deception and Leah’s response in Gen. Rab. 70.19.
43. So too Miscall, The Workings of Old Testament Narrative, 64.
44. McCarter, “The Historical David,” 120 n. 8.
45. Note the negotiations between Abraham and Ephron the Hittite in Gen 23:4–20 and
David with Araunah in 2 Sam 24:21–24. In both cases there is the initial willingness by
the one being approached with a request to respond with deference followed by a refusal
to accept the money being offered. In each case, however, the money offered for the land
is readily accepted.
46. Despite David’s slaying of Goliath, Saul still required that David fight valiantly for
him ( אך היה־לי לבן־חיל והּלחם מלחמֹות יהוהlit. “only be for me as a son of strength [i.e., a
“valiant man” or a “worthy man” see this latter rendering in 1 Kgs 1:52 by the NASB]
and fight the battles of Yahweh”) in order to receive Merab as a wife—something David
obviously did without actually getting Merab. Moreover, our assumption seems to be
correct based upon David’s willingness to provide a bride price for Michal but not for
Merab (see esp. 1 Sam 18:23 where David notes his “poor” status [ איׁש־רׁשlit. I am “a
poor man”] thus suggesting he could not “afford” Michal).
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Sam 18:19 seems to suggest that some arrangement had been made to
give Merab to David.47 The text reads,
ויהי בעת תת את־מרב בת־ׁשאול לדוד והיא נתנה לעדריאל המחלתי לאׁשה
“And it was when the time came to give Merab the daughter of Saul to
David that she was given to Adriel the Meholathite as a wife.”
Here it seems clear that Merab had indeed been promised to
David but once again Saul goes back on his word.48 Saul instead opts to
give his younger daughter, Michal, to David for the purpose of
entrapping him. The bride price entailed a potentially lethal request of
securing 100 foreskins from the Philistines. The difference between the
Merab and the Michal events is that David did indeed marry Michal.
However, Merab never became the rightful wife of David, even though
she was supposed to be—something that would not have sat well with
the now-powerful David. Therefore it is very likely that David never
accepted the marriage of Merab as lawful. This conclusion is bolstered
by David’s odd request when he became king in Hebron. He insisted that
Michal, his former wife, be returned to him, even though she was now
married (unlawfully?) to someone else (2 Sam 3:13–16). One could
conclude that had he actually married Merab, as he had Michal, he would
have requested her also.
It appears that David’s selection of Merab’s sons in 2 Sam 21:8
shows that he had not forgotten Saul’s broken vows concerning her.
While on the surface it may have appeared heartless for David to choose
the five sons of Merab for execution, in essence he may have seen them
as in some way “illegitimate” due to the fact Merab should have been his
wife—a woman for whom he had risked his life in battle (cf. 1 Sam
18:17). Again, if our connection between Rizpah and Abner is correct,
this illegitimacy motif finds further support. It appears that David took
the opportunity in the Gibeonite situation to rectify the past wrongs of
being denied Merab as a wife.

47. Contra Miscall, who suggests David consented to Merab’s marriage to Adriel (The
Workings of Old Testament Narrative, 84). The text is silent on this and implies just the
opposite.
48. So too the conclusion of Tony W. Cartledge, 1 & 2 Samuel (Macon, GA: Smyth &
Helwys, 2001), 232. Hertzberg points out that the Lucianic version of the LXX includes
the notation that Merab “feared” David (I & II Samuel, 161). This has been offered as a
possible reason for the marriage not going forward but this is certainly not noted here in
the MT.
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Those who suggest that this type of action does not accord with
the character of David need only view his final acts before his death.
David was not above holding a grudge or settling scores. We see the
reality of this in his instructions to Solomon while the aged king lay on
his deathbed. He directed Solomon to “act according to his wisdom”
( )ועׂשית כחכמתךregarding both Joab and Shimei who had wronged him in
the past (1 Kgs 2:5–6, 9 respectively). What is more, the very last words
of David which are recorded in 1 Kgs 2:9 are in fact the explicit
instructions to Solomon concerning Shimei who had “cursed” ( )קללhim
with a “violent curse” ()קללה נמרצת. We cannot be sure of the reason for
David’s change of heart in the matter of Shimei, for example, but it is
very possible that in his declining years, David recognized the inherent
dangers of allowing insurrection and treasonous actions to go
unchecked.49 Regardless of how one interprets these last commands,
David is not the one doing the executing, Solomon is.
Finally, the literary arrangement of 2 Sam 21–24 seems to help
answer another fundamental question as to the purpose of our pericope
within the chapters that follow. Beyond the practical purpose aimed
solely at David’s desire for justice and to correct broken promises, there
may also be a literary motivation rooted in Judean royal ideology.
THE LITERARY PURPOSE OF 2 SAM 21–24
The apparent lack of chronological ordering of the last four chapters of 2
Sam (often called an appendix), of which our text serves as the
introduction, is rooted in the literary purposes of the compiler. These
chapters served as a “mopping up” and preparation for Solomon’s rise to
the throne.50 What is more, scholars have also long struggled with the
placement of chapters 21–24 at the end of 2 Sam because of their
49. The narrative tension in this part of the story is evident. What is one to do with
David’s previous “pardon” granted, for example, to Shimei (cf. 2 Sam 19:23) and the
breach of this pardon here in 1 Kgs 2? Perdue insists that David has abandoned earlier
principles of ḥesed and forgiveness and warns Solomon that “only the use of merciless
power may effectively quell internal discord and create a united kingdom” (“Is There
Anyone Left of the House of Saul,” 74). Similarly, Steussy suggests that these acts prove
that David was a man who could not be trusted to keep his oaths (David: Biblical
Portraits of Power, 80, 82). However, there may be a better explanation based upon the
broken oaths of others not David’s. For example, we know from the text that even though
David told Solomon to vindicate him concerning Shimei, it was in fact the broken oath of
Shimei to Solomon that brought about his own death (cf. 1 Kgs 2:38–46). Therefore,
David in effect did keep his word about not killing Shimei.
50. R. P. Gordon also points out linguistic links in these passages (e.g., compare 21:14 to
24:25 and 21:17 to 22:29) (1 & 2 Samuel [Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1984], 95–96).
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apparent disruption of the Succession Narratives.51 Again, there is a
logical reason for the ordering as we now have it.52 It is clear that 2 Sam
21–24 serves as a fitting epilogue to David’s life while 1 Kgs 1–2 shows
the actual transition to Solomon’s rule.53 Moreover, the theme, “the
righting of past wrongs” finds parallels in both 2 Sam 21:1–14 and 1 Kgs
1–2. 54 It is clear that 2 Sam 21–24 brings David’s life to a close and sets
the stage for both the smooth transition of the kingship and the peaceful
reign of Solomon.55 Interestingly, some ancient textual witnesses even
continue 2 Sam up to 1 Kgs 2:12.56 While an in-depth discussion
concerning all the scholarly opinions about these chapters must be
reserved for another time, a few comments should suffice to bolster my
point.
To begin with, as noted above, 2 Sam 21:1–14 serves as David’s
chance to correct wrongs done by Saul to both him and the Gibeonites.
By this one act David and the Gibeonites are avenged, the land is
51. For example cf. Anderson, 2 Samuel, 248 and McCarter, II Samuel, 16–19. Scholars
have also noted the apparent chronological discrepancy for the placement of 2 Sam 21:1–
14 within the closing chapters of 2 Sam. Cf. Cartledge, 1 & 2 Samuel, 635–36. See the
text-critical discussion by Chavel, “Compositry and Creativity,” 45–50. See also the
suggested redaction process of our section as proposed by K. Budde, Die Bücher Samuel
erklärt (KHC 8; Tübingen and Leipzig: J. C. B. Mohr, 1902), 304 (as cited by Anderson,
2 Samuel, 248).
52. See comments on the thematic and concentric structure of these chapters by Gordon,
1 & 2 Samuel, 95. Contra Brueggemann, who suggests that chapters 21–24 are an
“intrusion” into the account of 2 Sam 20–1 Kgs (First and Second Samuel, 335).
53. Mordechai Cogan notes that the general consensus has concluded that the Succession
Narratives of 2 Sam 9–20 originally ended with 1 Kgs 1 and parts of 1 Kgs 2 (1 Kings
[AB 10: New York: Doubleday, 2000], 165). Note the work of German source critics on
the Succession Narratives who conclude that the block ends at 1 Kgs 2. Cf. Rost,
Succession Narratives, 66–67.
54. Concerning these closing chapters, Petersen comments that “the biblical writers have
presented to us a David whose laments are, ultimately, answered” (“Portraits of David,”
141).
55. The account of Adonijah’s bloodless coup is best seen as fulfilling the last part of
David’s self-imposed four-part judgment of 2 Sam 12:6. It is clear that David’s selfjudgment serves a rhetorical purpose throughout 2 Sam and 1 Kgs 1–2 and no doubt is
the main reason for the inclusion of many of the accounts in this portion of the
Deuteronomistic History. E.g., The death of the unnamed son of Bathsheba (2 Sam
12:19); Amnon’s death (2 Sam 13:29); Absalom’s coup and death (2 Sam 14–18 esp.
18:15); and Adonijah’s death at the hands of Solomon (1 Kgs 2:25).
56. So LXXL and Josephus’ beginning of Antiquities book 8 at the same place (as noted
by McCarter, II Samuel, 17).
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apparently now free from the curse of famine, Solomon’s throne is
secured from possible illegitimate Saulide contenders, and the Gibeonites
are now reconciled with Israel and indebted to David.57 Second, the
relating of the accounts concerning the defeats of the offspring of Goliath
(i.e., 2 Sam 21:15–22) serves as a fitting bookend or inclusio to David’s
military life. Here the author of 2 Sam brings to a close the military acts
of David by drawing attention to the greatest military action of David’s
life—the killing of Goliath (cf. 1 Sam 17). David’s life as a warrior is
praised by the author while pointing out that he was now at an age where
he could no longer go out to war (cf. 2 Sam 21:16–17); a new king is
thus needed to lead the people. At the same time this closing pericope in
2 Sam 21 paves the way for Solomon’s peaceful reign free from the
threats of the Philistine giants—something that had caused David’s
predecessor to be gripped with fear (cf. 1 Sam 17:11).
Third, chapters 22 and 23 are psalms/songs recounting Yahweh’s
deliverance of David from his enemies including Saul (cf. esp. vv. 1, 4,
18, 38–49). In verses 1–18 of chapter 22 the author recounts, in
theophanic and cosmological terms, the protection afforded David by his
God. Here David declares his “cleanness” ( ;ברvv. 21, 25) before
Yahweh because of his “blameless” ( ;תמיםvv. 26, 33) and “pure” ( ;בררv.
27) state. In light of these abundant blessings, protection, and his
righteous position before Yahweh, the aged king is ready to die in peace
and pass the torch to his descendants (cf. 22:50).
Chapter 23, already assigned the phrase, “the last words of
David” in verse 1, is another song of David (vv. 1–7). In typical
Deuteronomistic style, the book of Samuel draws to a close with the final
words of Israel’s greatest leader of this period. Both Deuteronomy and
Joshua end in similar fashion.58 The author clearly desired the reader to
57. Gibeon appears to have been neutral in the civil war between Ishbosheth and David
(cf. 2 Sam 2 and 20:8). There can be no doubt that this act solidified an important
political bond between the Gibeonites and David and ultimately Solomon. It is no
coincidence that Solomon chooses to worship at the high place at Gibeon (cf. 1 Kgs 3; 2
Chr 1). Interestingly, a Gibeonite soldier (Ishmaiah), was over David’s thirty mighty men
(cf. 1 Chr 12:4).
58. McCarter correctly notes that the material in chapters 21–24 accrued in this order at a
very early date and does in fact reflect the typical modus operandi of ancient biblical
authors to place poems and “miscellaneous materials” before the death of the leader in
question (cf. Jacob’s words in Gen 49:1–27; Moses’ words in Deut 31–33) (II Samuel,
17). To this we also add Joshua’s words in Josh 23–24. See also the conclusions of
Martin Noth, The Deuteronomistic History (trans. J. Doull, et al.; JSOTSup 15; Sheffield,
England: JSOT, 1981), 35. So too Gordon J. Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament: A
Guide to the Pentateuch (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 124. Wenham notes,
“These farewells typically review what God has done in the dying hero’s lifetime, make
predictions about the future, and urge their successors to be loyal to God.”
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draw these connections. It is also in chapter 23 (cf. vv. 8–39) where we
find the extended list of David’s mighty men ( )גבריםand their acts of
deliverance on behalf of the house of Israel. The extended list of chapter
23, while at first glance appearing to have no contextual purpose,
actually serves two immediate functions: first to praise the men who
faithfully served and fought alongside of David and second, to alert the
reader that David was leaving his throne and son under the protection of
a well-qualified bodyguard.59 This reading is supported by the mention of
David’s “mighty men” ( )גבוריםin 1 Kgs 1:8 who sided with Solomon
instead of Adonijah during Adonijah’s bid for the throne (cf. also 1 Kgs
1:10).
Next, while chapter 24 has often been paralleled with one of the
themes of 21:1–14 (i.e., the cessation of a plague/curse through
sacrifices), it still serves at least two rhetorical functions for the
compiler. First, it presents Yahweh’s chance to right the wrongs he has
suffered at the hands of the Israelites (cf. 24:1).60 With Yahweh’s anger
abated against Israel, Solomon can embark upon a peaceful reign with no
fear that Yahweh will lash out against him for the past sins of the people.
The author’s notation in 1 Kgs 4:24–25, which states that there was
peace on every side, brings poignancy to this assertion. Moreover, the
notice in verse 25 that every man would dwell under his fig tree in safety
recalls the idyllic prophetic perspective of the eschaton (cf. Mic 4:4).
Second, we see that 2 Sam 24 further establishes Jerusalem as the place
of Yahweh’s mercy and the future site of the temple (cf. 24:16–25).
Araunah’s threshing floor serves as the ideal place for the temple as later
noted by the Chronicler (cf. 2 Chr 3:1).61
The actual transition of power is recorded in 1 Kgs 1:1–2:9. Here
we find David’s final words to Bathsheba, Nathan, and Solomon. These
chapters also present a setting-in-order of the final particulars of the
dying king (mostly enacted by Solomon)—a return to the motif of 2 Sam
59. ANE bodyguards were often made up of those loyal to the king alone, both foreign
and native born (e.g., 1 Sam 28:2). This was often the case of the Praetorian Guard under
the Caesars (cf. William A. Simmons for notes on the presence of German soldiers
among the Praetorian Guard [Peoples of the New Testament World (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 2008), 238–61 esp. 239, 244]). The NIV translators capture best the
essence of the Hebrew in 1 Kgs 1:8 by rendering  הגבוריםas “special guard.”
60. We can only speculate about what the sin of the people was which angered Yahweh
to the point of inciting David to number the people. It is possible that it may have been
connected to their treatment of Yahweh’s anointed king during the coup of Absalom (cf.
2 Sam 15–18).
61. So too Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 96.
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21:1–14. Rivals to the throne are killed (i.e., Adonijah and possibly Joab)
and the wrongs done to David by Shimei and Joab are resolved by their
respective executions.62 Interestingly, Joab’s siding with Adonijah
appears to have been the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.
David knew that his old deceptive general was not to be trusted with his
young son on the throne, thus the order for his execution was issued.63
A FINAL NOTE ON HISTORICAL-CULTURAL CONTEXT
It is worth noting that David’s actions in preparing the throne for his son
are nothing new in light of similar ANE protocol, especially when
viewed alongside of the Chronicler’s rendition of Israel’s history. Of
course, whether or not the compiler of the text was making a formcritical connection to similar ANE throne transitions cannot be known
conclusively. What is certain, however, is that historically, formal
ceremonies often involving the swearing of allegiances and detailed
preparations played a key part in the transfer of power to the next
generation.64 This is especially true of kings who were afforded the
opportunity to make such arrangements before their natural demise
(many kings died prematurely in battle or through intrigue65).
One glaring example of this practice occurs during the NeoAssyrian Empire with Sennacherib’s son, Esarhaddon (681–669 B.C.E.).
Esarhaddon took great pains to ensure that the transition of power in
Assyria and Babylon went smoothly for his sons Ashurbanipal and
Samash-shum-ukin respectively.66 Specifically, Esarhaddon made sure
62. Shimei is executed after the death of David, but the wheels are set in motion to this
end before David dies.
63. Joab is executed on account of his penchant for murdering innocent men (i.e., Abner
and Amasa, cf. 2 Sam 3:27 and 20:10 respectively). David had no doubt delayed this act
due to practical military purposes.
64. Moses’s transfer of power to Joshua is a prime example of this in the OT even though
they were technically not “kings” or related (cf. Num 27:18–23; Deut 31). Jehoiada’s
actions toward Joash are also telling of the planning made by the priest on behalf of the
deceased king, Ahaziah (2 Kgs 11). Jehoiada caused the military leaders (i.e., his
bodyguard) to swear allegiance to Joash (vv. 4–12).
65. In the biblical text, Saul (1 Sam 31) and Josiah (2 Kgs 23:29) are examples, whereas
prominent parallels in the ANE are Sennacherib who was killed through intrigue and
Alexander the Great who died from disease without an heir.
66. R. Frankena, “The Vassal-treaties of Esarhaddon and the Dating of Deuteronomy,” in
Oudtestamentische Studiën 14 (Leiden: Brill, 1965), 122–54 esp.123–24 and “Vassaltreaties of Esarhaddon,” translated by Erica Reiner (ANET, 537–41 esp. lines 283–669).
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that vassal kings swore allegiance to his sons while he was still alive.67
Interestingly, the Chronicler develops a similar picture as that recorded
in the Assyrian annals when he presents all the leaders of Israel swearing
allegiance to their new king Solomon under the watchful eye of David
(cf. 1 Chr 29:1, 20–24). In light of this connection, it should be of no
surprise that David made sure that all the “loose ends” were tied up,
allowing for the smooth transition of power to Solomon. After all, David
lived in an ANE context of covenant, curses, and vows that cannot be
divorced even from the theological biases of our Text.
CONCLUSION
We could adopt the conclusions of many modern thinkers that David’s
darker side is clearly visible in 2 Sam 21:1–14. However, this
perspective is an oversimplification of a complex rhetorical purpose of
the compiler by appealing to modern scholarly presuppositions and
theories. It is very likely in light of our discussion above that David is
acting within the context of ANE treaties and within his legal rights as a
wronged and lied-to man. David is not seeking to hand over to the
Gibeonites just any of Saul’s sons, but rather is acting in a calculated
manner based upon past faults suffered at the hand of Saul—2 Sam 22:1
hints at this long-standing grudge/struggle. At the same time we can
soundly propose that the compiler of these closing chapters is also
showing that David, as a shrewd monarch, has both prepared and
removed any obstacles to the smooth transition to Solomon’s peaceful
reign. In bypassing chronological concerns of the text, the compiler is
showing that David’s and Solomon’s external and internal enemies are
subdued, the land is free from the curses of the Saulide regime, and
Yahweh is at peace with his people. Yes, David may at first glance
appear to be exhibiting his darker side, but in essence there is a greater
rhetorical purpose in play—David, Israel’s greatest king, is a shrewd
leader and father. The author of this material makes it clear, as he has
throughout, that David may not be a perfect man but he does follow after
God’s own heart (cf. 2 Sam 22). For the modern reader perhaps it is best
to take Steussy’s words to heart when viewing David in these closing
chapters. She concludes, “Our glimpses of David’s heart have shown us
a man more worldly-wise, more fallible, and considerably less pious [. . .

67. Nine extant copies of the Esarhaddon treaty commemorating this event have been
found, listing no less than eight rulers who swore allegiance to the new rulers. See ANET,
534 n. 1.
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]. What has been lost in admirability, however, has been gained in
believability. David’s heart looks remarkably like anyone else’s.”68

68. Steussy, David: Biblical Portraits of Power, 70.
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Archaeological findings have added greatly to the credibility of
Josephus’s citations of Tyrian records, in particular the list of Tyrian
kings and their lengths of reign from 1000 to 786 B.C. and then from
593 to 532 B.C. Considerable skepticism remains, however, regarding
the accuracy of another chronological datum that Josephus found in
the Tyrian records, namely that Tyre was (re)founded 240 years before
construction began on Solomon’s temple. The present study cites
Pompeius Trogus/Justin and other classical authors that placed the
refounding of Tyre immediately before the end of the Trojan War, thus
bringing into harmony the date given in the Parian Marble for the fall
of Troy, 1208 B.C., with the date for Tyre’s refounding as calculated
from Josephus. Essential to this reasoning is the argument for the
independence of the various sources that date these two events to the
last decade of the 13th century B.C. Their independence, yet essential
agreement, is compared to the weakness of the reasoning for the
traditional date of 1183 B.C. for the end of the Trojan War. The
precision of these various arguments is based on the firmness of the
regnal dates of Solomon and his successors, as derived from biblical
texts.
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ISSUES RAISED BY COUCKE’S SUCCESS IN DERIVING
CHRONOLOGICAL BENCHMARKS OF ISRAEL’S
KINGDOM PERIOD FROM CLASSICAL SOURCES
An article published in 20101 presented the innovative approach of
Valerius Coucke in determining chronological benchmarks in the
histories of the Hebrew kingdoms.2 The article highlighted Coucke’s
extensive knowledge of classical authors, and his use of that knowledge
to establish two fixed dates in the Hebrew kingdom period: the end of the
Judean monarchy in 587 B.C. and the beginning of construction on
Solomon’s temple in 967 B.C.
In Coucke’s methodology, the date for the destruction of
Jerusalem by the Babylonians was set by determining from Ptolemy’s
Canon the accession year for Amel-Marduk (the biblical EvilMerodach), and then referring to 2 Kgs 25:27, Jer 52:31, and Ezek 33:21
to place the fall of Jerusalem 25 years earlier, in the summer of 587 B.C.
Subsequent archaeological findings have verified the basic soundness of
this approach. More surprising was Coucke’s reference to the Tyrian
King List found in Menander/Josephus3 as one of two methods used to
determine that construction began on Solomon’s temple in the spring of
967 B.C. After this derivation was done from classical sources, Coucke
referred to the biblical data in 1 Kgs 6:1 and 11:42 to date Solomon’s last
year to 932t.4 These dates for Solomon, one year earlier than Thiele’s,
1. Rodger C. Young, “The Parian Marble and Other Surprises from Chronologist V.
Coucke,” AUSS 48 (2010): 225–49.
2. V. Coucke, “Chronologie des rois de Juda et d’Israël,” RBén 37 (1925): 325–64; idem,
“Chronologie biblique” in Supplément au Dictionnaire de la Bible, ed. Louis Pirot, vol. 1
(Paris: Librairie Letouzey et Ané, 1928), cols. 1245–79. An annotated English translation
of the latter is available from www.rcyoung.org/papers.html (cited 8 May 2012). Valerius
Coucke was chief librarian at the Grootseminarie Brugge (Grand Séminaire de Bruges) in
the 1920s. After the AUSS article cited above was written, the seminary’s present chief
librarian, the Reverend Stefaan Franco, was contacted for further information about
Coucke. This was kindly provided after a search of parish records and records of the
seminary. This information was used to create a page in Wikipedia containing what is
known about Coucke’s life (entry “Valerius Coucke”). A search by Reverend Franco for
other publications of Coucke found nothing beyond the two articles cited.
3. Ag. Ap. 1.17/108; 1.18/117–126.
4. A year determined by the calendar of the southern kingdom, in which regnal years
began in the fall month of Tishri, is represented by the B.C. year in which the regnal year
started followed by a small ‘t’. For the northern kingdom, the regnal year started in Nisan
and a year reckoned by this calendar would be represented by the B.C. year followed by a
small ‘n’.
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agree with the dates calculated for Solomon in a 2003 Journal for the
Evangelical Theological Society article,5 where the reasoning was based
on different criteria; Coucke’s contributions in this matter were not
known at the time. Coucke also assumed that the division of the kingdom
took place after the midpoint of the year 932t, so that he dated the
division of the kingdom to sometime after Nisan 1 of 931 B.C. and before
Nisan 1 of 930 B.C.
Coucke’s date for the division of the kingdom is in exact
agreement with the date that Thiele derived some years later from
Assyrian and biblical data. Thiele was unaware of Coucke’s research
when he initially published his findings. Also unaware of Coucke’s work
were several scholars who later used the Tyrian King List in the same
way that Coucke did to derive the date for the beginning of construction
of Solomon’s temple. Their studies followed the publication, in 1951, of
an Assyrian inscription showing that the List’s figure of 143 years from
when Hiram of Tyre sent material for the construction of the temple until
Dido’s departure from Tyre, after which she founded Carthage in North
Africa, were consistent with Dido’s departure in 825 B.C.6 These later
scholars agreed that the Tyrian data gave the date of 968/67 for the start
of temple construction. Although this was the same date that Coucke had
derived from the Tyrian King List in the 1920s, no reference was made
to his work. Coucke had been forgotten.
A slight refinement should be made to the work of Coucke and
the later scholars who correlated Tyrian chronology with the date when
construction began on Solomon’s temple. Josephus relates that Tyrian
records show that it was in Hiram’s eleventh year (so Ant. 8.3.1/62), or
twelfth year (so Ag. Ap. 1.18/126), that construction began on the temple.
(Since Against Apion is a later work that the Antiquities, the twelfth year
should be preferred.7) The Bible gives a precise date for the beginning of
construction: it was the second of Ziv (Iyyar) in the fourth year of
5. Rodger C. Young, “When Did Solomon Die?” JETS 46 (2003): 589–603.
6. See the discussion, with citation of the relevant studies, in Rodger C. Young, “Three
Verifications of Thiele’s Date for the Beginning of the Divided Kingdom,” AUSS 45
(2007): 179–87. These studies, along with the archaeological finds on which they were
based, have been instrumental in verifying the historicity of Dido (also called Elissa),
who had been considered as an entirely mythical figure by some classicists.
7. The twelfth year is also to be preferred because Josephus, in Ag. Ap. 1.18/126, says
that it was in the twelfth year of Hiram’s reign that Temple construction began, and also
that Hiram began to reign 155 years and eight months before the foundation of Carthage
while the building of the Temple in Jerusalem began 143 years and eight months before
the foundation of Carthage. The redundancy in Josephus’s account has safeguarded the
figures given (the 155 years, the 143 years, and their difference as 12 years) from the
errors of copyists.
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Solomon (1 Kgs 6:1; 2 Chr 3:2), that is, in the spring of 967 B.C.8
However, it seems likely that this is not exactly what would have been
commemorated in the Tyrian archives. For Tyrian recorders, writing
from a Tyrian standpoint, the date of interest would be when the rafts of
logs and carts or shiploads of stone were dispatched from Tyre or from
its holdings on the mainland. This material must have been delivered to
the site before construction work began. But sending rafts of logs by sea
is a risky business, not to be undertaken during the winter months, and
probably not in the early spring either. Although it could be argued that
the Tyrians invented just-in-time delivery by sending their log flotillas to
the shore of Israel in late winter or very early spring, 9 hoping that the
following overland journey would get the material there just before the
second of Ziv, it is more reasonable to assume that the rafts were
assembled and sent during the summer or early fall of the preceding year,
before the storms of October/Tishri (Acts 27:9). That the assembly of
materials took place well before the start of construction is indicated by
the account of preparation for building the temple given in 1 Chr 29:1–9,
where v. 2 specifically mentions the collection beforehand of timber as
well as a great quantity of fine stone and marble. It is therefore
reasonable to assume that the Tyrian accounts cited by Josephus recorded
the dispatch date of the material (timber and fine stone), rather than the
date that construction began on the temple.10 If the log rafts and carts of
8. Thiele’s chronology would give the spring of 966 B.C., but his choice of putting
Solomon’s death after Tishri 1 of 931 B.C. instead of in the months preceding Tishri 1
(but still preserving 931n as the year of division of the kingdom) led to a one-year
discrepancy in the reigns of the first rulers of the southern kingdom that was never
reconciled in his publications. See the discussion in Young, “Three Verifications,” 169–
72. Recent publications that include this one-year correction for the reigns of Solomon
through Athaliah, thus placing the start of temple construction in the spring of 967 B.C.,
include Bryant G. Wood, “The Rise and Fall of the 13th-Century Exodus-Conquest
Theory,” JETS 48 (2005): 477, 488; Douglas Petrovich, “Amenhotep II and the
Historicity of the Exodus Pharaoh,” MSJ 17 (2006): 83; Leslie McFall, “The Chronology
of Saul and David,” JETS 53 (2010): 533 (chart); Andrew E. Steinmann, From Abraham
to Paul: A Biblical Chronology (St. Louis: Concordia, 2011), 133–34, 138.
9. A likely Julian date for the second of Iyyar in 967 B.C. is April 18/19 (see a calculation
of this type in footnote 30).
10. Katzenstein cannot believe that the building of Solomon’s temple would have been
mentioned in the state archives of Tyre (H. Jacob Katzenstein, The History of Tyre from
the Beginning of the Second Millennium B.C.E. until the Fall of the Neo-Babylonian
Empire in 538 B.C.E. [Jerusalem: Schocken Institute, 1973], 82–3). Such skepticism is
unwarranted. Phoenician merchant-princes were very interested in the inventory of
material sent to their customers and the date of sending, as shown in the records retrieved
from his archives by Zakar-Baal, prince of Byblos, a little over a century before the time
of Hiram (ANET 27).

YOUNG & STEINMANN: Correlation of Select Classical Sources

227

stone were dispatched in the summer preceding Ziv/Iyyar of 967 B.C.,
this would synchronize Hiram’s twelfth year with Solomon’s third year,
not with his fourth year (the year in which temple construction began).11
The regnal years of Hiram were probably reckoned from Tishri,
similar to those of Solomon.12 Coucke observed that in the time of
Solomon, Hebrew month names were identical to Phoenician month
names, so it was logical to assume that Tyre began its regnal year at the
same time as did Jerusalem, on the first of Tishri. Coucke’s assumption
in this matter has found support in records from Ugarit, where a yearly
coronation ritual was observed on the first of Tishri.13 According to W.
F. Albright, there was a common Canaanite/Phoenician culture,
including artifacts, language, religion, and customs, from Ugarit in the
north to Southern Palestine,14 so that it is to be expected that Tyre
observed the same calendar as did Ugarit. This is one of several areas
where Coucke’s theories, seemingly somewhat bold when propounded in
the 1920s, were verified by later research and archaeological findings.
Assuming then that the logs to aid in building Solomon’s temple
were sent several months before construction began in order to avoid the
winter and early spring storms in the Mediterranean, the year that the
rafts of logs were dispatched would be 969t. From this date as a starting
point, the Tyrian data cited in Josephus gives the time when Dido fled
from her brother Pygmalion, 143 years later,15 as (969t – 143) = 826t.
This is in agreement with the statement of the Roman author Pompeius
Trogus (18.6.9) that placed Dido’s flight (which he or his epitomizer
Justin conflated with her founding of Carthage16) in the year beginning
11. The assumption that the Tyrians sent their material to Jerusalem in the same year that
temple construction began has been implicit in all studies that tied the Tyrian King List to
the chronology of the reign of Solomon. This includes the two most recent studies
(Young, “Three Verifications,” 186; idem, “The Parian Marble and Other Surprises,”
235).
12. For the demonstration that Judah’s regnal year began in Tishri, see Edwin R. Thiele,
The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings (3d ed.; Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan/Kregel, 1983), 51–2.
13. KTU 1.41:50–55.
14. W. F. Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of Israel (New York: Doubleday,
1969), 71–2, 114–18; idem, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan (New York: Doubleday,
1969, p. 115).
15. Ag. Ap. 1.17/108, 1.18/117–126.
16. The date usually given for the founding of Carthage is that of Timaeus, 814 B.C. J. M.
Peñuela has argued, based on ancient texts describing Dido’s activities after she left Tyre
but before the people of North Africa granted her permission to build a city, that eleven
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on March 1, 825 B.C., 72 years before the founding of Rome on April 21
of 753 B.C., as measured by the early Roman March-based calendar. The
overlap of these two calendar systems, the Tyrian and the Roman, places
Dido’s flight at some time between March 1 and the first day of Tishri,
825 B.C.17
The year in which Hiram sent material for building the temple in
Jerusalem can be used to calculate another date used by Coucke, namely
the year Tyre was refounded.18 According to Tyrian records as cited in
Josephus (Ant. 8.3.1/62), this happened 240 years before the Tyrians
helped Solomon build the temple, in the eleventh year of Hiram. As
mentioned above, Josephus made a correction in his later work Against
Apion, stating that Tyre’s aid was given in Hiram’s twelfth year, so a
corresponding correction would make this the 241st year of the
refounded city of Tyre. The rebuilding of Tyre then may be dated to
(969t + 240) = 1209t or (969t + 241) = 1210t. Pompeius Trogus/Justin
(18.3.5) related that Troy fell one year after Tyre was built, which would
place the fall of Troy in either 1208t or 1209t, assuming a fall-based
calendar.19 The latter of these years agrees with the Parian Marble’s date
for the fall of Troy: June of 1208 B.C.
Except for a cursory introduction given in the 2010 AUSS article,
later scholarship has failed to deal with Coucke’s use of this information

______________________________________________________
years elapsed between her flight and the foundation (or possibly, dedication) of the city,
thus explaining the apparent discrepancy between Trogus and Timaeus in this matter. J.
M. Peñuela, “La Inscripción Asiria IM 55644 y la cronología de los reyes de Tiro,”
Sefarad 14 (1954): 28–29 and nn. 164–67.
17. For authors who assumed that the 143 years are measured from when construction
actually began on the temple in Jerusalem, the years would be measured from 968t and
the overlap with the 72-year figure of Pompeius Trogus would place Dido’s flight in the
period from Tishri 1 of 825 B.C. to the last day of February, 824 B.C.
18. Supplément, col. 1251. Coucke’s reasoning was the reverse of what is found here,
because for him the date that needed to be calculated was the date when construction
began on Solomon’s temple, which he could then use as his starting place in providing
the years of the Hebrew kingdom period. For additional details, including the discussion
of the refounding of Tyre as a consequence of the Sea People invasion in the reign of
Pharaoh Merenptah, see Young, “The Parian Marble and Other Surprises,” 232–35.
19. Justin’s epitome gives no date for either event (the fall of Troy or the founding of
Tyre) in terms of ancient chronologies, merely stating that the king of Ashkelon defeated
the Sidonians, and the Sidonians then “took to their ships and founded the city of Tyre
the year before the fall of Troy.” It can be demonstrated that some of the chronological
schemes in Trogus/Justin are incorrect, but the simple statement that one event took place
a year before another event can be true, and remembered correctly, even though the
author may not have known the correct absolute chronology for either event. Another,
apparently independent, source that also places the fall of Troy one year after the
founding of Tyre will be discussed below.
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that connects an entry in the Parian Marble with the date when Tyre sent
aid for the building of Solomon’s temple. Coucke used as his starting
place the Parian Marble’s date for the fall of Troy and went on from
there, using only classical sources and no biblical data, to say that the
year in which Hiram of Tyre sent aid to Solomon to start building the
temple must fit in the narrow time range of 969 to 967 B.C. As shown
above, this agrees with the date derived from the Tyrian King List, as
measured upward from Dido’s fleeing Tyre in 825 B.C. It also agrees
with the dates of Solomon derived from Assyrian and biblical sources by
later scholars who were not aware of Coucke’s work. However,
Coucke’s logic relied on the Parian Marble’s date for the end of the
Trojan War, which is 25 years earlier than the date of Eratosthenes that
was widely accepted by ancient writers after the time of Eratosthenes and
Apollodorus (i.e., after the beginning of the first century B.C.).
Eratosthenes’ date was also widely accepted by modern classical
scholars until quite recently, so that Katzenstein wrote as late as 1973,
“The date of 1183, established by Eratosthenes of Alexandria, is now
almost generally accepted (CAH I [1970], 246-247).”20 The disagreement
with the popular date given for Troy’s fall may account for the oblivion
into which Coucke’s argument fell. To his contemporaries, Coucke’s
choice of the Parian Marble’s chronology for the Trojan War, versus the
more commonly accepted chronology, must have seemed entirely
arbitrary and not worthy of comment.
Is there any evidence that the Parian Marble’s date for the end of
the Trojan War is more credible than that of Eratosthenes? The first
evidence in favor of the Parian Marble is the observation that by starting
with the Marble’s date, Coucke was able to derive a date for the
beginning of construction on Solomon’s temple that has proved to be
correct.21 This by itself is a cogent argument, since if the Marble’s date
were wrong, it is difficult to explain how Coucke could derive a correct
and quite precise result when using it as his starting point. Could it be
that Eratosthenes’s date relies on arbitrary assumptions and so is suspect,
20. History of Tyre, 61, n. 94. However, such confidence in the date of an event in the
second millennium B.C., as derived from Greek or Roman sources, has now been replaced
by a general skepticism about the reliability of any information in Greek or Roman
sources that purports to describe events in the sixth century B.C. or earlier (Alden
Mosshammer, The Chronicle of Eusebius and Greek Chronographic Tradition [London,
1979], 92–93).
21. Or, in reverse order, it may be said that the information in Josephus about the years
from the founding of Tyre until Tyre sent aid for the building of Solomon’s temple, plus
the statement of Pompeius Trogus that Troy fell one year after Tyre was founded, is an
independent means of calculating the fall of Troy, one that agrees with the date given for
that event in the Parian Marble.
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rather than the Parian Marble’s date? Both sides of this question need to
be examined: “Any study therefore that seeks to establish the Parian
Marble’s date over the commonly accepted date needs to consider the
question of the Parian Marble’s overall trustworthiness. Sources such as
the Canons of Eusebius that are used to justify the 1183 date should also
be examined for their credibility. The issues involved are somewhat
complex, and the fuller discussion that they require has been relegated to
a separate article.”22 The remainder of the present study addresses this
double-sided question.
THE PARIAN MARBLE
Nature of the Marble’s Text: Format and Genre
The Parian Marble is essentially a chronological list that dates past
events in terms of the years they happened before the base date of the
tablet. The base date is written in the form 264/63 B.C. on the University
of Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum Web site.23 In the extant portions of the
text, each of the 107 entries includes two items of information related to
the listed event: the number of years before the base date and the name of
the king or archon who was ruling in Athens at the time. The only
exceptions are that in nine entries, the place where the name of the
archon or king is expected is no longer readable, and in 14 entries the
space for the statement about the number of elapsed years has similarly
been effaced. This strongly implies that the ultimate source of the
information in the Parian Marble was the state archives of Athens, where
it would be expected that an annalistic recording of events would list the
kingship or archonship in which an event occurred, along with some
more exact indication of the year. Athens apparently was keeping an
AUC type calendar that measured the years from some event, probably
the beginning of the kingship under Cecrops. From these years, the
author of the Parian Marble calculated the time from his “present” date
back to the date of the event being described. The Athenian provenance
of the information in the tablet is important to keep in mind when its
dates for the Trojan War are compared with the dates derived from the
22. Young, “The Parian Marble and Other Surprises,” 236. The title of the current followup article has been changed from what was initially proposed in order to delineate more
exactly the thesis that is being presented.
23. Text of the surviving portions of the Parian Marble is available at the Ashmolean
Museum Web site (“Parian Marble,” n.p. [cited 8 May 2012] www.ashmolean
.org/ash/faqs/q004/q004006. html).
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Tyrian King List and Pompeius Trogus/Justin above, and from other
Asiatic sources below. If the Tyrian, other Asiatic, and Athenian sources
are independent, and if they agree on the date of the Trojan War, that
would be strong evidence in favor of the factuality of the date that they
supply.
Statement of Sources in the Heading Text of the Marble
That the ultimate source of the information in the Parian Marble was the
state archives of Athens seems to be contradicted by the restoration of
the first line of the tablet given on the Ashmolean Web site. The English
interlinear translation, with text that is restored by conjecture indicated
by square brackets, is as follows:
[From] al[l the records and general accounts] I have
recorded [the previous times], beginning from Cecrops
becoming first king of Athens, until [____]uanax was
archon in Paros, and Diognetus in Athens.
However, the restoration of the effaced first phrase as “[From] al[l the
records and general accounts] I have recorded . . .” is intrinsically not
plausible. The Greek source is “[ἐξ ἀναγραφῶ]ν (?) παν[τοί]ον [καὶ
ἱστοριῶν κοι]νῶν (?) ἀνέγραψα...” The ἐξ of the conjectural restoration is
reasonable because in this genre of writing we expect the author to report
“from” where he got his information. What is dubious, however, is the
restoration of the first part of the word ending in -νῶν so as to give
κοινῶν—“common, general, ordinary,” which the Ashmolean Web site
extrapolates to “general accounts.” The writer of an annalistic history
that professes to give exact dates for events would not assure readers of
his credibility by saying that his information was derived from the
“common” folklore. He would instead do as Josephus did when
presenting information regarding Hiram and the history of Tyre.
Josephus declared that his account was authentic because it was drawn
from the state archives of Tyre, as translated into Greek by Menander
and Dius. For the Parian Marble, such reassurance would be given if the
original word, for which the genitive plural ending -νῶν has survived,
was not κοινῶν, but Ἀθηνῶν, preceded by the ἀναγραφῶν and ἱστοριῶν
of the Ashmolean restoration: all the public records and histories of
Athens.24 The construction “of Athens” is found in the next phrase of the
24. In classical Greek, “Athens” is a plural noun. Felix Jacoby is apparently the source of
the Ashmolean’s restoration of –νῶν to κοινῶν (Das Marmor Parium [Berlin:
Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1904], vii.)
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introductory text, and “king of Athens” occurs throughout the rest of the
tablet, down to the time when the archonship began in 684/83 B.C . The
phrase “records of Athens” is thus in keeping with the common mode of
expression of the author. The introductory phrase should be restored as
follows:
[From] al[l the public records and histories of Ath]ens I
have recorded [the previous times], beginning from
Cecrops becoming first king of Athens, until
[____]uanax was archon in Paros, and Diognetus in
Athens.
This restoration gives the assurance of credibility that we expect in the
author’s introductory sentence. It is also in keeping with the content and
annalistic style of what follows. The Parian Marble is essentially a
transcript of selected records drawn from the official archives of the city
of Athens. Its credibility ultimately rests on the credibility of those
archives.
But is it possible that Athens was keeping a written record of
events that extended back to 1582/81 B.C., the date of the Parian
Marble’s first entry? This would seem to be contradicted by the
conventional understanding of the “Dark Ages” that followed the
collapse of Mycenaean civilization in about 1120 B.C. and lasted for two
and one-half centuries. The lack of Greek inscriptions that can be dated
to this period has led to the assumption that all literacy had been lost. If
that were the case, it would be in conflict with the idea that the Parian
Marble’s dates related to this period and earlier are derived from “the
public records and histories of Athens.” That Athens could not have had
written records during the Greek Dark Ages is essentially an argument
from silence, and therefore a weak argument. It should be remembered
that an earlier argument from silence held that the Greeks had no literary
abilities at all before the middle of the eighth century B.C. This consensus
was shattered in 1952, when Michael Ventris deciphered the Linear B
script that was in use from about 1400 B.C. to 1200 B.C., showing that its
language was Greek. We learn from the examples of Linear B and Linear
A that if writing was known in Athens as early as the 16th century B.C.,
the writing would not have been in an alphabetic script, such as the
Greeks adapted from the Phoenicians, or some other West Semitic
source, in the eighth century.
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Some Selected Dates Given by the Parian Marble
As mentioned above, the “base date” of the Parian Marble, the year from
which all entries are dated in terms of the elapsed number of years, is
generally written as 264/63 B.C. In keeping with what has been said
about the source of the Marble’s information, it may be assumed that the
underlying calendar on which these dates are based is the archoncalendar that was used in Athens in the third century B.C. In this
calendar, the year began with the first new moon after the summer
solstice, i.e. on June 22 or in the 29 or 30 days following.25 Alternately, it
might be surmised that the calendar used would be the Macedonian
calendar that was in general use in the western (Mediterranean) part of
the Hellenistic world in the third century B.C. In the Macedonian
calendar the year began in the fall month that was equivalent to the
Babylonian and Hebrew Tishri. Although this is less likely, for the
purpose of the present study it is not important to choose between these
two options, the Athenian calendar vs. the Macedonian, since they both
produce the same date when using the Parian Marble’s chronology for
the fall of Troy (see footnote 30). Since a decision is not necessary in this
regard, dates as determined from the Parian Marble will be expressed in
the traditional form whereby, for instance, the base date of the Marble is
written as 264/63 B.C. It should also be noted that the reckoning of when
the year started in Athens may well have changed from the time of
Cecrops to the third century B.C.
The earliest event recorded is when Cecrops became king of
Athens in 1582/81 B.C., 1,318 years before the base date. Entries 3, 10,
12, and 14 are plainly mythological. Several entries refer to persons to
whom later generations attributed fabulous exploits. One such individual
was Cecrops, but the Marble’s entry only states he succeeded a certain
Actica, from whom the area received its previous name. Similarly, the
entries for Deucalion, who became the center of many flood-myths,
simply state that he was king in Lycoreia and there was a flood in his
time, from which he fled to Athens, where later his son became king.
The major analysis of the Parian Marble is that of Felix Jacoby,
published in 1904.26 Jacoby notes previous studies of the inscription from
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but these only treated the
fragments taken to England, since the third fragment was not discovered
until 1897. He mentions a few studies of the third fragment in the early
years of the twentieth century. Jacoby generally does not discuss the
25. Alan E. Samuel, Greek and Roman Chronology: Calendars and Years in Classical
Antiquity (Munich: C. H. Beck’sche, 1972), 64.
26. Jacoby, Das Marmor Parium.
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accuracy of the dates given in the Parian Marble. He includes parallels
from other classical sources and notes the difference in dating among all
the sources, including the Parian Marble. There apparently has been no
major work devoted to a study of the Parian Marble since Jacoby’s
monograph, although the tablet is sometimes cited with reference to its
time for particular events. In particular, there is a need for a more
extended study of the accuracy of the Parian Marble as checked against
established dates. In one limited study, for the time range from 320 to
311 B.C., R. M. Errington found that “the Marmor Parium [Parian
Marble] for this period constitutes a careful and accurate collection of
good information by the compiler.”27 Going backward over three and
one-half centuries, the Marble’s date for the beginning of the annual
archonship in Athens, 684/83 B.C., is in agreement with the commonly
accepted date.28 For earlier centuries, there are few reliable inscriptions
or histories against which to test the Marble’s dates. A certain caution is
therefore justified in accepting its dates for events when it is the sole
witness to that date, or for events for which other sources provide a
different date. When, however, the Marble’s date for an early event
(thirteenth century B.C.) is in agreement with evidence from another
source, and that source is independent of the Parian Marble, it is not a
mark of scholarly impartiality to reject the Marble’s testimony just
because most classical writings related to this time are overlaid with
mythological inventions, or because verification from contemporary
inscriptions has not yet been found.
The present paper, the thesis of which depends on showing the
independence of various traditions that place the fall of Troy in the last
decade of the thirteenth century B.C., is intended to show that the Parian
Marble’s date for this event should be given new respect. At the same
time, classical scholars may not fully appreciate the force of this
argument because they are unfamiliar with the solid evidences that
support one chronological marker that is essential to this line of
reasoning, namely the date of 967 B.C. when construction began on
Solomon’s temple—a date that is fixed based on biblical texts. These
biblical texts are tied eventually to astronomical dates and the Assyrian
Eponym List. Additionally, it has been our experience that some classical
scholars are not familiar with the archaeological evidence that establishes
the essential historicity of the two Tyrian King Lists found in Josephus:
27. R. M. Errington, “Diodorus Siculus and the Chronology of the Early Diadochoi, 320–
311 B.C.,” Hermes 105 (1977): 504. Errington regards as “inexplicable,” however, that
the Marble assigns 312/11 to the solar eclipse that was visible at Athens on August 15,
310 B.C.
28. OCD, s.v. “Archontes.”
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the first from Abibaal, father of Hiram I in about 1000 B.C. to Pygmalion
and his sister Dido/Elissa at the end of the ninth century B.C. (Ag. Ap.
1:18/117, 121–126) and the second covering the period from 593 to 532
B.C. (Ag. Ap. 1:21/156–159). The historicity of the First Tyrian King list
is essential to the thesis of the present paper, and those interested in the
arguments for its veracity are referred to the several studies mentioned in
Young, “Three Verifications,” 179-181, particularly those cited in nn. 40
and 42.
THE DATE OF TROY’S FALL ACCORDING TO THE PARIAN MARBLE
Entry 24 of the Parian Marble states that Troy was taken 945 years
before the base date, on the seventh day before the end of the month
Thargelion.29 The lunar month Thargelion usually began sometime in
May, so that the Marble’s testimony would place the fall of the city in
early June of 1208 B.C.30 This agrees with the date given above by
combining the Tyrian data for the date of the founding of Tyre, 1209t or
1210t, 240 or 241 years before Tyre sent material to aid in the
construction of Solomon’s temple, with the statement of Pompeius
Trogus that Troy fell one year later. The agreement is the more
remarkable when it is remembered that Josephus derived his information
from a Phoenician source, as translated into Greek by Menander and
Dius, whereas the other source that provided the (same) date was a Greek
account, as derived from the archives of Athens. There is no mention in
the Parian Marble of the date that was crucial in the derivation of the date
of the fall of Troy using the Tyrian data, namely the date when
construction began on the temple in Jerusalem. Equally significant,
29. The grammar of the Greek phrase employed means that the city fell six days before
the last day of the month.
30. According to the NASA table of moon phases at http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa
.gov/phase/phases-1299.html, an astronomical new moon (conjunction) occurred at 20
minutes before midnight, GMT, on June 14, 1208 B.C., which was about 1:50 AM June
15, Greek (Athens) local time. At the latitude of Athens and in the month of June, the
new crescent becomes observable about 35 hours after conjunction on the average, so that
the month following Thargelion would have begun with the observation of the new moon
at sunset on June 16. The daytime of June 16 would be in the last day of Thargelion, and
the Parian Marble’s date for the end of the Trojan War, six days earlier, would be June
10, 1208 B.C. The same date results whether the Parian Marble was reckoning by an
Athenian calendar that began on or shortly after June 22 or a Macedonian calendar that
began in the fall. The exactness of this date does not prove that it is historically correct,
or even that there was such a thing as the Trojan War. It is proper, however, to state that
June 10, 1208 B.C. is the date for the end of the Trojan War given by the Parian Marble,
and it is very probable that the Parian Marble extracted this information from the archives
of the city of Athens.
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Josephus could not have calculated correctly the years from his own time
back to the reign of Solomon, in order to obtain the absolute (B.C.) date
that was derived above for the refounding of Tyre. The knowledge of
how to properly interpret the chronological data of the Hebrew kingdoms
had been lost, only to be recovered in recent decades of the modern era.
How then could these two independent sources give the same date for the
fall of Troy? The best explanation is that Athens on the one hand, and
Tyre on the other, were keeping an annalistic log of the passage of years,
similar to that found in the Assyrian Eponym Lists or the consular lists of
Rome. That the two sources agree on the date of closely related events in
the late thirteenth century B.C. indicates that for both Tyre and Athens,
the reckoning of years had started at a very early date and continued
without interruption down to the time of Menander and Dius in one case
and to the time of creation of the Parian Marble in the other. It is difficult
to think of any other explanation that can account for the agreement of
these two traditions, the Phoenician and the Athenian, on the dating of
two events that happened a thousand years earlier, in 1209 and 1208 B.C.
THE DATE OF TROY’S FALL ACCORDING TO ERATOSTHENES
Eratosthenes (ca. 275–194 B.C.) used the system of Greek Olympiads to
provide an absolute calendar for all events as far back as the first
Olympiad, which he set in 776 B.C., a date that is generally accepted as
reliable because it was established from lists of Olympic victors that the
Greeks kept in multiple sources. Prior to 776 B.C., Eratosthenes
depended on the list of Spartan kings, for whom he apparently had names
and lengths of reign back to 1043 B.C. Before that time, there was a
Greek tradition ostensibly based on an oracle from Delphi which stated
that two “crops” or generations would pass from the fall of Troy until the
return of the Heraclidae (descendants of Hercules) to Sparta.31 This may
have been a vaticinium ex eventu; the story of the oracle could be entirely
fictitious and derived from an early tradition that two generations were
involved in the exile of the Heraclidae. Leaving aside the question of the
oracle, what was important for Greek chronologists was the tradition of a
time span of two generations. One tradition measured these two
generations as 100 years.32 Strabo (13.1.3) counted 60 years, and other
31. Whether or not there was an actual person named Hercules behind the myths that
became associated with his name, it is incontrovertible that certain Greeks considered
themselves descendants of an early ruler of Sparta named Heracles (Roman “Hercules”).
These are the Heraclids/Heraclidae mentioned in classical authors. As late as the fourth
century B.C., Alexander the Great considered himself in this category.
32. OCD, s.v. “Heraclidae.”
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authors gave different figures. Eratosthenes followed Thucydides (1.12)
in giving 80 years, and then he gives another 60 years from the return of
the Heraclidae to the settlement of Ionia. After that, he used the Spartan
king lists. The date for the fall of Troy then becomes 1183 B.C. The
existence of these rival conjectures for the time from the fall of Troy
until the return of the Heraclidae calls into question the trustworthiness
of Thucydides’s 80-year figure that was accepted by Eratosthenes. It has
been remarked that Eratosthenes, as administrator of the great library at
Alexandria, would have had access to Tyrian and other sources that
could provide a check on this chronology, but he neglected non-Greek
authors in constructing his system.33
Nevertheless, the system of Eratosthenes, which puts the fall of
Troy in 1183 B.C., became widely accepted. It found its most important
codification and expansion in the works of Apollodorus (born ca. 180
B.C.). The works of these and later chronographers, however, included
synchronisms and dates from various sources that were often
incompatible with the dates given by Eratosthenes and Apollodorus, so
that Mosshammer writes, “The chronographic system of Eratosthenes
and the historical chronology of Apollodorus were gradually combined
with the dates of other traditions and with the unsystematic synchronisms
of popular opinion. The result was an indiscriminate mix such as that
transmitted by Eusebius.”34
THE DATE(S) OF TROY’S FALL ACCORDING TO EUSEBIUS
Divergent Dates for Troy in Eusebius’s Chronological Canons
The Greek original of the Chronological Canons of Eusebius of Caesarea
(ca. A.D. 260–340) has been lost, so that Jerome’s Latin translation, and
an Armenian version, are the primary extant sources. The Canons
appear, on first reading, to follow the chronology of Eratosthenes for the
dates of the Trojan War. An evidence of this is the entry in the Canons
for 1191 B.C., which reads, “Alexander Helenam rapuit et Troianum
bellum decennale surrexit”: “Alexander [also called Paris] carried off
33. “It is rather surprising that Eratosthenes based his chronology entirely on Greek dates.
Working in Alexandria, he should have had easy access to Egyptian documents or direct
contacts with Egyptian priests. But as John Dillery has argued, he ignored even
Manetho’s Egyptian history written in Greek, whose chronology takes up the Egyptian
king list.” Astrid Möller, “Epoch-making Eratosthenes,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine
Studies 45 (2005): 258.
34. Mosshammer, Chronicle of Eusebius, 164.
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Helen and started the ten-year Trojan War.”35 By inclusive numbering,
this would end the Trojan War in 1182 B.C., in general agreement with
the 1183 B.C. date given by Eratosthenes. Various other entries are
consistent with this date, within the one or two years that would be
expected because of uncertainty over the calendar being used or whether
the years were by inclusive or exclusive reckoning. There is another
source of inaccuracies of about a year or two: Jerome stated that he
dictated his translation of the Canons from Greek to Latin in haste,36 so
that his scribe would have had difficulty in placing the text entries at just
the correct year-figure. A perusal of any edition of the Canons that
preserves the original two-page format would show the difficulty that the
scribe, or even a modern publisher, would have in placing the text entries
in precisely the correct place to display accurately the year of the event.
According to Mosshammer, “A two-year shift in the Canons of St.
Jerome is not uncommon, given the difficulties of the textual tradition.”37
Other entries in Eusebius’s Canons, however, support the 1208
B.C. date for the fall of Troy given in the Parian Marble. One such entry
is cited in the article “Phoenicia” in the 1885 edition of Encyclopedia
Britannica.
Philistus (in Euseb., Can., No. 803) gives us without knowing it
the era used in Tyre and in early times also in Carthage when he
says that Zorus (i.e. Çōr, Tyre) and Carchedon38 built Carthage
in 1213 B.C., or rather, according to a very good MS. (Regin.), in
1209, which agrees with the date 1208 for the fall of Troy on the
Parian marble.
35. Quotations from the Canons of Eusebius are from Rudolf Helm, Eusebius Werke,
Siebenter Band: Die Chronik des Hieronymus (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1956).
36. Notario uelocissime dictauerim: “I dictated very hastily to a stenographer.”
Mosshammer presumes that Jerome had his scribe first write the columns of year-dates
along the edges of the pages, after which Jerome did his dictating (Chronicle of Eusebius,
68). The scribe would then have difficulty in writing down Jerome’s rapid Latin dictation
in exactly the right place on the page.
37. Chronicle of Eusebius, 195.
38. “Carchedone” (Britannica Carchedon) is in one MS of Eusebius; other MSS give
chartagine and cartagine. The entry, as given in Helm, is “Filistus scribit a Zoro et
Carthagine Tyriis hoc tempore Carthaginem conditam”: “Philistus writes that Zoro and
Carthagine, Tyrians, at this time founded Carthage.” The entry is obviously corrupt,
probably because the editors (Philistus, Eusebius, or some prior compiler) were not
familiar with the Semitic languages and did not realize that in whatever source they were
using, Zoro (Hebrew/Phoenician צור, “rock”) and Carthagine/Carthage (Phoenician:
Qart-hadasht, “New city,” here applied to Tyre) were city names, not personal names.
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Philistus/Eusebius would thus seem to be a source that is
independent of those already cited for the date of the founding of Tyre
(called here “Carthage,” which means “New City” in Phoenician). The
date of the Reginus MS for the founding of Tyre is one year before the
date of the fall of Troy as given in the Parian Marble, in agreement with
the statement of Pompeius Trogus—who gives no dates—that Tyre was
founded one year before Troy fell.
Support for the Parian Marble’s chronology is also given by an
entry in Eusebius’s Canons for 1206 B.C., which reads, “Sub Tautano
rege Assyriorum Troia capta est”: “Under Tautanus,39 king of Assyria,
Troy is captured.”40 The two-year difference from the Parian Marble’s
date is not significant, given the uncertainties mentioned earlier in the
placement of entries in the tables of Eusebius.
Sources of Eusebius’s Canons
Although the majority of texts in Eusebius favor the chronology of
Eratosthenes, the presence of texts that are consistent with the dates of
the Parian Marble is significant. Obviously, the sources used by Eusebius
were varied and divergent. In the early 1600s Scaliger maintained that
the major source of Eusebius’s Canons was the writings of Julius
Africanus, a Christian chronologist whose five-volume history of the
world was finished about A.D. 221, but of which only fragments have
survived in the writings of Eusebius and others. Scaliger argued that

39. See footnote 43 regarding this Tautanus.
40. Helm, Chronik, 59a. Helm has a double-page format, in keeping with the format of
Jerome’s work. Mosshammer, Chronicle of Eusebius, 63–5, argues that this also reflects
the general format of Eusebius’s lost Greek original, as contrasted with the format found
in Armenian versions of Chronological Canons. Mosshammer’s work is a valuable
introduction to the literary, textual, and historical issues involved in understanding
Eusebius’s Canons, but unfortunately it does not provide their text. The text, in Jerome’s
Latin translation, is provided in Helm. An Internet resource that, like Helm, preserves the
double-page format of the original Canons, with a translation into English, is found at
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/pearse/morefathers/files/jerome_chronicle_02_part1.htm
and
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/pearse/morefathers/files/jerome_chronicle_03_part2.htm (cited
28 April 2012. In public domain. For printing use landscape mode.) In the double-page
format, entries on the left page (“a” pages) are taken from Hebrew and Assyrian, and
sometimes Sicyonian, sources. Entries in Eusebius that support Eratosthenes’ date for the
Trojan War are largely found in the right or “b” pages of Eusebius, while the unnamed
source in the “Assyrian” area in the left page used some other source—a source that was
consistent with the chronology followed by the Parian Marble.
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Eusebius was basically an excerptor or epitomizer of Africanus.41
Scaliger’s idea that Eusebius was fundamentally deriving his chronology
and historical notes from Africanus was refuted when the Armenian
versions of Eusebius were found. The Armenian versions included the
Chronographia, a prefatory book to Eusebius’s Canons. Jerome had not
translated the Chronographia into Latin, and it was not available to
Scaliger. In the Chronographia, Eusebius named his sources. Although
he used Africanus to synchronize Hebrew history with that of the Greeks,
the greater part of his history was derived from the classical Greek and
Roman chronologists. Mosshammer’s research led him to believe that
behind these various historians listed by Eusebius, the principal source of
his chronology for the Greeks was ultimately the Chronicle of
Apollodorus, a second-century B.C. work that became the standard upon
which later Greek and Roman chronographers constructed their
chronologies.42 Apollodorus, in turn, based his chronology of the early
Greek period on Eratosthenes.
Reference has been made to the “indiscriminate mix” of
chronological systems found in the Canons. Much of this mix came from
Porphyry, a historian who was contemporary with Eusebius. In the list of
sources for his work that Eusebius gives in his introductory
Chronographia, he says that he derived from “Porphyry, our
contemporary philosopher, an epitome from the fall of Troy to the reign
of Claudius.” Claudius here is Claudius Gothicus, who reigned A.D. 268–
270. Eusebius is specific in saying that his use of Porphyry starts with the
fall of Troy. Mosshammer identifies Porphyry as the source of the
anomalous date for the fall of Troy in 1206 B.C. in Eusebius’s Canons.43
41. Joseph Scaliger, Thesaurus Temporum (Leyden 1606, Amsterdam 1658), v, cited in
Mosshammer, Chronicle of Eusebius, 150.
42. Ibid., 158.
43. Ibid., 145. Porphyry’s absolute date (i.e., in terms of years as related to the first
Olympiad) would have come from the Tyrian records, while his (or Eusebius’s)
synchronizing the fall of Troy with a king of Assyria, Tautanus, came from Diodorus,
who cited Ctesias (Diodorus 2.21.8, 2.22.2). The fixing of the absolute date, from Tyrian
records, is therefore independent of the statement of Ctesias that this was in the time of
Tautanus. No Assyrian king is known with this name. Neither is there any correlation
between the other kings of “Assyria” listed in the Canons just before and after Tautanus
with names known from Assyrian and other Near Eastern sources. Ctesias, a generally
unreliable historian, says he derived his list of kings from Persian sources; he was a
Greek who was the personal physician of Artaxerxes II Mnemon. He may have
mistakenly taken a list of Persian or Median kings as a list of Assyrian monarchs. The
errors of Ctesias in his king-list, however, should not be used as an argument against the
placement of the fall of Troy in ca. 1206 B.C. as given in the Tautanus reference of
Eusebius, since Eusebius apparently used a source independent of Ctesias to calculate the
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For the major parts of the history of the Greeks, Mosshammer also
presents evidence that Porphyry followed in the tradition of Castor,
Eratosthenes, and Apollodorus, so that Porphyry, and Eusebius with him,
were at the end of a 700-year tradition of Greek chronographers. Why
then did Porphyry depart from the Greek tradition that used the date of
Eratosthenes and Apollodorus for the fall of Troy, believing instead that
the date that was compatible with Asiatic or Phoenician sources, and also
with the date of the Parian Marble, was more to be trusted? Mosshammer
provides the answer: Porphyry was a native of Tyre.
THE DATE OF THE TROJAN WAR: THE PARIAN MARBLE VS.
ERATOSTHENES
It was shown above that the most commonly accepted dates for the
Trojan War, 1192/91 to 1184/83 B.C., as derived from Eratosthenes and
accepted widely by classical chronologists after him, relies for its
accuracy on one very weak link. The weak link is the time that
Eratosthenes, following Thucydides, reckoned to have elapsed between
the fall of Troy and the return of the Heraclidae to Sparta. Thucydides
gave 80 years for this time, but so many divergent figures have been
found from classical sources, beyond the few cited above, that it could be
said that for the ancients, the time elapsed was anyone’s guess. There is
apparently no independent witness to corroborate the 80-year figure of
Thucydides. If this is so, there is no independent witness to support the
dates of Eratosthenes and his follower Apollodorus for the Trojan War.
In contrast, the Parian Marble’s date for the end of the Trojan
War, 1208 B.C., is supported by the following sources:


The statement in the Tyrian archives cited by Josephus that
placed the founding of Tyre 240 or 241 years before Hiram of
Tyre sent aid for the construction of Solomon’s temple—thus
1209 or 1210 B.C.—combined with the statement of Pompeius
Trogus that Troy fell the year after Tyre was founded.



The Reginus MS of Eusebius’s Canons, which, properly
interpreted, places the founding of Tyre in 1209 B.C., thus
supporting the date for that event given by Josephus’s citation of

______________________________________________________
absolute date. He (or Porphyry, before him) then combined that with the information
from Ctesias in order to specify who was reigning in “Assyria” at the time (see
Mosshammer, Chronicle of Eusebius, 334, n. 31).
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Tyrian records.44 Neither Eusebius nor Josephus could have
correctly calculated this date based on the datum that Tyre was
founded 240 or 241 years before Hiram sent materials for the
temple in Jerusalem, since the chronologies of both authors were
incorrect by several decades in dating the start of temple
construction. The chronology of Josephus gives 1053 B.C. for
this event, and that of Eusebius, following Africanus, 1033 B.C.
The Reginus date therefore comes from a source independent of
both Josephus and Africanus.


The “Assyrian” entry in the left pages of the Canons that dates
the fall of Troy to 1206 B.C. According to Mosshammer, the
source of this entry is the Tyrian historian Porphyry. Porphyry
very likely obtained this information from the records of his
home city, Tyre, so that this testimony to the date of the Trojan
War does not depend on, nor is it derived from, the date derived
from the state records of Athens as transcribed in the Parian
Marble. Nevertheless, the two dates agree, within the two-year
error that must be allowed because of the format of Eusebius’s
Canons. Porphyry’s dating the fall of Troy to ca. 1206 B.C. is not
dependent on the problematic statement of Ctesias that placed
this event in the reign of an otherwise unknown Tautanes, king
of somewhere.

These evidences are not proof that the Parian Marble’s date for
the end of the Trojan War is the correct date. It has been demonstrated,
however, that 1208 has more to recommend it than does the 1184/83 date
of Eratosthenes. The fact that two independent traditions—the Athenian
(Parian Marble) and the Phoenician (Menander and Dius coupled with
Pompeius Trogus, and—separately from Trogus—Philistus and
Porphyry) agree on this date or on the closely associated date of the refounding of Tyre should weigh far more than the guess of Thucydides
that Eratosthenes employed to date the Trojan War. Furthermore, the
statement of the Roman author Pompeius Trogus that Troy fell one year
after the founding of Tyre should not be summarily dismissed as
unhistorical simply because it is not consistent with some weakly
supported alternate scheme, or because of Trogus’s inaccuracies
elsewhere.45 Evidence from a different source supporting the accuracy of
44. Other textual variations of Eusebius differ from this date for the founding of Tyre by
only four years.
45. It should be remembered that the statement of Trogus/Justin that allowed the dating
of Dido’s flight to 825 B.C. was vindicated by the Assyrian inscription that recorded the
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Trogus’s statement, as summarized just above, was given in the first
section above (the dating of the refounding of Tyre to 1210 or 1209 B.C.
from the Tyrian accounts preserved in Josephus) and also in the fifth
section above (the Reginus MS dating the founding of the “New City” of
Tyre to 1209 B.C.).
That these various traditions agree on important events that took
place in the last decade of the 13th century B.C. leads to another
conclusion: there really was a Trojan War. Of this the ancient world had
no doubt. For the Greeks, the war between the Mycenaean Sea People
and the Trojans marked the beginning of “real” history, as distinguished
from the preceding mythical age. In contrast, for modern scholars there is
a wide spectrum of belief regarding the historicity of the Trojan War. “At
one end of the spectrum of opinion is the conviction that there was
indeed such a war and that it was pretty much as the poet [Homer]
described it,” while for others, “the Iliad is a story about a war that never
took place, fought between peoples who never lived, who used a form of
Greek that no one ever spoke and belonged to a society that was no more
than a figment of the imagination of a poet who never existed.”46
Hopefully the present article will reduce the credibility of the extreme
skeptical position so amusingly described by Professor Bryce.
A TALE OF THREE CITIES: ATHENS, TYRE, AND JERUSALEM
It might be thought that the purpose of the present article is to vindicate
the historical accuracy of the Parian Marble. That is not the case. In
dating events that happened far from Athens, such as the accession year
of Xerxes king of Persia, the Marble can be in error by as much as four
years. Furthermore, any analysis dealing with the Marble’s credibility
needs to account for the mythological entries.47 Although these issues are
of some interest to the historian, the focus of the present article has been
on just one datum, the date for the end of the Trojan War. The Marble’s

______________________________________________________
tribute to Shalmaneser III from Dido’s grandfather Balazeros/Ba’limanzer in 841 B.C. The
best-attested reign lengths for Dido’s father and grandfather do not allow enough time for
their reigns from 841 to Dido’s flight if that flight was in 814, but their reign lengths are
compatible with her leaving Tyre in 825, which was the seventh regnal year of her
brother Pygmalion.
46. Trevor Bryce, The Trojans and Their Neighbours (London and NY: Routledge,
2006), 180.
47. As stated above, the entries for Cecrops and Deucalion should not be dismissed as
obviously mythological, even though many fabulous tales became associated with their
names over the course of the centuries. The mentions of these individuals in the Parian
Marble are prosaic and devoid of anything unreasonable.
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demonstrated inaccuracy for some events does not detract from the
importance of explaining how its date for the Trojan War finds
corroboration from sources that are far removed from, and quite
independent of, the state archives of Athens. It has been argued that the
author of the Parian Marble derived his dates from those archives.
The crucial question is then whether the other sources that agree
with the Parian Marble’s date for Troy’s fall are truly independent of the
Marble’s Athenian source. There is no problem in assuming that these
other sources could have recorded the event in writing, since they are
mainly Phoenician in origin, and Phoenician literacy in the thirteenth
century B.C. is well established. But it is highly controversial that Athens
could have kept written records this early, which is the natural inference
from the issues that have been discussed. The question of early literacy
in Athens, however, is not the primary issue for the present study.
Instead, the most important issue that follows from the agreement of
these ancient records is something different: their significance in
supporting the authenticity and historical accuracy of the records of Tyre
as preserved in the writings of Josephus.
Josephus’s citations of Tyrian records fall into four general
categories: (1) The mention of the time elapsed from the founding of
Tyre until the building of Solomon’s temple.48 (2) The First Tyrian King
List49 dealing with the kings of Tyre from Abibaal father of Hiram I to
the death of Pygmalion (ca. 1000 to 786/85 B.C.). (3) The Second Tyrian
King List50 recounting the kings from Ithobaal III to Hiram III (593 to
532 B.C.). (4) Various anecdotes dealing with relations between Hiram I
and Solomon.51 The credibility of the first category has been dealt with at
length in the present paper. For the second category: since the translation
of the Assyrian inscription dealing with the tribute of Ba’limanzer
(Balazeros II) to Shalmaneser III appeared in 1951, there have been
several studies dealing with the authenticity of the First Tyrian King List,
as mentioned in the first section above. A good survey of the evidence is

48. Ant. 8.3.1/62.
49. Ag. Ap. 1.18/117, 121–126. Ag. Ap. 1.17/108.
50. Ag. Ap. 1.21/155–159.
51. Ant. 8.2.6/50–52, 8.2.7/53–54, 8.2.9/57–58; Ag. Ap. 1.17/109–115, 1.18/116–120.
The last reference also contains some information about Hiram’s building activities in
Tyre and his expedition against the Titians, who probably were residents of Cyprus.
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found in the chapter devoted to this subject in Barnes.52 For the third
category: the Second Tyrian King List has been mentioned only briefly,
and although there are some textual problems,53 it is generally accepted
that its register of kings and their lengths of reign is historically accurate,
so that Katzenstein writes regarding both lists, “We do not doubt that the
lists are based on Tyrian sources.”54
Consequently, in places where it is possible to correlate the
Tyrian history with records or facts that are external to the Tyrian records
themselves, the Tyrian accounts have repeatedly been vindicated. The
most important vindications have come from a careful examination of the
dates that can be derived from these accounts. When all the information
is put together, the excerpts of Tyrian history found in Josephus provide
a chronological system of considerable complexity. They cover almost
seven centuries, from the re-founding of Tyre in 1209 B.C. until the end
of the reign of Hiram III in 532 B.C. Twenty-one rulers are named, with
lengths of reign for all but one of these (Abibaal, father of Hiram I).
Most importantly for testing the credibility of the Tyrian data, at five
places55 it is possible to synchronize their information with dates or
52. William H. Barnes, Studies in the Chronology of the Divided Monarchy of Israel
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1991), 29–55.
53. One problem is whether Nebuchadnezzar’s thirteen-year siege of Tyre that is
mentioned in this king list started in the seventh year of Nebuchadnezzar (so most
readings) or in the seventh year of Ithobaal III (so a Latin version of Josephus). The first
option would start the siege in 598n, but the Babylonian Chronicle has no mention of
Tyre in that year or any year until its record breaks off in 594n. The second option would
date the siege from 586 to 573 B.C., plus or minus one year. It has been advocated by
Benjamin Marshall, A Chronological Treatise Upon the Seventy Weeks of Daniel
(London: James Knapton, 1725), 64; John Jackson, Chronological Antiquities: Or, the
Antiquities and Chronology of the Most Ancient Kingdoms, from the Creation of the
World, for a Space of Five Thousand Years (3 vols.; London: J. Noon, 1752), 1:473;
Katzenstein, History of Tyre, 326; and D. J. Wiseman, s.v. “Tyre” in NBD. This
interpretation is consistent with Ezek 26:7, which speaks of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege as
yet future in September 587 B.C. (Steinmann, From Abraham to Paul, 168), and with
Ezek 29:17–18, which shows that the siege was over at some time before the twentyseventh year, the first day of the first month (April 26, 571 B.C.). With the seventh year of
Ithobaal III set as 586 B.C., the reign lengths of the Second Tyrian King List date the
reign of the last king in the list, Hiram III, as 552 to 532 B.C., The accuracy of this is
substantiated by the list’s synchronization (Ag. Ap.1.21/159) of Hiram’s 14th year, 538
B.C., with the year that Cyrus the Persian came to power (in Babylon), a date that is well
known from other sources.
54. Katzenstein, History of Tyre, 326.
55. Synchronisms are: the date of the refounding of Tyre as established from the other
sources mentioned in third and fifth sections above; the sending of Tyrian materials for
the construction of Solomon’s temple in the 12th year of Hiram, which was the third year
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events derived from sources independent of the list. This illustrates an
important principle for the historian: chronology provides an effective
test of historical authenticity. The chronological test can be applied
whenever the source material provides more than a trivial amount of
information regarding spans of time and synchronizations. This certainly
characterizes the Tyrian data preserved in Josephus, even though those
data were a small part of what was originally available in the writings of
Menander and Dius. If these records were the creation of a late-date
author or redactor, whether Josephus, Menander, or anyone else, their
various statistics would not have formed a complex, coherent, and
testable chronological system.
That all these numbers do fit into such a scheme indicates that
Tyre had been keeping an annalistic calendar that measured the years
elapsed since its rebuilding as a “New City” in 1209 B.C. by the
Sidonians. This reckoning of years extended down to the Persian period,
and probably later.56 We therefore can go farther than the judgment of
Katzenstein that “the lists are based on Tyrian sources,” to say that those
sources, insofar as they can be checked by a basically mathematical
method (a chronological system), are eminently credible.
The fourth category of Josephus’s citations from Tyrian records
is not susceptible to this kind of verification. It consists of excerpts from
the correspondence between Hiram and Solomon57 and anecdotes about
an exchange of riddles between the two individuals.58 The
correspondence is quite unremarkable and almost uninteresting, since
most of it is nothing more than Josephus’s rather loose translation into
Greek of the correspondence as recorded in 1 Kgs 5:3–9 and 2 Chr 2:3–
16. Little else of interest is added except for the statement that if anyone
doubted what Josephus wrote about this correspondence, he could ask
the keepers of the public records of Tyre to show the Tyrian copies of the

______________________________________________________
of Solomon; the flight of Dido from Tyre 143 years later in 825 B.C., agreeing with the
date of Pompeius Trogus/Justin’s conflated account for her founding of Carthage;
Nebuchadnezzar’s 13-year siege of Tyre in the reign of Ithobaal III, which fits with the
prophecies of Ezekiel that place the siege between 587 and 571 B.C.; and the installation
of Cyrus as king of Babylon in the 14th year of Hiram III, 538 B.C.
56. Despite Katzenstein’s doubts, it is by no means incredible that Tyre could have been
keeping such a calendar (History of Tyre, 61). According to Num 13:22, the cities of
Zoan (Tanis) in Egypt and Hebron in Canaan were keeping AUC type calendars dated
from the time of their founding, presently unknown, in the second millennium.
57. Ant. 8.2.6/50–52, 8.2.7/53–54.
58. Ant 8.5.3/143, 148–149; Ag. Ap. 1.17/114–115, 1.18/120.
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letters, since they were still extant in Tyre when Josephus wrote—a
statement not likely to have been made if it were not true.
Josephus said that he found the anecdotes concerning the
exchange of riddles between Hiram and Solomon in both Menander and
Dius. The easy course is to follow Katzenstein59 and dismiss the accounts
as “legends.” Two considerations weigh against this. The first is the
principle followed in courts of law (and, indeed, in everyday life) that
when a witness has been found truthful in all statements that can be
verified by an independent source, that witness should be assumed to be
credible when speaking of events that cannot be independently verified.
The second principle is that, given the fondness of the ancient world for
riddles, it is not surprising that Solomon would misuse his famous
wisdom in this kind of trivial pursuit. In our own day there are abundant
examples of incidents where an individual, greatly gifted by God in some
way, has misused that gift, often with tragic results.
Athens dated its years not from the founding of the city, as Tyre
did, but from the beginning of the kingship under Cecrops. This is the
conclusion that follows from the citation of Athenian records by the
author of the Parian Marble. The very sparse records that have survived
from these two sources, the Tyrian and the Athenian, intersect in the late
thirteenth century B.C. with the mention of two events related to the
depredations of the Mycenaeans: the fall of Troy and the refounding of
Tyre by the dispossessed Sidonians. Here the tales of the two cities
merge, and we would see much more of their agreement if Josephus was
not restricting his citation of the Tyrian records to just what related to the
biblical history. Nevertheless, the interconnection of the two events is
illuminated by Merenptah’s inscription describing the incursions, and
defeat, of the Sea People, an inscription which current scholarship dates
to the pharaoh’s fifth year, ca. 1208 B.C.60
The key information that allows tying together these two
histories, the Athenian and the Tyrian, originated in neither city. It comes
from Jerusalem, and to some extent also from the archives of the
northern kingdom, Israel. This information is found in the scriptural texts
that allow a precise determination of the regnal years of Solomon, in
whose fourth year construction began on the Jerusalem temple. The time
when temple construction began—the spring of 967 B.C.—was pivotal in
establishing the credibility of the Tyrian records that dated the refounding of Tyre over two centuries before that date, and also for
checking the validity of the date when Dido fled Tyre to found Carthage
59. History of Tyre, 99.
60. E. Hornung, R. Krauss, and S. Warburton, eds., Ancient Egyptian Chronology
(Handbook of Oriental Studies; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 495.
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almost a century and a half later. It is the firm dates for Solomon, derived
from the biblical texts and assigned absolute (B.C.) dates from Assyrian
synchronisms and astronomical calculations, that give credibility to the
Tyrian data preserved by Josephus.61 According to the thesis of the
present paper, the firmness of Solomon’s dates also allows the
calculation that gives credibility to the Parian Marble’s date for the end
of the Trojan War. This situation is analogous to the acceptance by
Egyptologists of the date of the death of Solomon, as given by Thiele, in
establishing dates for pharaohs of Egypt’s Twenty-first and Twentysecond Dynasties.62 The dates of these pharaohs can be derived only
approximately from Egyptian sources, but by using 2 Chr 12:2 to
synchronize the fifth year of Solomon’s successor, Rehoboam, with an
invasion of Shoshenq I (the biblical Shishak), a precise date can be
assigned to Shoshenq’s invasion of Judah. Egyptologists combine this
with an inscription of Shoshenq that is used to date his invasion of Judah
to his twentieth year, thus giving dates for Shoshenq’s reign. Shoshenq I
was the first pharaoh of the 22nd Dynasty. From this fixed starting point
in his reign, Egyptologists determine the dates of all pharaohs of the
Twenty-First and Twenty-Second Dynasties. Given the convergence of
data from the Bible, Tyrian, and Athenian sources, will classicists in the
future find biblical chronology useful in determining the date of Troy’s
fall?

61. Perhaps it is a comment on the skepticism of some scholarly circles that Barnes
(Studies, 54) does not derive his date for the construction of Solomon’s temple from the
biblical data, but from the First Tyrian King List. Using this as his starting point, Barnes
constructs a chronology for the Hebrew kingdom period that was meant to replace that of
Thiele, but which has not succeeded in doing so. Coucke had followed this backward way
of doing things before Barnes, but Coucke wrote before Thiele’s research was published.
62. Kenneth Kitchen, The Third Intermediate Period in Egypt (1100–650 B.C.)
(Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1973), 73. Thiele’s chronology dated Rehoboam from
931t to 914t, so that his fifth year was 926t. Assuming the usual Egyptian custom of a
northward campaign in the spring months, Egyptologists therefore placed Shoshenq’s
invasion in the spring of 925 B.C. With the one-year adjustment to Thiele’s dates for
Solomon through Athaliah that was discussed in footnote 8, this should be changed to the
spring of 926 B.C., with a consequent one-year adjustment for the years of Egyptian
pharaohs whose regnal years are measured from this date.
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Biblical Hebrew Grammar Visualized by Francis I. Andersen and A.
Dean Forbes. Linguistic Studies in Ancient West Semitic 6. Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2012. xvii + 394 pp., $64.50, hardcover.
Francis Andersen holds an honorary teaching position at the University
of Melbourne, where he teaches in the historical and philosophical
studies department. He has published hundreds of articles over the past
60 years on computational linguistics, biblical Hebrew, biblical studies,
and theology. A. Dean Forbes has co-authored many articles with
Andersen, primarily in the field of computational linguistics.
Biblical Hebrew Grammar Visualized is the sixth title in the
“Linguistic Studies in Ancient West Semitic” series. The book, made up
of twenty-one chapters, is divided into five parts and includes with seven
appendixes.
The first four chapters are primarily introductory material.
Chapter one explains the texts the authors used, how they reduced the
text, resolved lexical ambiguity, dealt with traditional reference
grammars, worked with modern linguistics and discourse analysis, and
built the tree diagrams. Chapter two deals with how they broke the text
into segments and clauses. Chapter three deals with parts of speech, and
chapter four explains phrase markers.
Chapters five and six deal with basic and complex phrases in
biblical Hebrew. Chapters seven and eight expand to deal with clauses
and clause-like structures.
Chapters nine through seventeen focus on clause immediate
constituents (CICs), which are the major parts of a clause. Chapter nine
explains classifying CICs, Chapter ten explains the semantic role of
CICs, and chapter eleven discusses composition, incidence, and ordering
of CICs. Chapters twelve through fifteen discuss specific verb corpora
and how they are used throughout the Hebrew Bible, including: אמר, היה,
עשה, and נתן. Chapter sixteen deals with CIC subtypes, and chapter
seventeen explains how the authors computed the distance between verb
corpora.
Chapters eighteen through twenty-one form something of a
conclusion; they “wrap up loose ends” (p. xiv). Eighteen deals with the
five quasi-verbals, nineteen explains verbless clauses, twenty discusses
non-tree phrase markers (everything to this point has been drawn in a
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“tree” diagram), and chapter twenty-one discusses discourse analysis and
supra-clausal structures.
The seven appendixes are intended for the specialist; the nonspecialist is advised to “skip over material that seems to technical for
them” (p. xiv). Ultimately, these appendixes deal with issues the authors
did not have space to treat in the chapters of the book. The authors also
include an excellent bibliography and an extensive glossary and scripture
index that make this a very tempting reference work.
While the book draws no distinct conclusion, the major goal
behind the work is to summarize multiple decades of computational
linguistic analysis performed by the two authors. The end results are
highly complex tree diagrams (with the exception of a few non-tree
diagrams; see ch. 20), combined with a great deal of numbers and
percentages. Each chapter does not explain grammar; it is expected that
the reader is already familiar with Hebrew grammar. Instead, the authors
seek to explain their findings in the frequency of word occurrences and
word uses. Only rarely will grammar be discussed, and then only if the
authors are diverging from the understanding found in standard reference
grammars. For a student of biblical Hebrew familiar with other titles in
the Linguistic Studies in Ancient West Semitic series, this might come as
a disappointment. The majority of the information covered is specific to
computational analysis and has little application to beginning or
intermediate Hebrew. It does, however, put forth a great deal of
significant information that would be of significant value to specialists.
Thus, the volume should be understood as a specialized reference work,
and therefore its most suitable audience would be specialists, not
beginning or intermediate students. At times the authors challenge the
status quo and argue against the standard reference grammars, and the
analysis behind their work makes it difficult to argue with their results.
This is a text to be taken seriously, and could potentially change the way
certain aspects of the Hebrew language are viewed.
MATTHEW JAMES HAMILTON
Southwest Virginia Community College

Blood Expiation in Hittite and Biblical Ritual: Origins, Context, and
Meaning by Yitzhaq Feder. Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2011. xii + 309 pp., US
$38.95, softcover.
Yitzhaq Feder is lecturer in Bible and Semitic Languages at
University of Haifa. This volume is an extensively revised version of his
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doctoral dissertation submitted to Bar-Ilan University in 2009. As its title
indicates, this book is about the origins and meaning of the blood ritual.
Our author examines the use of blood as a purification ritual to purge the
effects of sin and impurity in biblical ritual texts in comparison to their
Hittite parallel texts, argues for a historical connection between these two
cultures in the Late Bronze Age, and traces the development of
relationship between signs of blood rituals and their significances that
were transformed in a socio-historical context.
Feder’s book consists of two major parts. In the first part (chs. 1–3)
Feder discusses the relationship between Hittite and biblical sources
regarding blood rites. Chapter 1 analyses several Hittite zurki (“blood” in
Hittite) and uzi (“flesh” in Hittite) ritual texts and differentiates them
according to their purposes: to purge the woman’s sin (the birth ritual of
Panpanikri of Kummanni); to remove evil or a curse from a royal family
and a temple by sending off a cow, a female sheep, and a goat (the
Šamuha ritual); to purify the defilement caused by involuntary contact
with impure substances (the ritual of Walkui); to purify a defiled temple
(the ritual of Ammihatna); and to establish a foundation for a new cultic
structure (the ritual of foundation); and a cult expansion ritual (the cult
expansion ritual) for consecratory purpose. Similar to the first chapter, in
his second chapter Feder examines several biblical texts relating to the
sin offering (Lev 4–5; Exod 29 and Lev 8; Ezek 43; 45; Lev 13–14; Lev
6; Lev 16) with synchronic and diachronic analysis. The former analysis
is based on literary and textual discussions, while the latter analysis is
based on source-critical methodology by dividing several source layers
(P and H) of each biblical passage. For example, Feder suggests that Lev
16 presents “a complex synthesis of rites” (p. 77) by providing three
different source layers (P1, P2, and H) each of which represents a distinct
phase of the blood ritual development. According to him, P precedes H;
the characteristic of P primarily focuses on personal level expiation as
the earliest literary strata, while that of H on purification of sancta from
impurity. For our author, therefore, this diachronic analysis is the most
essential analytic tool because all the discussions in his book’s second
part are based on this analysis. In chapter 3, by adopting Malul’s
methodology, Feder attempts to prove a historical connection between
the Hittite and biblical blood rituals in light of two criteria: “the test for
coincidence versus uniqueness, and corroboration to prove the flow of
ideas between the two cultures” (p. 115). His attempt is quite persuasive
and successful in presenting many of the close parallels between the
Hittite and biblical blood rituals in terms of uniqueness and
corroboration.
The second part (chs. 4–7) discusses how the expiatory use of blood
rites was originated and transmitted together with transformation. In
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chapter 4, adopting L. S. Vyogotsky’s evolutionary acquisition theory of
word meaning in children, Feder suggests that the meaning of signs is
gradually motivated from concrete to abstract by a socio-historical
context and further offers that as abstractness or arbitrariness between a
sign and its meaning grows, a new interpretation process is to be
introduced into the growing abstractness to clarify the original meaning
of the sign. He comments, “As the arbitrariness of the connection
between sign and meaning rises, so does the sign’s flexibility, allowing
multiple uses and interpretations” (p. 164). Feder applies this
evolutionary assumption to the biblical and Hittite blood rituals in
chapters 5 and 6, respectively. In chapter 5, our author proposes that the
concept of the Hebrew word  כפרdeveloped from propitiation (from
“appeasing a superior in a moment of anger or judgment” to
“compensating bloodguilt”) to expiation (from “expiatory offering” in a
cultic setting to “expiation for sin” later in prophetic, wisdom, and
psalmic literature; p. 195). Similar to chapter 5, in chapter 6 Feder offers
that the concept of blood in the Hittite zurki rituals developed from
propitiation (a gift to chthonic deities & a means of compensation) to
expiation (an agent of purification/consecration; pp. 229–30). In the final
chapter, our author discusses the origins, transmission, and transition of
the biblical blood ritual. Feder asserts that the blood ritual in the Bible
originated from Syrian ritual tradition in the Late Bronze Age, was
transmitted through the codification process of P and the reinterpretation
process of H, and was later preserved for its legal exegesis in Judaism,
while for its allegorical exegesis in Christianity.
Feder’s current study on the biblical and Hittite blood ritual is
thoroughly detailed, thought-provoking, and convincing. In particular,
his argument on the historical connection between the biblical blood
ritual and the Hittite zurki ritual is superb. Several critical comments,
nevertheless, are necessarily in order. First, Feder supports that the
concept of blood in the Hittite ritual texts had been changed from
propitiation via expiation to consecration, just as that of blood in the
biblical rituals. However, all the Hittite ritual texts Feder uses are
contemporary, ranging from the fourteenth to thirteenth centuries B.C.E.
in the Late Bronze Age. It is hard to believe that the concept and function
of blood in the Hittite ritual changed so much in the period of one
hundred years. This suggests the possibility that various meanings of
blood found in the Hittite ritual texts might coexist. Second, Feder tends
to conclude some minor issues without proper explanation. For example,
he asserts that purification by means of two birds in the Hittite ritual
texts (KUB 9:22+) shows striking similarities with two birds in Lev 14
(p. 132). The biblical text describes that one bird was for slaughter and
another bird was for free release after being dipped in the blood of the
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slaughtered bird. The Hittite ritual texts, however, requires that two birds
were for slaughter: one as a sacrifice for the blood rite, and another as an
offering to chthonic deities. There is no textual evidence supporting that
the second bird for release in Lev 14 was an offering to a chthonic deity.
Moreover, the part of KUB 9:22 Ha II 18 which refers to “one large bird
to the path” is fragmentary. As another example, regarding the use of
blood in Christianity, Feder comments, “Christian allegorical exegesis
reflected the Christian view that this ritual was ultimately to be
superseded in a non-sacrificial spiritual form” (p. 259). This allegorical
exegesis on the blood ritual, however, was not considered a dominant
view in Christianity, but only by a few church fathers, like Origen.
Finally, there are quite a few typographical errors, such as incorrect
English and Hebrew spellings (e.g., p. 40; p. 262; p. 270) and misuses of
capitalization (e.g., p. 56; p. 270). It is a little surprising to observe that
the headings of this book do not follow The SBL Handbook of Style even
though SBL publishes it.
In spite of some concerns, Feder’s book can be considered a tour de
force in that it deals with such a complicated but important issue of the
biblical blood ritual in comparison to its Hittite parallels with a great deal
of scrutiny and precision. Those who are interested in the meaning and
the origins of the biblical blood rituals will benefit the most.
SUNG JIN PARK
Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

Human Consciousness of God in the Book of Job: A Theological and
Psychological Commentary by Jeffrey Boss. New York: T & T Clark,
2010. xii + 289 pp., US $70.00, hardcover.
Jeffrey Boss retired from the post of Senior Lecturer in Psychology at
Bristol University. His training and early research was in physiology, cell
biology, and the history of medicine and science. Beginning in the 1980s
his personal research focused on a psychological interpretation of the
book of Job. This book is the culmination of his personal research.
A traditional interpretation of the book of Job focuses on the
nature of suffering and on offering an answer on why all humans suffer.
Boss affirms the question of suffering as playing a role in the
development of the book. However, his primary focus is on the
developing psychological relationship between Job and God, a unique
approach among previous works on the book of Job. Boss bases his
commentary and textual work on the Masoretic Text of Job. A highlight

254

Journal for the Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 1.2

of the book is the interaction with the history of interpretation—
especially that of rabbinic sources—often overlooked by Evangelicals.
Boss maintains that the book of Job, in its current form, should
be read as a single narrative (p. xi). Thus, in the narrative a reader can
follow a change in Job’s psychological understanding of God. In the
process, Job’s introduction to the character of wisdom leads to this
change, at least in part. Boss also suggests that a reader may also see
“oneself as traveling Job’s journey with him” which allows “the reader to
be changed or enriched by the experience” (p. xi). Boss has a three-fold
intention in each part of the textual commentary: to highlight narrative,
psychology, and theology.
After an introduction the remainder of the book is divided into
eight parts, “A” through “G” specifically deal with the text of Job with a
final part offering Boss’s conclusion. Each of the text-focused parts ends
with a three-part conclusion. These three conclusions are the place where
Boss presents his three-fold focus. In the narrative section he maintains
the connection with the bigger picture of the book. In the psychology
section Boss comments on how the character of Job develops
psychologically. In the theology section he highlights how God is
presented in that particular section of Job. In the final part, Boss offers
six conclusions. In these conclusions he highlights the narrative aspect of
the book, Job’s consciousness of God, two aspects of wisdom, the
supernatural world, the genre of hero stories, and the modern relevance
of Job.
Boss’s approach raises the question of potential problems one
may face by reading Job as a unified narrative. Reading Job as a unified
narrative is beneficial; however, one must be careful not to take the
narrator’s comments on statements (character?) of Job in the beginning
of the book (Job 1:22; 2:10) and project that assessment on the rest of the
book. Likewise one must be careful not to retroject God’s final comment
(Job 42:7) onto everything Job said in the book. Old Testament
narratives do not necessarily work this way. A brief look at how Boss
understands these statements will help in making an assessment of the
unified narrative of the book and the psychological development of Job.
Boss suggests that the narrator’s comments in both 1:22 and 2:10
are a reflection of Job’s “moral development, in spirit as well as deeds”
(p. 32). In his comments on Job 1:22, Boss notes that “Job is steadfast in
fearing God” and “in his integrity he holds fast to his faith” (p. 28). One
would not doubt that this is the purpose of the narrator’s comments. The
question is: does Job maintain this integrity and fear of God in all of his
subsequent speeches? I am of the opinion that Job risks calling the
trustworthiness and integrity of God into account in many of his
speeches in the following chapters, thus questioning his own faith. Job’s
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moral development remains steadfast but his deeds, represented in his
speeches, are a different matter.
Turning to Job 42:7, Boss is somewhat unclear as to how he
understands this verse in relation to a narrative reading. In his comments
on 42:7 he seems to be only referring to Job’s statement in 42:2–6
considering he states that Job said “little about God, but much about
himself in relation to God . . .” (p. 219). Is God referring to all of Job’s
speeches or only to the final statements? In the end it seems that Boss
would agree that in 42:7 God is only referring to Job’s final statements.
From a psychological perspective God’s affirmation of Job’s reflection
indicates an encounter with wisdom. Thus, in the end Job “gains a new
and fuller understanding of God and of himself” (p. 222). Boss could
have made his argument of a psychological development of the character
of Job stronger had he focused on the relationship of the narrator’s and
God’s comments at the beginning and end of the book.
Boss does well, as opposed to many modern commentaries, to
emphasize the role of the character of wisdom in the book. I prefer to
translate Job 42:6 as “I recant [my words] and am comforted concerning
dust and ashes.” That is, Job recants for past life (possibly his
words/deeds) and is comforted that he is a human and God is God. Boss
suggests that the verse is “neither groveling nor repentance for a
particular error, but turning away from a past life for something new” (p.
214). In his psychological conclusion he notes, “Job is inducted into the
mystery of the divine wisdom in nature” (p. 214). Thus, it is Job’s
gaining of wisdom through the entire story that leads God to make his
assessment in 42:7.
Boss’s work has some flaws, but the strengths outweigh the
flaws. Reading Job as a narrative unity allows the reader to be drawn into
the drama of the story and feel the anguish and real life questions as the
main character raises them. Boss does a fine job in helping the reader be
drawn into the mind of Job as he struggles through his journey. Thus, he
accomplishes his goal of having the reader travel the journey with Job.
All too often readers of the Bible think they are familiar with any
particular story. Boss’s commentary is unique in many ways. I suggest
this commentary for any who have become overly familiar with the
struggles of Job. The work is well written, easy to read, and will without
a doubt cause the reader to slow down and experience the book as a
participant and not merely a reader.
JOSHUA E. STEWART
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary
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Isaiah 40–55 by R. Reed Lessing. Concordia Commentary. Saint Louis,
MO: Concordia, 2011. lii + 737 pp., US $49.99, hardcover.
Reed Lessing, professor of Exegetical Theology at Concordia Seminary,
has written an “intentionally Christological” commentary on Isa 40–55.
He states in the introduction that “this commentary joyfully sees the
prophet’s promises fulfilled and consummated in Jesus Christ” (p. 5).
The commentary succeeds in this goal, drawing on rich exegetical
observations to demonstrate that the ultimate suffering servant
anticipated by Isaiah is Jesus.
Lessing deals with introductory matters in a one-hundred-page
introduction. With respect to the authorship of these chapters, he accepts
the traditional view that prophet Isaiah is the author of the whole book
that bears his name. He points out that Isa 41:21–24 states that the litmus
test for a true God is a true prediction of the future (p. 17). Isaiah then
proceeds to name Cyrus as the one who will allow Judah to leave
Babylon, an accurate prediction only if it is made in the eighth century
B.C.E. If this was written after Cyrus had already allowed the Jews to
return to Jerusalem, then the writer’s claim is moot. He also treats
chapters 40–55 as a unit rather than a collection of speeches from various
sources, calling the arguments against the unity of Isaiah “rubbish” (p.
16).
Lessing attempts to fit Isa 40–55 into the context of Hezekiah’s
reign. He traces several connections between Hezekiah’s prayer in Isa
37:15–20 and Isa 40–55, primarily the contrast between idols as merely
wood and stone and the true God of Israel. In addition, Hezekiah’s prayer
concludes with the hope that the whole world would know that Yahweh
is God alone, another primary theme of Isa 40–55. Lessing traces a
number of close connections between chapters 39 and 40, indicating that
a break at this point disrupts the original flow of the book.
The introduction summarizes the theology of Isaiah 40–55 as
focusing on the nature of Yahweh. The Lord is unlike any other god:
invisible, yet he is described in human terms throughout the book of
Isaiah. For Lessing, it is important that God is both transcendent and
immanent because it is Yahweh himself suffers in Isa 40–55. This
suffering is ultimately embodied in the Servant: “To save people in pain
and facing death, God comes in the person of his servant to suffer, die,
and to rise again” (p. 58). With this incarnational view in mind, it is clear
for Lessing that the servant is Jesus. His exegesis of the suffering servant
pericope (Isa 52:13–53:12) is a prime example of this explicitly Christian
reading of the Hebrew prophet.
In the final section of his introduction Lessing covers
intertextuality in Isaiah (pp. 90–99). He points out that the way that
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earlier texts saturate Isa 40–55 is unique in the Hebrew Bible. Yet this is
not slavish quotation since Isaiah reapplies “previous ideas in stunning
and creative ways” (p. 94). As is often observed, the chief example of
this creative use of texts is Isaiah’s “new exodus” theme. Since Lessing
is committed to an early date for this prophecy, the return under Cyrus
does not wholly fulfill the prediction of a new exodus. The ultimate
fulfillment of this pervasive theme in Isa 40–55 is the work of Christ in
his incarnation and vicarious suffering (p. 98). What is missing in his
discussion is the possibility of intertextual echoes between Isa 1–34 and
40–55, but this is the result of his view that the whole book was written
by the prophet Isaiah.
Each section of the commentary begins with a fresh translation
of the text of Isaiah followed by a section titled “Textual Notes.” This
exegetical section includes detailed lexical and syntactical observations
on the Hebrew text of Isaiah. Even though this section is quite detailed, it
is not overly technical. Lessing is committed to the Masoretic text, never
suggesting repointing or emending the text. He does not make use of the
Dead Sea Scrolls as much as might have been expected, although there is
some interaction in his treatment of Isa 52:13–53:12.
Following the Textual Notes, Lessing offers a commentary on
the text that draws on the insights from his exegesis. He proceeds
through the sub-sections of each unit, commenting briefly on each verse.
His comments are concerned with Isaiah’s overarching themes in not
only in chapters 40–55, but also for the whole book. Lessing concludes
each section with a brief theological reflection connecting the text of
Isaiah with the rest of the Bible. These reflections are often
Christological, especially when treating the Servant Songs. Given the
theological commitments of the Concordia series, it is not surprising that
Luther appears often in these reflections.
Marginalia—cross-references placed in the margins and
indicated by a raised letter in the text—are an additional feature of the
Concordia Commentary series, although these conventions are not
always clear or helpful. The commentary series uses a system of icons to
indicate some theme in Christian theology. Some of these themes are
general (worship, hope), but others are very specific and not particularly
prominent in Isaiah (Baptism, Lord’s Supper). These icons are not
labeled and there is no index provided, making it impossible to trace a
theme throughout the commentary.
Because of the detailed exegetical comments on the Hebrew
Bible, this commentary will appeal to the scholar, but will be most useful
for the pastor preparing to preach on these important chapters of the
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Hebrew Bible. Lessing achieves his goal “to equip God’s servants for
the great task of preaching and teaching Isaiah 40–55” (p. 11).
PHILLIP J. LONG
Grace Bible College

Key Questions about Christian Faith: Old Testament Answers by John
Goldingay. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010. ix + 368 pp., US $24.99,
softcover.
Key Questions about Christian Faith: Old Testament Answers was
written by Dr. John Goldingay, David Allan Hubbard Professor of Old
Testament at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California and an
ordained minister in the Episcopal Church. While many of the articles
collected in Questions about Christian Faith have appeared earlier, they
have been revised and furnished with an index of modern authors and an
index of ancient sources. In this volume, Goldingay addresses twenty
five questions stemming from a theological interpretation of the First
Testament (a unique title by which the author designates the Hebrew
Bible or Tanak). In Goldingay’s words, “Sometimes I write because
there is a question that nags at me, sometimes because there is a question
that nags at other people. This book is a collection of answers to
questions of both kinds about the Old Testament and the way it interacts
with Christian faith and life” (preface, page number not indicated).
Let me first start off with a critical remark concerning the
structure of this volume. The questions on a wide range of issues lack a
thematic division that would help the reader to navigate more easily
through this book. In order to facilitate their reading, the questions could
be divided into two possible categories: (1) the God of Israel and his
universal providence; (2) miscellaneous theological issues of interest to
Christians today. The following questions fall under the first category:
Who is God? How do God’s love and God’s wrath relate to each other?
Does God have surprises? Was the Holy Spirit active in First Testament
times? Is God in the city? Does God care about animals? Accordingly,
the remainder of the questions pertain to the second category: What does
it mean to be human? Can we make sense of death and suffering? What
is sin? What is the people of God? What is a covenant? What is the
meaning of sacrifice? Why circumcision? Should I tithe net or gross?
How does prayer work? What is Israel’s place in God’s purpose? Is
election fair? What is the relationship between creation and salvation?
How does the First Testament look at other religions? Is leadership
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biblical? What is a family? What does the Bible say about women and
men? What might the Song of Songs do for people? How should we
think about same-sex relationships?
The reader will find the majority of these articles interesting and
illuminating. In this review, I will feature two articles which offer some
new perspectives on old questions. In an article titled “Why
Circumcision?” (pp. 150–160), Goldingay suggests that the circumcision
stories in the First Testament “point to the disciplining of procreation, of
sexual activity itself, and of masculinity” (p. 153). Particularly,
Goldingay considers this sign of the covenant with Abraham and his
offspring as a disciplining procreation mechanism (Gen 17:9–14). In
addition, he argues that the circumcision story of Exod 4:24–26 aims to
discipline machismo or manliness. Goldingay offers a new perspective
on this enigmatic story: “As Yahweh had once taken on the ‘old’ Jacob,
so now Yahweh takes on the ‘old’ Moses, yet again in such a way as not
to overwhelm him by divine firepower. ‘Yahweh tried to kill him’: what
does that say about Moses’ will to live, Moses’ machismo? But the old
Moses must die and a Moses under Yahweh’s control be born. If he will
not agree to that, his vicarious circumcision by Zipporah will symbolize
it” (p. 157). The same plausible interpretation is applied to the
circumcision event recorded in Josh 5:2–9. Goldingay provides not just a
fresh study of this rite in the Genesis–Joshua, but supplements it with a
study on the metaphoric circumcision of the heart in Hebrew prophecy.
This rather symbolic approach to the rite of circumcision in the
remainder of the First Testament owes to the interpretation “that it is the
males who embody spiritual and mental unfitness to belong to the people
of promise” (p. 159).
The second essay reviewed here is “What is Israel’s Place in
God’s Purpose?” (pp. 190–210). In this article, a combination of four
previously published articles, Goldingay focuses on Israel’s place as
God’s people from an evangelical position. This biblical discussion is
divided into four interwoven parts: (1) the present state of Jewish people
and their future conversion to Christ; (2) the Jewish claim to Israel as
their national homeland; (3) the level of Christian support of the State of
Israel; and (4) the tension between the present and future of Israel.
Overall, this paper aims to offer a balanced perspective on Israel as the
chosen people throughout the history of salvation and the Jewish-Zionist
claim to the land of Israel. It is not surprising that the current geopolitical
events in the Middle East loom over the subject. Nevertheless, Goldingay
rejects replacement/supersession theology as an erroneous doctrine. At
the same time, he does not side with “two-covenant” theology.
Goldingay’s exegetical treatment of Rom 9–11 and of other biblical texts
provides solid grounds for supporting Israel and praying for the peace of
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Jerusalem. However, his interpretation of Isa 2:1–5 is unconvincing.
Goldingay says that “if the New Testament has a concept of a new Israel,
while not using that expression, the New Israel is that body that
comprises the Jewish people as a whole plus Gentiles who in Christ
become adopted children of Abraham, a vision that corresponds to the
one in Isa 2” (p. 193). It is not so obvious that this Isaianic oracle
corresponds to a universal vision of peace between Israel and the Church.
Rather than pointing to the unity of Israel and the Church, this is an
eschatological vision of the Gentile nations worshiping the God of Israel
in the future Jerusalemite temple (cf. Zech 8:23).
To sum up, Key Questions about Christian Faith: Old Testament
Answers is a valuable contribution to the field of evangelical Hebrew
Bible hermeneutics. Pastors and lay persons alike will find this book
helpful for their Christian formation and ministry. I warmly recommend
this handy companion as a perfect guidebook for biblical studies and an
effective teaching aid to be widely implemented in seminaries and
schools of theology.
IGAL GERMAN
Wycliffe College, University of Toronto

The Message of Kings: God Is Present by John W. Olley. BSTOTS.
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2011. 378 pp., US $20.00, softcover.
John Olley lectured and served in a number of academic positions at
Vose Seminary in Australia until he retired in 2009. He has also written a
monograph on Isaiah and a commentary on the Greek version of Ezekiel,
as well as many scholarly articles on the Old Testament and other
theological subjects. He brings all this knowledge to bear in this volume
whose editors seek a book that is readable and related to contemporary
life. It is not meant to be a commentary.
While The Message of Kings is not meant to be a commentary, it
does share some similarities with one as it moves methodically through 1
and 2 Kings. Olley has written a book that is quite philological and may
send some pastors scrambling to their lexicon. There is no thesis per se,
but he does stress the part played by God throughout Kings. He
elucidates the various pericopes of 1 and 2 Kings with great attention to
biblical narrative and other literary features such as chiasm. He also
highlights how literary patterns revolve around the succession of kings
and the fulfillment of the Word of God through the prophets. He
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organizes much of his material around kings and prophets. He artfully
breaks the book into six major sections and twenty-two minor sections,
which helps to give the reader a better sense of the flow of the narrative
as opposed to relying on chapter breaks. He ably meets his goal of being
“sensitive to how the various passages address the exilic situation” (p.
19).
Olley singles out three kings as unparalleled: Solomon for his
wisdom and wealth, Hezekiah for his trust, and Josiah for his reforms. A
strength of this book is Olley’s refusal to oversimplify this material.
While these kings all have heroic aspects to them, there is also reason to
have doubts about them. He argues that by placing Pharaoh’s daughter at
the chiastic center of the Solomon story (1 Kgs 1:1–11:40), “Solomon
falls short of being the ideal king of Deuteronomy 17:14–20” (p. 62).
The Hezekiah narrative is a “burst of light” (p. 317) with a cluster of
verbs synonymous with “trusting,” but the Hezekiah narrative ends “with
his turning to alliance with Babylon ([2 Kgs] 20:12–13)” (p. 336). His
reading of Josiah is particularly sensitive, not following the many
commentators who find no faults in Josiah. He notes the parallels
between Josiah and the earlier reformer Joash whose “reign also ended in
untimely death” (2 Kgs 11:21–12:21) (p. 274). Although Josiah’s
reforms were unparalleled, Olley notes that “Jeremiah provides evidence
that that the reforms may well have been only superficial, as often with
reforms imposed from above” (p. 355).
1 and 2 Kings offers us a rogues’ gallery of evil kings, but Olley
stresses the evils of three in particular: Ahab, Ahaz, and Manasseh. He
considers Ahab to be the worst (p. 339), but we are not told why. Ahaz is
criticized due to his bribe of the Assyrian king (p. 301) and construction
of an altar for the temple like an altar in Damascus (2 Kgs 16:8–10).
Manasseh follows the ways of his grandfather Ahaz by bringing foreign
influences into the temple and sanctions worship of Asherah. While
Manasseh (like Omri) has considerable peace and stability, these
accomplishments are of no interest to the biblical writer. Ahaz and
Manasseh would elicit a strong reaction from an exilic audience because
of their struggles with syncretism. Intriguingly, Olley seems to view
Jeroboam a little different from them, framing his rebellion as more of a
tragedy and concession to pragmatism than outright evil.
Olley picks up the many layers of Kings with some pericopes
having more in common with Judges (2 Kgs 13:1–9) and others that are
steeped in the hope of the Davidic covenant rather than the judgment of
the Sinai covenant (p. 117). Kings cannot be viewed simplistically; there
is room for holy men who serve in the palace administration of evil kings
as well as unambiguous prophets. “Obadiah and Elijah illustrate two
models for ‘serving the Lord’ in difficult situations, both commended by
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God” (p. 171). God can shock us in Kings by his use of a deceiving
spirit, but Olley is quick to counter those who might oversimplify by
pointing out how God acts in a similar way in the New Testament (2
Thess 2:10–12; 1 John 4:1–3) (pp. 203–4). Elisha is singled out as a
prophet of unique compassion, “of no other prophet are we told of
miracles that are acts of compassion, responding to specific needs” (p.
227). Yet, he is clear that God brings deliverance and continues to do it.
This book is a very strong monograph; I would only see three
matters that could have been addressed more sensitively. 1) Olley
consults a wide variety of English commentaries, but he does not seem to
consider any German or French commentaries. For example, although he
helpfully tries to view the pericopes through the lens of exiles,
contemporary German scholarship would also suggest that we might go
beyond the Exile in order to better understand Elijah and particularly
Elisha. There are Hellenistic parallels to these prophets that are very
important. 2) The series is explicitly directed to Christians, and at times
he seems too quick to use the New Testament to resolve difficult
passages. It is certainly within the parameters of this series to use the
New Testament, but one wonders if other ancient texts could also be of
guidance. 3) Objective history is not ignored in this volume, but his
emphasis on the importance of narrative (p. 9) begs the question of
whether there could have been a fuller discussion of the historical
background of Kings and when it was written.
I believe this book can be a great help both to pastors and to any
Christian who wants to come to a deeper knowledge of Kings. Olley
clearly understands this material at a profound level, yet he makes many
provocative connections with concerns and controversies surrounding
Western Christians, especially in his own Australia. He refuses to
oversimplify Kings or avoid complex matters. He clearly accomplishes
the goals of the series to expound accurately on the biblical text, relate it
to the contemporary world, and make it readable.
GARRETT GALVIN
Franciscan School of Theology

Old Testament Wisdom Literature: A Theological Introduction by Craig
G. Bartholomew and Ryan P. O’Dowd. Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2011. ix + 336 pp. US $30.00, hardcover.
Craig G. Bartholomew is H. Evan Runner Professor of Philosophy and
Professor of Religion and Theology at Redeemer University College and
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is on the faculty of the Paideia Center for Public Theology. Ryan P.
O’Dowd is Senior Visiting Lecturer in Aerospace Studies at Cornell
University, although he previously taught at Redeemer University
College and was likewise on the faculty of the Paideia Center. Both
authors are accomplished scholars in the field of wisdom literature. In the
present work they aim to offer a general theological introduction to the
Wisdom literature (WL) of the Old Testament (OT). They approach the
subject from an evangelical vantage point with the ultimate goal of
opening the dialogue for seminarians and pastors on the meaning of a
theology of WL today (p. 16). In this way, the book serves secondarily as
a textbook with the hope that it might prompt further questions on the
subject matter.
The format of the book is clear. The authors discuss various
aspects of the biblical WL in broad categories, drawing upon solid
exegesis and leading to theological conclusions. Although Bartholomew
and O’Dowd do not engage in prolonged discussions about controversial
topics, they do not neglect in treating some of the principle difficulties
one faces when investigating this particular genre.
Old Testament Wisdom Literature (OTWL) begins with a general
introduction to biblical wisdom and its various components, along with
major interpretations and approaches offered by scholars. Following the
work of van Leeuwen, the authors craft a definition of wisdom based on
a “totalizing concept”: it begins with the fear of Yahweh, is concerned
with patterns of order and patterns of living in God’s creation, provides
discernment for the particular order and circumstances of our lives, and
is grounded in tradition. In other words, genuine wisdom is found in the
recovery of God’s designs for his created order (p. 16).
Discussion in the second chapter centers on the ancient world of
wisdom and its influence on Israelite writings. The authors make the
point that “while Israel’s poetic and wisdom writings look very much
like those of her neighbors, the places where they differ are most
important” (p. 44). Thus, parallels are solely an invitation to look for
critical differences. While maintaining that the relationship between
Mesopotamian/Egyptian and Israelite wisdom is indisputable, the authors
highlight Israel’s distinctiveness in terms of her theology, religion,
worldview, politics, and ethics.
In the third chapter the authors address the significance of the
poetic character of biblical wisdom. Indeed, they note—rightly in my
view—that one will not hear God’s address through OT wisdom if one
fails to attend closely to its poetic character (p. 58). The discussion here
is minimal at best, but adequate enough to get an overall picture.
The middle section OTWL is the centerpiece of the work and
treats each wisdom book separately. The authors do not treat the wisdom
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material in other biblical books (e.g. Psalms, Song of Songs, Daniel).
Each chapter summarizes the thematic content of that particular book and
concludes with a theological overview. This is also accompanied by a
chapter covering a specific issue or theme relating to each particular
book. Chapter 5, for instance, is dedicated to discussing the details and
theology of Prov 31, chapter 7 to probing the intricacies of Job 28 and its
relationship to the whole book, and chapter 9 to discussing a “theology
of time” as articulated in Eccl 3.
All of this serves to give the reader not just a theological
overview of the wisdom corpus but also clearer picture of the instances
where scholars are prone to disagree or where there are key
hermeneutical differences.
Since some New Testament (NT) writers often portray Jesus as
wisdom personified (not unlike Lady Wisdom in Proverbs),
Bartholomew and O’Dowd presume that “no examination of Old
Testament wisdom is complete without exploring its fulfillment and
embodiment in Jesus” (p. 231; see Col 2:2–3). Thus, the authors include
a chapter about Jesus, the “wisdom of God.” Indeed, the final three
chapters of OTWL explore the concept of wisdom in the NT, concluding
with a proposal for how the WL can be incorporated in Christian
theology today.
Chapter 10 treats wisdom thematically in the Gospels, in three
selected Pauline texts (1 Cor 1–4; Col 1:15–20; and Eph 1:3–14), and in
the book of James. Chapter 11 is an attempt at a coherent theology of
wisdom in the OT, with a focus on how a comprehensive view of the
wisdom of creation informs and supports the entire wisdom corpus.
By its very nature WL has a strong applicational element, and so
the final chapter is a “Theology of Wisdom Today.” According to
Bartholomew and O’Dowd, the key hermeneutical guide for life is an
acknowledgement that Yahweh is both the royal redeemer (emphasizing
God’s kingly rule) and creator. In this way, “a new and richer way of
understanding wisdom becomes possible” (p. 291). The present work is
intended to be a manifestation of that principle.
The authors have produced a fine book on biblical wisdom from
a decidedly evangelical perspective. They rightly point out that the
wisdom corpus of the OT gives a consistent message about the life of
God’s world—but only when read as a whole (p. 82). They are also
helpful in delineating the Proverbs between local, practical knowledge
and universal truths. In picking up on the already/not-yet character of NT
writings, the authors are correct in maintaining that Jesus takes the place
of the fear of the Lord (especially in the book of James), thus giving
wisdom a more eschatological flavor (p. 256). In the end, the authors
argue that although wisdom is not the key to interpreting the NT, “one
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cannot understand Jesus, his kingdom or his redemption without it” (p.
259). In confluence with the OT and the NT, Jesus, then, is Lady
Wisdom incarnate.
While this is certainly a positive review, I did find myself
disagreeing with the authors on a few points. First, I wished that the
authors would have given more attention to specific areas. They provide
no discussion on the dependency/independency of OT wisdom with ANE
wisdom, especially Egyptian wisdom. This in particular is a huge topic in
Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, yet outside of a few references for how OT
wisdom is similar to ANE wisdom, the larger question is missing.
Second, the biblical theology of wisdom in the final chapters is
lacking in my view. The authors rightly point to creation as the
hermeneutical guide for interpreting wisdom in the OT (and the NT), but
their discussion in chapter 11 on the relationship between Wisdom,
Torah, and Prophets is insufficient. This is somewhat odd given
O’Dowd’s dissertation on the epistemological relationship between
Wisdom and Torah (The Wisdom of Torah: Epistemology in
Deuteronomy and the Wisdom Literature [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2009]), a notable work in its own right. For instance, nothing
is said about wisdom in the context of a theocracy or a covenant people.
Do the prescriptions in Proverbs apply to the covenant Israelites and later
generations who are not part of that covenant? How does a covenantal,
theocratic nation interpret the “character-consequence” sayings (a phrase
I am glad the authors prefer over the traditional “act-consequence”
description) as opposed to a non-covenantal one? Are there blessings
now in the political and physical spheres of life? Perhaps my overarching
question is whether or not it is possible to discern moral order in a
system of rewards and punishments—rooted in creation—outside of the
context of a covenant.
Further, is there a doctrine of the future in wisdom literature?
Does wisdom look beyond itself to a future that outlasts death (see e.g.
Prov 12:28; 14:32)? What about the “tree of life” in Prov 11:30; 13:12;
and 15:4?
These are ultimately minor grievances, and a work confined to
300 pages cannot be completely comprehensive. While most scholars
would not advocate wisdom as the center of the OT, given the massive
amount of texts devoted to that topic—explicit or implicit—wisdom may
rightly be called “a” center of the OT. So on the whole, OTWL is an
outstanding resource for evangelicals who wish to understand the
theological prominence of wisdom in the Bible, and the authors have
served us well in this regard. The book is therefore an excellent guide for
pastors and seminary students. Additionally, it is a model for how to
draw theological conclusions from exegesis of the wisdom literature (a
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difficult task in itself), and then supply applicational elements from those
conclusions. For these reasons alone I am happy to recommend this
work.
JOSHUA M. PHILPOT
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Rethinking Rewritten Scripture: Composition and Exegesis in the
4QReworked Pentateuch Manuscripts by Molly M. Zahn. Leiden: Brill,
2011. 280 pp., US $153.00, hardcover.
In Rethinking Rewritten Scripture: Composition and Exegesis in the
4QReworked Pentateuch Manuscripts—a revised dissertation from the
University of Notre Dame (2009)—Molly M. Zahn offers a detailed
discussion of early Jewish methods of scribal interpretation by exploring
the compositional techniques used in the 4QRP MSS (4Q158, 4Q364–67).
She sets the stage by placing 4QRP between two recent, though
somewhat isolated, scholarly discussions. The first concerns the textual
history of the Hebrew Bible, while the other focuses on the
compositional nature of the “rewritten Bible,” namely Jubilees, Temple
Scroll (TS), and the Genesis Apocryphon (GenAp). Zahn intends to
bridge the two discussions by paying careful attention to “additions,”
“omissions,” and “alterations,” as well as subcategories under these
headings, which pertain specifically to the varying degrees and frequency
of scribal intervention (p. 17).
Zahn structures her monograph sequentially so that each text is
addressed in light of those preceding it. Her analysis begins with the
4QRP MSS, moving onto points of comparison with the Samaritan
Pentateuch (and pre-SP groups), and TS. These “comparative chapters”
demonstrate the broad network of exegetical strategies in similar, yet
distinct, compositions. Her goal is “to begin working toward a more
comprehensive understanding of the role such reworking plays in Second
Temple texts” (p. 11). Appendix 1 includes a translation and
transcription of 4Q158, a re-edition of John Allegro’s DJD 5. Appendix
2 contains a list of “Unique Variants in 4Q158,” (fruitfully read in
conjunction with a recent article on 4QRP variants [A. Perrin, “The
Variants of 4Q (Reworked) Pentateuch: A Comprehensive List of the
Textual Variants in 4Q158, 4Q364–7 in Biblical Sequence,” JJS 63
(2012): 127–57]).
In chapter one Zahn engages several issues of terminology (p. 1,
n. 2; p. 5, n. 17; p. 9, n. 30; p. 12; p. 21; et al.) and distinguishes between
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exegesis, as the act of interpretation, and exegetical technique, which
involves altering the text in order to reflect an interpretation. Also
notable is her challenge to the idea of describing rewritten compositions
along a continuum of textual reworking, which she argues has intuitive
appeal and heuristic value but lacks empirical support (pp. 8, 241). In
outlining her methodology, Zahn also discusses various dynamics in
relation to major and minor variants (pp. 21–22), as well as assumptions
about early and late variants. She states, “We must constantly keep in
mind the possibility that the rewritten texts might preserve readings that
are in fact earlier than those preserved in more well-known versions” (p.
21).
In chapter two Zahn describes an array of compositional
techniques in 4Q158. She shows how a shorter version of the Decalogue
contained in MT and G was rewritten by the pre-SP text of
4QpaleoExodm that in turn was rewritten again by 4Q158 (p. 33). The
impetus for such rewriting is debatable. The point of contention is that
fragment 7 begins with commandments 5–10, while commandments 1–2
are not extant anywhere in 4Q158. Further, fragment 6 contains the
appeal for a mediator between the people and YHWH before the people
actually encounter YHWH via the Decalogue (note this request comes
after the Decalogue in Exod 20:18–19). Zahn seems convinced by
Segal’s argument that the rearranged progression from fragment 6 to 7
may reflect “a textualization of an interpretive tradition found in later
rabbinic material according to which only the first two commandments
were spoken directly by God . . . while the rest were mediated through
Moses” (p. 66). Zahn states, “I believe it is most likely that the
Decalogue was simply split apart, such that God speaks commandments
1 and 2 to the whole people prior to frag. 6 and speaks commandments
3–10 to Moses alone at the top of frag. 7” (p. 67 n. 83).
Zahn also addresses the “hermeneutical concerns” of 4Q158,
exhibiting an expectation for the completeness of Torah (i.e., commands
left unfulfilled in Torah are thus rewritten to represent command and
fulfillment). Moreover, she suggests that the overriding concern of
4Q158 is “to strengthen or create connections between related texts” (p.
73) and that the strengthening of conceptual connection between
disparate texts may provide points of comparison with “rabbinic aggadic
midrash and the pentateuchal Targumim” (p. 56).
In chapter three Zahn seeks to “remedy” the question concerning
whether or not each of the five 4QRP manuscripts approaches the text of
the Pentateuch in the same way (p. 75). In a comparison of 4Q364 and
4Q158 she states “the connections [made by 4Q364] are general and
function largely at the level of vocabulary, while in 4Q158 there is a
more specific focus on coordinating command and fulfillment or an
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event’s prediction and its occurrence” (p. 86). She also suggests that the
two omissions (4Q364 24 6 and 4Q364 19 5–8) may represent an earlier
form of the text (pp. 86–87). Further, Zahn argues that 4Q365a belongs
within the 4Q365 material as a whole and points to the importance of
further analysis regarding the literary relationship between 4Q365 and
TS (p. 100).
A table of comparison on p. 129 offers a helpful summary of the
compositional techniques Zahn describes in the 4QRP MSS. From this,
she argues that the nature of 4QRP as a single composition is unlikely.
She demonstrates that 4Q158 and 4Q364 both preserve major changes
also known from SP (97), while 4Q365 seems to reflect the consonantal
frame of MT (p. 121). Zahn concludes that the five MSS are related
compositions and not copies of the same work, and consequently
proposes the label 4QRP A–E rather than 4QRPa–e (p. 132).
In chapter four, Zahn sets the 4QRP material in the context of
scriptural transmission with a primary focus on the trajectory of SP. She
notes, “[t]he presence at Qumran of biblical MSS that contain nearly all
the variants previously regarded as unique to SP demonstrates that this
‘Samaritan’ version of the Torah must in fact have circulated more
widely in the Second Temple period” (pp. 26, 135). By analyzing SP and
4QRP in light of each other, Zahn shows that the SP tradition only
became “Samaritan” at a later date when relatively minor variants were
introduced to reflect a “distinctive Samaritan ideology” (p. 26). Zahn
also ascribes a certain ambiguity to the pre-SP tradition itself, noting that
“[o]n occasion, the pre-SP Qumran MSS correspond to MT and lack a
significant SP variant. On other occasions, a pre-SP MSS preserves a
unique reading not shared by SP” (p. 136). Further, she notes that all
compositional techniques in 4QRP are also evident in SP, except for
paraphrase (p. 172). She also demonstrates that SP contains very little
“new” material in contrast to 4QRP.
In chapter five, Zahn shows how the Temple Scroll’s use of
Pentateuch “is in many ways more intricate and complex than anything
we have seen in the 4QRP MSS and texts in the SP group” (p. 182). She
provides a strong analysis of the compositional techniques at work in TS,
although it is somewhat disconnected from the previous chapters. At
several points, she suggests that TS appears to be citing a text tradition
other than MT, but does little to synthesize any corresponding
implications. This is clearly understandable, however, in that the
monograph is not focused on textual traditions but rather compositional
technique. Zahn’s strength in this regard is clearly demonstrated in her
discussion on the exegetical nature of TS (note especially pp. 192–206).
She concludes that while TS goes far beyond the reworking of the
Pentateuch that is evident in 4QRP and SP, the compositional techniques
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used to create TS are fundamentally the same (p. 226), although
implemented with different goals and strategies.
In chapter six, Zahn concludes with consistent precision by
weaving together all previous threads relating to both similar and
different compositional techniques evident in the SP group, 4QRP, and
TS. She convincingly shows how each of these compositions essentially
utilizes the same techniques, yet still emerge with distinctive profiles.
Through reflection on her data, she observes that “no manuscripts were
alike in the proportions in which they used various compositional
techniques or in the purposes to which they put these techniques” (p.
229). Perhaps the most valuable contribution of Zahn’s study concerns
the viability of the connection between compositional technique in a
given text, and what can be concluded about the status of that text as
either a copy of an authoritative work or a new composition. She
suggests that there is little clear evidence for this connection, which by
itself is a crucial observation for the study of rewritten scripture (p. 327).
In sum, the rethinking evident in Zahn’s detailed monograph
paves the way for thinking in more focused ways in several ancillary
areas. Some of these include the implications of juxtapositions in 4QRP,
the literary relation between 4QRP and TS, the scriptural status of 4QRP,
and the textual traditions behind these compositions. Moreover, this
monograph builds a solid foundation for speaking about the early scribal
practice of rewriting scripture, and will likely function as a nexus for
future studies on scribal practice before and after the Second Temple
period.
ANTHONY R. MEYER
McMaster University

Right in Their Own Eyes: The Gospel According to Judges by George M.
Schwab. Gospel According to the Old Testament. Phillipsburg, NJ: P &
R Publishing, 2011. xxi + 242 pp., US $12.99, softcover.
George M. Schwab is associate professor of Old Testament at Erskine
Seminary. Right in Their Own Eyes, a volume in The Gospel According
to the Old Testament series, which aims to promote a Christ-centered
reading of the Old Testament. This volume looks at the book of Judges
from this perspective.
Schwab divides his presentation into three parts. The first part
consists of matters of prolegomena, the second part discusses the
introduction and body of the book of Judges, and the third part looks at
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the epilogue of the book. The first part of the book consists of three
chapters that discuss the issues of interpretation, chronology, stylization,
and the author’s agenda. Schwab posits an early date for the rule of the
judges and reconciles the chronological difficulties of the reigns of the
judges by seeing them as ruling concurrently. Since the ordering does not
appear to be arranged purely by chronological concerns, Schwab favors a
geographical arrangement of the book. Schwab also discusses the book’s
use of stylized language like the symbolic use of names and numbers
within the book. Schwab then presents what he considers the theology of
the book, which comes in two main facets. First, the book of Judges is a
sermon on the book of Deuteronomy, especially in its concern for
judgment and reward by means of covenant fidelity. Second, the book of
Judges serves as an apologetic for the Davidic monarchy over against the
monarchy of Saul.
The second part of the book discusses the cycles of the judges.
Each of the major judges is given their own chapter, while the minor
judges are discussed together in a single chapter. This framework is
broken once with a chapter that discusses the issue of holy war and the
hermeneutical significance of this difficult topic for the present. The final
section of the book treats the dual epilogue of Judges. These two main
narratives are discussed in light of their view of the tribe of Levi and
their ideological support of a covenant keeping king, namely David.
There are several good qualities of this work. First, the “For
Further Reflection” section found at the end of each chapter is very
helpful, especially to the student. It largely summarizes, applies, and
helps the reader think through the content of the chapter and serves to
reinforce its content with critical thinking. A second admirable quality of
the work is that it is written from a very academically informed
perspective, but is also written in a style that is understandable to the
layperson or novice student. Schwab interacts extensively with scholarly
articles and monographs. With this, the reader is getting the best
scholarship in an easy to understand format. This can be seen both in the
works that are cited throughout the book and in the bibliography, which
provide a great resource for further study and reflects the current trends
in the study of the book of Judges. A third admirable quality of this work
is that it is written with pastoral sensitivity. This can be seen in the
structuring of each chapter and how it moves from exposition and
exegesis of the text to application. This application is another good
quality of the book. Most of the chapters have a “Toward the Eschaton”
section that moves from being merely descriptive to a theological
application. This section gives a larger biblical theological approach and
frequently makes connections to the New Testament. One of the finest
qualities is that he does not view the Judges with rose colored glasses as
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some are prone to do. He sees them as they are presented: severely
flawed people that God uses. This short sampling does not include every
admirable quality present in the work, but shows the book’s overall
quality.
While this work has many admirable features there are also some
deficiencies. First, many of the chapters and headings within the chapters
use alliteration. Sometimes these titles are apt, “God Guides Gutless
Gideon” (p. 99). At other times, however, these titles distract from the
main point of the narrative: “Jephthah’s Jaundice” (p. 139). While
alliteration can serve as a helpful memory device, it often chooses words
because they sound better. In the end it leaves the reader wanting to
know if the main point of the Jephthah narrative is that he has a skin
disease, which he does not.
A second deficiency in the work is that at times, though not
often, Schwab engages in an odd, almost allegorical exegesis and
application of the text. The best example of this is found in the opening
pages, which serves to start the book off on an odd note. When
discussing Samson’s slaying of the lion he writes, “The word translated
carcass in verse 8 is found in this form elsewhere only in Proverbs and in
prophecy—speaking of the fall of nations or the wicked…and once
(Ezek. 32), the fallen is called a lion of nations. The word nations in
Ezekiel is goyim, which sounds like the rare word in verse 9, glossed the
‘body’ or ‘carcass’ of the lion” (p. xvi). His conclusion is that “the dead
lion is described in language that evokes the wicked, the nations destined
for judgment” (p. xvi). The wordplay seems forced and esoteric. It would
seem that the reader would need to know Ezekiel to understand this
passage. This is strange because Schwab appears to favor an early date
for the writing of the book of Judges when he quotes the study of Davies
(p. 23) who suggests a Davidic date for the composition. He also
discusses the work as being a critique of Solomon (p. 28). It is therefore
anachronistic to suggest that an understanding of the terms in Ezekiel
holds the key to a book written centuries before.
Despite these minor drawbacks, Right in Their Own Eyes is a
well written work that would benefit the student, layperson, or pastor in
understanding both the theology of the book of Judges and its theological
application. It complements other books in The Gospel in the Old
Testament series and serves as the most readable theology of the book
available today. It would serve as a great entry point into the study of
Judges or as a textbook for a college or seminary level course.
DANIEL S. DIFFEY
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Soundings in the Theology of the Psalms: Perspectives and Methods in
Contemporary Scholarship edited by Rolf A. Jacobson. Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2011. xiii + 197 pp., US $32.00, softcover.
Rolf Jacobson, Associate Professor of Old Testament at Luther
Seminary, has collected eight essays on the theology of the Psalter from
some of the top scholars in the field. Four of the essays (chapters 3, 4, 7,
and 8) originated as invited papers for the 2008 meeting of Society of
Biblical Literature, Book of Psalms section. Chapters 2, 5, and 6 were
essays written specifically for this volume. The first essay in the volume
is a reprint of Walter Brueggemann's now classic article on Psalms
interpretation, “The Psalms and the Life of Faith: A Suggested Typology
of Function,” originally published in 1980. Brueggemann's
categorization of psalms into groups of orientation, disorientation, and
new orientation based on the work of Paul Ricoeur is well known and
hardly needs to be reviewed here. It does serve as a fitting preface to this
volume as Brueggemann's concern for the contemporary function of the
psalms is carried forward in this collection.
In the second chapter, “God at Work in the Word: A Theology of
Divine-Human Encounter in the Psalms,” Harry Nasuti argues that the
goal of a theology of the Psalter should not be merely descriptive, but
rather should take account of the relational nature of the material. The
psalms not only describe who God is, they also “make available a
relationship between God and the believing individuals and communities
that have used them” (p. 29). In this way, Nasuti agrees with Mowinckel
that the psalms are “sacramental” (p. 34). He hones in on the metaphors
of God as healer and teacher, demonstrating that the psalms not only
portray God as such, but they also have a healing and teaching effect.
Nasuti places a heavy emphasis on examining the ways in which the
psalms have been used in believing communities as an important key to
understanding them. In sum, through the use of psalms one not only
learns about God, but one enters into a relationship with him and
becomes shaped in his image (p. 44).
Jerome Creach utilizes a canonical methodology in his essay
“The Destiny of the Righteous and the Theology of the Psalms.” In the
first half of the essay, he seeks to demonstrate that the future of the
righteous is a central concern in the shaping of the Psalter. Creach pays
particular attention to the psalms at the “seams” of the Psalter to make
his case. The second half of the essay shows how the theme of the
“destiny of the righteous” serves as an “organizing rubric” to better
understand other themes in the book (e.g., the king, Zion, the temple, and
Torah) (p. 58).
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In an essay provocatively titled “The Single Most Important Text
in the Entire Bible: Toward a Theology of the Psalms,” J. Clinton
McCann argues for the central place of Ps 82 in the Psalter. In Ps 82,
God judges and dethrones the “gods” because of their injustice,
especially toward the orphan and widow (Ps 82:3). Thus, God has
essentially given us the criteria by which he desires to be judged,
whether or not justice is upheld (p. 65). McCann states, “according to
Psalm 82, what it means to be God. . .is to protect and provide for the
lives of the most threatened and vulnerable, not by offering charitable
handouts but. . .[by a] comprehensive alternation in social and political
conditions” (p. 66). McCann further argues for the centrality of this
psalm by highlighting links between it and the beginning and end of the
Psalter, as well as by connections between the psalm and other key
themes in the book.
In the fifth essay, “The Theology of the Imprecatory Psalms,”
Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford tackles a difficult theme in the Psalter. She
argues that, as a part of the canon of Scripture, the imprecatory psalms
need to be taken seriously by the church. These psalms are vital because
of the nature of injustice and violence that often intrudes into our lives.
Ultimately these psalms allow us to honestly articulate our suffering and
emotions to God, which help to sate our “basic human desire for
revenge” (p. 89). These psalms also recognize that “God alone can set
the not good right” (p. 90). DeClaissé-Walford further offers five
thoughts on how the community can more faithfully appropriate these
psalms into their theology and worship (p. 90–92).
In a similar vein, Joel LeMon also wrestles with violence in the
Psalter in his essay, “Saying Amen to Violent Psalms: Patterns of Prayer,
Belief, and Action in the Psalter.” LeMon argues that the psalms are
ethically formative. For example, as the worshipping community praises
God for caring for the orphan and widow, the community itself becomes
more compassionate toward the orphan and widow (p. 94). However, the
same could be true with the violent imagery in Psalms. That is, as the
Psalmist declares that he, or God, will mete out justice on the wicked
using violence, so also the community could be formed to support and
condone violence as well. After a careful and insightful discussion of this
issue and how scholars have wrestled with it in the past, LeMon suggests
that the best way of handling violent psalms is to allow the believing
community to decide when this type of psalm is appropriate. He states,
“the psalms of imprecation (and the psalms describing violence against
the enemies more generally) demand a community's response—a
community that regulates these psalms with its amens” (p. 107).
In “The Faithfulness of the Lord Endures Forever: The
Theological Witness of the Psalter,” Rolf Jacobson asks the central
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theological question, “What vision of God emerges when one submerges
oneself in the prayers, songs, liturgies, and poems in the Psalter?” (p.
111). His answer is that the central theological affirmation of the Psalter
can be summed up with the phrase: “[t]he Lord is faithful” (p. 111). The
centrality of this theme is demonstrated by noticing how prevalent
language about God's faithfulness is throughout the Psalter, inclusive of
every genre of psalms. God's faithfulness is especially seen in creation
and in the history of Israel (pp. 118, 121). Jacobson argues that God's
faithfulness led the psalmists to believe that God would provide certain
benefits (e.g. protection, deliverance, justice, etc.). This belief influences
the lament psalms, where the psalmist articulates a dissonance between
God's faithfulness and his own experience (p. 127). Jacobson deftly
shows how this dissonance leads to a nuanced understanding of God's
fidelity, which often has a larger picture in view than the individual, or
one's own community (p. 135).
In the concluding chapter, “Rethinking the Enterprise,” Beth
Tanner raises a number of issues that must be considered in formulating
a theology of Psalms (p. 139). Arguing that most past scholarship has
been overly concerned with objectively describing the theology and
practice evidenced in Psalms, she instead urges interpreters to do
theology that is “contextual and thus canonical, transitory, and
pluralistic” (p. 142). Tanner highlights the poetic form of Psalms as a
central theological datum itself, which resists systemization.
Additionally, she argues that interpreters need to pay attention to the
discordant voices within the Psalter and to understand this tension as part
of the belief structure of the psalms themselves (p. 146). Ultimately, she
argues, “to give justice to this psalmic poetry, we must speak of its
power, not in the lives of ancient people or in the life of the nebulous
psalmist, but in our own hearts and minds” (p. 147).
Rolf Jacobson is to be thanked for collecting these valuable and
insightful essays on the theology of the Psalter. Pastors in particular may
benefit from the cogent discussions of imprecatory psalms (chs. 6 and 7),
which provide many suggestions for incorporating these psalms into the
community of faith. A couple of additions to this book could have made
it more useful. In a volume presenting “perspectives and methods in
contemporary scholarship,” I was expecting to find a good, up-to-date
bibliography. Unfortunately, this was not included. Also, an introductory
essay surveying the recent scholarly literature on the theology of the
Psalter would have been helpful. While the essays themselves were
insightful and good examples of a contemporary theological study in the
Psalter, a broader perspective was lacking. These concerns aside, this is a
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valuable book that will be of interest to anyone studying the book of
Psalms: students, pastors, and scholars alike.
RYAN J. COOK
Asbury Theological Seminary

Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible by Emanuel Tov. 3rd edition,
revised and expanded. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012. lviii + 481 pp., US
$90.00, hardcover.
Emanuel Tov is J. L. Magnes Professor of Bible Emeritus at Hebrew
University, Jerusalem and former Editor-in-Chief of the Dead Sea Scrolls
Publication Project.
The first edition of this introduction to Old Testament textual
criticism appeared in 1992. Its first revision ten years later was minor in
scope and now this thorough rewriting and expansion has not only
brought a much needed work up to date but also taken account of the
evolving scholarship of the previous twenty years.
Extensive introductory material includes a “Brief Didactic
Guide” for readers with less proficiency in Hebrew. The introduction
proper (pp. 1–22) follows. It considers predictable topics such as the
need for textual criticism and ends with a frank admission of the inherent
subjectivity of text critical work more generally and specifically this
book itself.
Textual witnesses are covered in great detail in the next
extensive chapter (pp. 23–154). Tov divides his discussion between the
Hebrew witnesses and the ancient translations. The former is further
divided into the Proto-Masoretic Texts and Masoretic Text grouped
together, the Pre-Samaritan Texts and the Samaritan Pentateuch, biblical
Qumran manuscripts, and “additional witnesses.” The ancient
translations section covers the Septuagint and its revisions, the
Targumim, the Peshitta, the Vulgate and Saadia’s Arabic translation.
This chapter’s scope and depth is impressive in every way. Its size alone
serves to underline the complexity of extant textual witnesses, both in
number and variety.
Chapter three (pp. 155–90) examines the history of the biblical
text. The pivotal Qumran discoveries are used to divide the
understanding of intertextual relationships into pre- and post-1947. Tov
argues against a standardization of the whole biblical text, quoting van
der Woude: “there was a basically uniform tradition besides a pluriform
tradition in Palestine Judaism in the last centuries B.C.” (p. 179); that the
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MT was the only text remaining after the destruction of the temple was
historical accident. He believes that the coexistence of uniformity and
pluriformity is the only explanation for the diversity of evidence and the
probable development of the text. This development is divided into the
more speculative period pre ca. 250 B.C., and that period from ca. 250
B.C. until the Bar Kochba revolt of A.D. 132–135. Tov suggests a slightly
different nomenclature in both these chapters, namely a revised tripartite
division into the MT-group, the SamPent-group and the LXX-group. The
term “group” is sometimes interchanged with “family.” Although
relatively brief, this chapter encapsulates Tov’s insistence that textual
critics form a view on “the Original Text” (p. 161) in order to correctly
evaluate variants and textual development.
The practicalities of copying and transmitting text are explained
in chapter four (pp. 191–262). The section on copying briefly covers
materials, writing practices, scripts, orthography, and scribal traditions.
“Textual transmission” considers the minutiae of differences created in
the copying process. These will be helpful for the less experienced reader
as a detailed glossary replete with examples. The conclusion of the
chapter examines intentional changes.
Chapters five (pp. 263–8) and six (pp. 269–82) begin the study
of textual criticism itself, with basic theory followed by evaluations of
external and internal criteria and preferable readings. The relationship
between textual and literary criticism is introduced in chapter seven (pp.
283–326) with numerous examples of different literary strata and
editions. For example, the book of Esther is mentioned twice: firstly,
LXX* (Göttingen edition) is compared to MT+ (MT/Targ/Pesh/Vulg),
and then LXXA-Text (based on LXX but corrected towards a non MT+
Hebrew text) is compared to MT+. The Greek translations of Esther vary
considerably and Tov uses this disparity to illustrate that literary
comparisons can be multi-faceted.
Conjectural emendation is discussed in chapter eight (pp. 327–
40), examining both contextual and linguistic emendations as well as
those introduced for metrical reasons. Notes on scholarly and nonscholarly editions (chapter nine; pp. 341–76) and computer-assisted tools
(chapter ten; pp. 377–82) bring the main body of the book to a close.
Plates, a very useful glossary, and three indices conclude the volume, and
bibliographies throughout the book point the way to further sources of
information.
Tov is transparent about how some of his views have changed
since earlier editions. In a 2010 chapter he explains how he now
considers that 4QReworked Pentateuch may in fact be a biblical text (p.
323). Many other perspectives remain unaltered, and indeed a number
are reinforced with the benefit of an extra twenty years consideration.
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The current reviewer was particularly struck by the implications of
textual development and the tendency to attach perhaps greater credence
to MT (by which we generally mean BHS) than is warranted; the utter
complexity involved with multiple texts and text groups leads one away
from an unconsidered reliance on MT as the biblical text. Whether Tov is
fully persuasive remains to be seen. That his highly respected views will
give cause for contemplation is a given.
Such a thorough introduction to the subject can only be of great
assistance to those unfamiliar with the complexities of textual criticism.
To what extent the volume would be accessible to the novice is unclear,
as facility with Hebrew and Greek is clearly assumed. The
intermediate/advanced student, and those wishing for an up to date
refresher, will be amply rewarded by the discussion. The significant
changes since the first edition make this book a very worthwhile
purchase.
JONATHAN SQUIRRELL
Beacon Community Church, Bacton, Norfolk, UK
Spurgeon’s College

Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic
Evidence from the Iron Age by Christopher A. Rollston. Archaeology
and Biblical Studies 11. Atlanta: SBL, 2010. xix + 171 pp., US $21.95,
softcover.
In Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel, Christopher
Rollston offers a nontechnical work that focuses upon Iron Age
epigraphy in the Levant to provide insight into ancient Israelite
scribalism, writing, and literacy. It offers discussions on general issues
such as the inception of writing, the alphabet, and the nature of the
scribal institution, as well as topics specific to Israelite epigraphy. This
work is excellent, and it is no surprise that it won the “Frank Moore
Cross Award in Epigraphy” from the American Schools of Oriental
Research. It would be worthy of use in courses addressing biblical
Hebrew grammar, historical grammar, and/or Northwest Semitic
inscriptions. Its content and concepts are accessible and Rollston’s
presentation is concise. It is a quick read but extremely informative—a
rare combination in scholarly publications.
In his introduction, Rollston articulates his methodological
conviction that epigraphic study cannot be accomplished properly devoid
of archaeological considerations. Rollston’s point is correct; the two are
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inextricably linked. One cannot properly formulate theories about
Israel’s literary capabilities without consulting archaeological data on
Israel’s social dynamics. In these opening pages, Rollston also articulates
basic terms and principles that fundamentally inform his presentation,
including an explanation of script types, the difference between language
and script, and the basic features of paleography. Most important are the
following points (pp. 4–5).







One must understand that translations are approximations.
Determining a lexeme is difficult. Consequently, one must
consider the context and realize that all conclusions are tentative.
Context is important, but not always decisive.
Certitude is elusive.
Large-scale epigraphic reproductions are precarious.
Attempts to identify biblical characters should be done with
extreme caution.

From the introduction therefore, one realizes that Rollston is a
cautious scholar. He would prefer to be criticized for not drawing out the
full implications of a body of data rather than overextending the
implications of that data. For example, in his discussion of “Literacy and
the Broader Officialdom” (pp. 128–32), Rollston argues against theories
that invoke the Yavneh Yam, Kuntillet Ajrud, Khirbet el-Qom, and the
Gibeon Jar Handle texts as evidence for literacy among the lower social
classes of Israelite society. Rollston propounds that such a position is
tenuous, for it ultimately relies on speculation and cuts against other, less
debatable evidence that suggests the literate were elite members of
society. Indeed, Rollston’s tendency of building conclusions based on
evidence that has little room for debate is laudable, and scholars will do
well to allow his tendencies to spur their own critical self-evaluation.
However, some of Rollston’s conclusions are minimalistic and/or based
on minimalistic assumptions (see below). Such tendencies will
undoubtedly be a source of criticism.
Chapters 1–3 constitute Part 1. The opening chapter summarizes
the origins of the alphabet, from its inception to the brink of stabilization
at the end of the second millennium. Chapter 2 discusses the usage of the
Phoenician script throughout the Iron Age. Specific attention, albeit
brief, is given to Old Hebrew, Moabite, and Aramaic scripts, as well as
important texts from Byblos, Zenjirli, Israel, Moab, and Syria. Herein,
Rollston discusses intricate paleographic and orthographic features of
individual letters, and this discussion prepares the reader for Rollston’s
main thesis—ancient Israel was home to a highly trained scribal class. In
chapter 3, Rollston categorizes select Northwest Semitic inscriptions,
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giving adequate attention to the form and function of each. Rollston
occasionally raises interesting and plausible ideas. For example, Rollston
ponders a Jehu/Hazael alliance in light of the Tel Dan stele (p. 53). He
also considers the implications of Khirbet el-Qom and Kuntillet Ajrud
for understanding the development of Israelite religion and Yavneh Yam
for insight into the abusive powers against which the biblical tradition
speaks.
Part 2 begins with chapter 4’s survey of the scribal institution.
On analogy with Egyptian and Mesopotamian cultures, and bolstered by
circumstantial evidence in the Old Testament, Rollston argues that the
scribe during Iron Age Israel enjoyed a privileged social position.
Chapter 5 investigates the education process of a scribe in ancient Israel.
Utilizing comparative evidence and modern linguistic studies as a
framework, Rollston cogently argues that scribal education in Israel was
taxing and that this “formal, standardized education” positioned Israelite
scribes as a minority within society (p. 95). Chapter 5 also reveals one of
Rollston’s key points: “Comparative analysis of these Old Hebrew
inscriptions . . . demonstrates that there are diagnostic features that
distinguish the major various horizons . . . regardless of the site at which
there were found and the distance between them, or the media” (p. 96).
In a word, “The Old Hebrew script reflects diachronic development and
synchronic consistency” (p. 96). Chapter 6 questions the position that the
absence of any monumental building precludes the reality that Israelite
scribes undertook a formalized education. Again, based on comparative
analogies, Rollston argues that Israelite scribal education occurred in a
domestic context, in the form of a student/master relationship. Chapter 7
divulges Rollston’s views on the extent of literacy in Iron Age Israel.
Defining literacy as “the possession of substantial facility in a writing
system . . . using and understanding a standard script, a standard
orthography, a standard numeric system, conventional formatting and
terminology, and with minimal errors of composition and
comprehension” (p. 127), it is not surprising that Rollston considers Iron
Age Israel to have been largely illiterate. According to Rollston, Israelite
scribes were predominately, but not exclusively, associated with the
royal administration. Indeed, priests, kings, and other royal officials
could have been literate. In every case however, all parties underwent
formalized education. As for the composition of literature during the Iron
Age, Rollston asserts that it is logical to assume that Israel was actively
composing its authoritative literature. The work concludes with an
intriguing chapter, which discusses issues of forgery and acquisitions on
the black market. Rollston goes so far to propose a method for
determining whether an epigraphic text is legitimate.
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Overall, Rollston’s argument is enticing. His analysis of the data
is critical yet fair, and his arguments stem from the convergence of
comparative, epigraphic, linguistic, and sociological considerations.
However, it should be noted that Rollston’s conviction that the Old
Hebrew script displays both diachronic development and synchronic
consistency is a critical element to his overall argument. Such a
conviction is possible only upon a consideration of the entire corpus of
Old Hebrew texts, each text in light of the others. Without this, Rollston
would find it more difficult to assert the mantra that the literate of Iron
Age Israel were the product of a formal, standardized education.
Nevertheless, one element of Rollston’s presentation deserves
further explanation. As just stated, Rollston accepts the likelihood that
Iron Age Israel was capable of writing authoritative texts, which
undoubtedly included the biblical traditions (pp. 134–5). Many
evangelicals will be receptive to such a position. However, this
enthusiasm will likely be tempered upon realizing the nuances of
Rollston’s position. When Rollston states that Iron IIA spanned
approximately 900–800 B.C.E., it is apparent that he advocates
Finkelstein’s Low Chronology. This is problematic for at least two
reasons. First, the Low Chronology framework is hotly debated. Second,
Low Chronology is often associated with interpretive theories that
characterize the David/Solomon era, as portrayed in Samuel and Kings,
as fanciful and anachronistic. By implication, adherents to Low
Chronology often question the veracity of the Old Testament’s historical
record. Without a proper explanation, therefore, Rollston leaves too
many questions unanswered, particularly since theories of literacy in
antiquity are intimately associated with theories of statehood and social
development. Is one to assume that Rollston, like so many other
adherents to Low Chronology, perceives Israel in the Davidic/Solomonic
era as a rural settlement largely incapable of providing the resources
necessary for the development of literacy and literature in antiquity? If
that era was capable of such developments, what was the nature and
extent of those endeavors and how did they compare to later endeavors?
Does Rollston envision an acceleration in literacy and literature
development after 900 B.C.E. in light of Israel’s and Judah’s
unquestionable socio-political advances? The nuances of Iron Age
chronology remain an important topic, particularly for Evangelicals, and
Rollston’s reluctance to tackle this issue by clearly explaining how the
Low Chronology system interacts with his theory of literacy constitutes
the only significant mark against an otherwise exceptional work.
DAVID B. SCHREINER
Wesley Biblical Seminary
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