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Guest Editor 

Cosmology is possibly the most discussed topic in biblical studies over 
the last century. The amount of scholarship is astonishing. Monographs, 
book series, journals, magazines, conferences, and even entire publishers 
are devoted to exploring the various nuances of the biblical description 
of the cosmos and its creation. Likewise, researchers in the sciences have 
increasingly narrated the genesis of the cosmos and life. From the theo
retical framework of the Big Bang to common descent, scientists exegete 
the big questions of existence and beginnings. While it would appear that 
the present is a golden age of creation research, settled conclusions are 
rare, and agreement is often fragmented, even within disciplines. The 
breadth of these accounts is as diverse as the world’s biomes. Amongst 
both scientists and biblical scholars, different hermeneutical methods, in
quiries, and assumptions about the universe as well as its description lead 
to drastically different views of our shared reality.  

Even biblical scholars with a high view of Scripture and similar inter
pretive frameworks understand biblical creation in quite diverse ways, and 
their approaches to cosmology produce wideranging outcomes. The rea
sons for these disparities are too varied and complex to list here. Distinc
tions in focus and scope of study have produced divergent biblical cos
mologies. One especially notable factor is the constraint of cosmological 
investigation to a single text, namely, Genesis. Due to its highly systematic 
and comprehensive language, the Genesis creation account is understand
ably centered in many explorations. But the overwhelming majority of 
studies emphasizes this narrative to the exclusion of comparable material 
from elsewhere in the biblical canon. The Scriptures, however, are filled 
with recurring themes of cosmic description (cosmology) and cosmic origin 
(cosmogony). Creation language is a repeating refrain. Within the Old Tes
tament alone, examples include but are not limited to Exod 20:8–11; 2 
Kgs 19:15; Isa 40:12, 21–22; 42:5; 45:12, 18; 48:13; 51:13; Jer 5:22; 10:11–

2 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  

 

12; 51:15; Amos 4:13; 9:6; Zech 12:1; Psa 8:3–8; 19:1–6; 33:6–9; 74:12–
17; 89:11–13; 90:2; 95:1–7; 96:5, 10; 102:26; 104:1–17; 136:1–9; 146:6; 
148; Prov 3:19–20; 8:22–31; Job 26:7–14; 38:1–11; and Neh 9:6.  

Focusing exclusively on the early chapters of the book of Genesis can 
result in a reductive or malformed conception of cosmology and biblical 
worldview as well as a misunderstanding of the complex nature of the 
world and of God as Creator. Similarity amongst these texts is assumed, 
and dissimilarity is generally ignored. Subsequent discussions of the cos
mos are treated as mere reverberations rather than evidence of a multi
faceted and multidimensional understanding of reality. Reading later texts 
in this way runs counter to other canonical conceptions where, for in
stance, legal texts develop progressively, or covenants are analyzed as 
adaptive relationships. Against these interpretive tendencies, Genesis reg
ularly dominates the entirety of the discussion of biblical cosmology. The 
relationships among texts are rarely read as thematic development, alter
native portrayal, etc. In an intriguing irony, skilled Bible readers often rec
ognize the repeated themes and assorted metaphors of creation language 
that reflect the shared cultural understanding of the Ancient Near East, 
discuss their relationships to canonical texts, and create a distinct theo
logical viewpoint of the cosmos. Yet, it is rare, at least in some circles, for 
such discussions to consider a comprehensive biblical cosmology that ex
tends beyond the Genesis accounts and to evaluate these texts in similar 
ways.  

Many biblical scholars are, in fact, considering other specific biblical 
creation stories. But seldom are these discussions brought into the con
versation in complementary fashion with those of the book of Genesis.1 
Our hope is that considering more broadly what the Old Testament has 
to say about the origin and makeup of the cosmos will provide a more 
complete understanding of biblical cosmology. To put it plainly: A holistic 
biblical cosmology must include more than merely the Genesis creation narratives. To 
this end, Southeastern Theological Review commissioned the following articles 
to address the themes of creation and decreation in biblical sources out
side of Genesis. The emphasis here is not necessarily on resolving these 
texts through comparative or apologetic approaches. Rather the goal is to 
center these discussions on ofttimes ignored or underrepresented ac
counts and to provide a counterweight to the numerous studies of biblical 
creation focusing principally on Gen 1–2.  

The following essays provide a diverse range of model studies inter
acting with cosmological descriptions and (de)creation language in the 

                                                      
1 One notable exception is Kyle Greenwood, Scripture and Cosmology: Reading 

the Bible between the Ancient World and Modern Science (Downers Grove: IVP, 2015). 
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Old Testament. These discussions focus on texts from the books of 
Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and Chronicles. The essays are arranged in a basic 
canonical ordering. The authors were only provided with the broad topic 
for the journal. They did not interact with each other’s articles.  

The book of Psalms includes possibly the highest concentration of 
creation language of any canonical composition. Graham Michael dis
cusses the place of creation and exodus language in the communal lament 
of Ps 74. The intersection of these poetic accounts serves to envisage 
God’s sovereignty over the cosmos even in the wake of impending doom 
and destruction. God is beckoned to counter again the cosmic chaos––
using the common ANE creation typescene––and triumph over his en
emies. YHWH’s former works are invoked to implore God to order the 
world anew and act in the establishment of the temple. 

The conceptional connections between Gen 1 and Prov 8 are unmis
takable. But the exact relationship is far from clear. Through exegetical 
examination of a number of proposed similarities, Matthew McAffee tests 
various propositions regarding the literary primacy and dependency of 
these two accounts. He ultimately suggests that it is more viable to under
stand the Hymn of Wisdom in Prov 8 as a commentary on Gen 1.  

Job’s painful plea in chapter 3 provides an example of decreative lan
guage––the inversion of the creation movement from chaos to order. Ja
mie Grant suggests that this unusual sapiential lament begins Job’s com
plaint against YHWH that remains unanswered until Job 38–41. Grant 
concludes that trauma and pain are encapsulated in the cursing of his day 
of birth, that is, the epitome of decreative expression. But Job’s question
ing of divine order and covenantal faithfulness position him to receive 
comfort even in the face of perplexing agony and loss.  

Joshua Williams assesses the theme of creation in three passages from 
the book of Chronicles (1 Chr 16:25–26; 31–33; and 2 Chr 2:11[12]). The 
context of each text includes cultic acts of worship demonstrating 
YHWH’s supremacy. Further, Williams suggests that Israel’s ritual obser
vations connect the cosmic symbolism to unified worship in the Jerusa
lem temple. These religious practices serve to promote YHWH as reign
ing over not just the nations but the entire cosmos.  

A final article includes an interview with Professor David Toshio Tsu
mura of Japan Bible Seminary. He engages the question of the use of the 
comparative approach in biblical studies, such as examining the cultural 
context of the ANE creation accounts. In addition to discussing ancient 
culture and cosmology, he discusses his early influences, academic jour
ney, training of students, and the need for faithful Christian witness in 
Japan. 
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St. David’s School, Raleigh, NC 

This article explores the rhetorical function of creation imagery and how it is utilized 
particularly in the communal lament of Ps 74. Although “creation” is often defined 
exclusively in terms of origination, it is a much more expansive and complex theological 
category that includes God’s ongoing interaction with his creation. The biblical authors 
thus draw images and language from creation for a variety of rhetorical purposes and 
theological emphases. In Ps 74, the psalmist utilizes creation imagery—which is evoc
ative of both the ANE Chaoskampf and the biblical Exodus—to address his current 
situation in which the temple is destroyed, and God is apparently silent. Thus, instead 
of a systematic theological exposition of creation, the imagery of creation in Ps 74 is 
utilized rhetorically to articulate a yearning for the works of God’s salvation in the 
present as of old. 

Key Words: Chaoskampf, cosmogony, creation imagery, lament, Leviathan, Psalm 74, 
temple 

Psalm 74 is a communal lament over the destruction of the temple and 
was presumably written in light of the Babylonian defeat of Jerusalem in 
587 BC.2 The psalm’s vivid depiction of the devastation caused by the 
scoffing enemies (vv. 3–9) is naturally marked by exasperated questions 

                                                      
1 I would like to thank Chip Hardy for giving me the opportunity to write this 

paper and for all his helpful comments and suggestions throughout the entire 
process. While any and all deficiencies are my own, his gracious contributions 
significantly enhanced the quality of this paper. 

2 Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51–100, WBC 20 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1990), 
246; FrankLothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary on Psalms 
51–100, trans. Linda M. Maloney, Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Com
mentary on the Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 243–44; Gerlinde Bau
mann, “Psalm 74: Myth as the Source of Hope in Times of Devastation,” in 
Psalms and Mythology, ed. Dirk J. Human, LHBOTS 462 (London/New York: 
T&T Clark, 2007), 92. 
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of “why?” and “how long?” (vv. 10–11) and includes several pleas for 
God’s intervention (vv. 18–23). Yet, in the midst of this psalm is the re
markable declaration of God’s works of salvation from of old (vv. 12–
17), in which he defeats the chaotic forces and sets up the created order. 
Undoubtedly, such vivid imagery is able to evoke a wide array of texts, 
images, and events, which has generated much scholarly debate regarding 
the nature, origin, and use of creation imagery. However, for the psalmist 
the use of this creation imagery primarily functions as a crucial compo
nent of this desperate plea for God to respond and to act. The poetic use 
of such imagery, in the words of T. S. Eliot, is a “raid on the inarticulate,”3 
a powerful and expressive articulation of the psalmist’s faith in God’s con
trol over the cosmos and the forces that threaten it. This essay will thus 
explore the nature of creation imagery in Ps 74, and how it is used rhe
torically as a plea for God to bring about his works of salvation in the 
present as he did of old.   



Given the complexity of the scholarly discussion regarding “creation” 
in the Bible and the ANE, it is necessary to define our terms as they relate 
to the poetic use of this imagery. Creation is most often and most natu
rally related to the origins of the cosmos (or cosmogony).4 God’s cosmo
gonic acts are expressed with certain verbal forms such as יצר ,עׂשה ,ברא, 
and 5.כון God “creates” (ברא) the heavens and the earth (Gen 1:1; Isa 
42:5); he “makes” (עׂשה) the animals (Gen 1:25; Ps 104:24); he “fashions” 
 the world (Ps (כון) ”the man from the dust (Gen 2:7); he “establishes (יצר)
93:1; Jer 10:12). Creation can also refer to the “result” of God’s creative 
acts, that is, the natural world (or the cosmos) and its various features and 
phenomena. However, to speak of the “natural” world as it relates to the 
Bible is not meant to convey some modern notion of a mechanistic, 

                                                      
3 T. S. Eliot, “East Coker,” in Four Quartets (New York: Harcourt, 1971), 31. 
4 Dennis J. McCarthy states that the “word creation in its normal context 

must mean some sort of absolute beginning of our world, or we equivocate” 
(“‘Creation Motifs’ in Ancient Hebrew Poetry,” CBQ 29.3 [1967]: 394). However, 
as will be demonstrated in this paper and is thoroughly argued by Terence 
Fretheim (God and World in the Old Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation [Nash
ville: Abingdon Press, 2005]), creation imagery and language about creation in 
the Bible has a much broader range of significance than origination.  

5 Fretheim includes many more words (e.g., חול ,ילד ,נטה ,יסד ,קנה ,בנה ,פעל) as 
well as various “modes of creation” (God and World, 1, 34–47). 
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disenchanted universe, devoid of transcendent meaning.6 The biblical 
conception of the natural world is understood as the creation of God, an 
enchanted cosmos imbued with significance that points to the Divine. 
Creation is thus a “theological category,” argues Terence Fretheim, who 
explains, “To speak of ‘creation’ is to state that the cosmos does not 
simply exist; it was created by God.”7 Or as Lewis puts it, “Another result 
of believing in Creation is to see Nature not as a mere datum but as an 
achievement.”8 Therefore, the heavens declare his glory and the firma
ment proclaims the work of his hands (Ps 19:1–2); the heavens are his 
throne and the earth is his footstool (Isa 66:1); the earth is full of his crea
tures (Ps 104:24); humanity (male and female) is made in his image (Gen 
1:26–28). Such an orientation to the Divine must be taken into consider
ation when speaking of creation in the Bible. 

Naturally, the biblical authors use images drawn from creation (both 
in the sense of God’s cosmogonic acts and the various features of the 
cosmos) for a variety of rhetorical purposes and theological emphases. In 
particular, images of creation function as powerful metaphors and effec
tive analogues to describe their relationship with God, as well as their 
experiences in the world.9 An important utilization of creation imagery is 
the depiction of God’s redemptive acts in history with verbal forms asso
ciated with cosmogonic activity, which is prominent in Isa 40–55: YHWH 
“created” (ברא) Jacob and “fashioned” (יצר) Israel, for he had “redeemed” 
 ”them (Isa 43:1); YHWH, Israel’s redeemer, is the one who “formed (גאל)
 all (עׂשה) ”his people in the womb and he is the one who “made (יצר)
things (Isa 44:24); YHWH will “establish” (כון) his people, protecting 
them from oppression (Isa 54:14).10 Thus, God is not the Creator 
                                                      

6 This language comes from Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge/Lon
don: Belknap Press, 2007). Taylor narrates the ideological shift from the an
cient/medieval social imagery that humans had a “porous self,” and were thus 
vulnerable to the “enchanted world,” to the modern (“secular”) social imaginary, 
in which humans have “buffered” themselves from the world, which has thus 
become “disenchanted.” Understanding this distinction between the an
cient/medieval and the modern perspectives of the cosmos will assist in appre
ciating the biblical author’s particular use of creation imagery. 

7 Fretheim, God and World, 4 (emphasis original). 
8 C. S. Lewis, Reflections on the Psalms (San Diego: Harcourt, 1986), 83. 
9 For a discussion regarding the use of images and metaphors, see William P. 

Brown, Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2002), 1–14; Fretheim, God and World, 13–22.   

10 Fretheim argues that “Creation is a theme more frequent in the oracles of 
Isaiah 40–55 than in any other prophet” (God and World, 181). However, see 
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exclusively in terms of his acts of origination—as the Creator, he faithfully 
acts to sustain, continue, and even restore his cosmos.11  

Creation imagery may also refer to the various features and phenom
ena of the cosmos (i.e., the natural world), that are often employed to 
describe the goodness of the Creator in his gracious provision for his peo
ple and his creatures.12 This understanding is aptly reflected in the psalm
ists’ grateful recognition of the cosmos as the work of God’s hands, which 
includes not only the elements useful for their daily sustenance, but even 
that which is of nonutilitarian value to humanity.13 Conversely, images of 
creation may also be utilized to depict the destructive forces within the 
cosmos that threaten to harm or even annihilate his people. Along with 
“natural disasters” such as floods and earthquakes, these images are also 
characterized as monstrous creatures (e.g., Yamm, Leviathan, Rahab, and 
the tannim), which are most commonly associated with the waters.14 The 
biblical authors (especially the psalmists) regularly use these images met
onymically and metaphorically to describe dire situations and hostile ene
mies (e.g., Ps 87:4; Isa 30:7; Jer 51:34; Ezek 39:3–5).15 However, the very 
nature of all these images (whether positive or negative) is dependent 
upon the manner in which the psalmist utilizes them within their literary 
context. Thus, the waters can be both life giving (Ps 46:4) and life threat
ening (Ps 46:2–3);16 the tannim and Leviathan can be both menacing crea
tures needing to be slain (Ps 74:13) and part of the God’s “good” creation 

                                                      
Terrence R. Wardlaw Jr. who provides an analysis of the theme of creation along
side the theme of redemption throughout the entire book of Isaiah (“The Signif
icance of Creation in the Book of Isaiah,” JETS 59.3 [2016]: 449–71).  

11 Fretheim, God and World, 193: “For Isaiah 40–55, creation is the beginning, 
middle, and end of God’s work with the world. God originated the cosmos, has 
continued creative work all through the course of the world’s history, and will 
one day bring a new heaven and new earth into being.”  

12 According to Fretheim, the theme of nature’s praise to God (i.e., praise 
from nonhuman creatures) occurs “some fifty times in twentyfive contexts (in
cluding fourteen psalms)” (God and World, 249; see pp. 249–68 for fuller discus
sion regarding this theme). 

13 Lewis, Reflections on the Psalms, 84. 
14 Brown, Seeing the Psalms, 143–44. 
15 Robin Routledge, Old Testament Theology: A Thematic Approach (Downers 

Grove: IVP, 2008), 129. Brown (Seeing the Psalms) states that the “mythological 
creatures” in the Psalter are “more cosmic in scope and, in turn, less metaphorical 
in degree” (143) and they function more as “metonyms” for “chaos” (107–12). 

16 For water imagery in Ps 46, see Brown, Seeing the Psalms, 115–17. 
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(Gen 1:21)17 that are commanded to give praise (Ps 148:7)18 or even 
YHWH’s pets for leisurely play (Ps 104:26).19  

Creation is thus a complex theological category that refers to God’s 
relationship with his creation in its origination, continuation, and comple
tion.20 As an allpervasive part of their reality, the biblical authors naturally 
employ images of creation in a variety of ways to articulate God’s actions 
in the cosmos and to describe particular aspects of their own experiences. 
Yet, these images are not “convenient figures of speech or hollow tropes,” 
emptied of theological significance.21 They provide a “cosmic dimension” 
to the realities that are described (whether they be social, political, or eco
nomic), which is to recognize their rightful place under the sovereignty of 
God, who is king over the cosmos.22 Furthermore, although creation is 
often understood exclusively in terms of cosmogony, it is important not 
to limit the poet’s imaginative use of creation imagery to mere 
                                                      

17 “And God created (ברא) the great tanninim . . . and God saw that it was 
good” (Gen 1:21). Throughout Gen 1:1–2:3 God affirms (“sees”) that what he 
has made is “good” (טֹוב, Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). This is not to say that 
it is “perfect” in some static sense, unable to be improved upon. Rather the 
“goodness” of his creation refers to its functional and aesthetic value in accord
ance with its created design. In this sense, the “great tanninim” ( יםדלגינם התנה ) are 
affirmed as “good” (Gen 1:21), and their mention with the specific use of ברא is 
most likely to emphasize that they “are not rivals that have to be defeated, just 
one of his many creatures” (Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, WBC 1 [Waco, 
TX: Thomas Nelson, 1987], 24). 

18 “Praise YHWH from the earth, you tanninim and all the deeps” (Ps 148:7).  
19 “There the ships go, and Leviathan, which you fashioned (יצר) in order to 

play with it” (Ps 104:26). 
20 Fretheim, God and World, 3–9.  
21 Ronald A. Simkins explains that “we must take seriously the metaphorical 

character of the biblical references to creation. They should not simply be dis
missed as convenient figures of speech or hollow tropes, as if they were histori
cized ‘useful fictions.’ They are not mere illustrations. As metaphors, they were 
used to convey significant analogies, and we must interpret them as such in order 
to understand their meanings” (Creator and Creation: Nature in the Worldview of An
cient Israel [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994], 89).  

22 In this sense, the utilization of creation imagery with reference to God as 
Creator is to proclaim God’s sovereignty over these elements. As Bernard An
derson explains, “The doctrine of creation, then, is preeminently an affirmation 
about the sovereignty of God and the absolute dependence of all creatures. To 
say that Yahweh made the earth is to confess that it belongs to its Maker; Yahweh 
is its Owner” (From Creation to New Creation: Old Testament Perspective [Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1994], 28). 
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origination.23 There are indeed cosmogonic elements present in Ps 74,24 
but as will be demonstrated, the psalmist skillfully and artfully uses a 
broader range of images and language associated with creation to articu
late his despairing lament and desperate plea to God. The following will 
attend to the presence and nature of creation imagery in this psalm. 



Although it will be demonstrated that creation language runs through
out the entirety of Ps 74, the primary concentration of this imagery is 
located in vv. 12–17, which states: 

12 
 
13 

Yet, God, my king is from old, 
working acts of salvation in the midst of the earth. 

You smashed Sea (ים) by your might; 
You broke the heads of the tanninim ( יניםנת ) upon the waters. 

14 You crushed the heads of Leviathan (לויתן); 
You gave him as food for the dwellers of the desert.25 

15 You split open the springs and the wadis; 
You dried up (יבׁש) the mighty rivers. 

16 Yours is the day; indeed, yours is the night; 
You established (כון) the luminaries and the sun. 

17 You fixed (נצב) all of the boundaries of the earth; 
                                                      

23 As Fretheim explains, “If readers have in mind only issues of origination, 
then the texts are relatively infrequent, at least in any explicit sense. On the other 
hand, if a broader understanding of creation is being used, the number of texts 
increases significantly” (God and World, 4).  

24 I.e., the explicit mention of God “establishing” (כון) the heavenly lights (v. 
16) and “fashioning” (יצר) the seasons (v. 17). 

25 The Hebrew is literally, “for a people (לעם), for desert ones (לציים).” Tate 
argues that the emended reading of לעמלצי ים (“for sharks in the sea”) suggested 
by BHS demands too much alteration (Psalms 51–100, 243–44). The precise 
meaning of יםיצ  is debated: does it refer to היצ  in the sense of dryness (i.e., “desert 
dwellers”) or in the sense of צי in the sense of ship (i.e., “sailors”)? The LXX 
reads λαοῖς τοῖς Αἰθίοψιν (“for the Ethiopians”) which could possibly correspond 
to the MT reading of “desert dwellers.” The MT also fits the context well enough 
in that the “defeat of the Sea will be so complete that the ocean will become a 
desert. With this description the psalmist foreshadows the thought of vs. 15b” 
(Mitchell Dahood, Psalm II: 51–100, AB 17 [Garden City: Doubleday, 1968], 206). 
Cf. Mitchell Dahood, “Vocative ‘Lamedh’ in Psalm 74:14,” Bib 59.2 (1978): 262–
63. 
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the summer and winter, You fashioned (יצר). 
In this passage, God’s works of salvation (v. 12) progress from acts of 

destruction (vv. 13–14) to acts of creation (vv. 15–17). In vv. 13–14, God 
violently destroys the monstrous creatures associated with the waters: Sea 
) the tanninim ,(ים) יניםנת ), and Leviathan (לויתן). The destruction of these 
creatures leads to God’s splitting open the springs and the wadis (v. 15a), 
which Tate explains “reflects a creation idea of the draining away of cov
ering waters so that dry land appeared (cf. Gen 1:9–10), and that this is 
also the explanation of v. 15b, which reverses the process described in the 
flood narrative in Gen 7:11.”26 In this way, v. 15 functions as a transition 
from God’s acts of destruction to God’s acts of creation. In vv. 16–17, it 
is declared that the day and night are his, while God’s creative acts are 
described as establishing (כון) the luminaries and the sun, fixing (נצב) the 
boundaries of the earth, and fashioning (יצר) the seasons.  

However, the association with creation in these verses has been chal
lenged by David T. Tsumura, who argues there is no creation motif in Ps 
74, but rather the conflict depicted in vv. 13–14 has to do with destruction 
while the cosmic elements in vv. 15–17 simply refer to “the created order 
brought about by YHWH, rather than YHWH’s creative actions.”27 A 
significant element of Tsumura’s dismissal of creation imagery in this 
psalm is due to a narrow definition of creation as mere origination, which 
would naturally rule out the cosmological nature of these verses.28 If, 

                                                      
26 Following J. A. Emerton (“‘Spring and Torrent’ in Psalm lxxiv 15,” in Vol

ume du Congrès: Genève 1965, VTSup 15 [Leiden: Brill, 1966], 122–33), Tate argues 
that “the purpose of the springs and rivers was to drain the waters into a cosmic 
abyss and allow the dry land to appear” (Psalm 51–100, 252). Cf. Dennis Sylva, 
“Precreation Discourse in Psalms 74 and 77: Struggling with Chaoskämpfe,” R&T 
18 (2011): 248. 

27 David Toshio Tsumura, “The Creation Motif in Psalm 74:12–14? A Reap
praisal of the Theory of the Dragon Myth,” JBL 134.3 (2015): 553. For a fuller 
discussion and critique of Tsumura’s argument see Nathaniel E. Greene, “Crea
tion, Destruction, and a Psalmist’s Plea: Rethinking the Poetic Structure of Psalm 
74,” JBL 136.1 (2017): 85–101. 

28 Tsumura recognizes that “creation” may have two meanings, saying that 
creation “is used to mean an ‘originating’ action or ‘a created order,’” yet his 
discussion appears to focus almost exclusively on the sense of “origination” 
(“Creation Motif?” 554). However, Tsumura also states, “Thus, the psalmist 
simply explains the saving act of YHWH, who is the lord of creation—not only 
the originator of the world but also the controller of the created world” (554). 
This sense of God’s role as “controller of the created world” appears to agree 
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however, his definition of creation included not only the cosmos itself but 
also God’s creative acts apart from origination, then the creation imagery 
in these verses would be evident. Indeed, this entire section has cosmo
logical language reminiscent of similar imagery found throughout Gen 1–
11:29 

Earth (ארץ) Ps 74:12, 17 Gen 1:1–2 
Sea (ים) Ps 74:13 Gen 1:10 
Sea Monsters ( יניםנת ) Ps 74:13 Gen 1:21 
Waters (מים) Ps 74:13 Gen 1:2 
Food (מאכל) Ps 74:14 Gen 2:9 
To dry (יבׁש) Ps 74:15 Gen 8:14 
To split (בקע)  Ps 74:15 Gen 7:11 
Springs (מעין) Ps 74:15 Gen 8:2 
Rivers (נהר) Ps 74:15 Gen 2:10, 13 
Day (יום) and Night (לילה) Ps 74:16 Gen 1:5 
Luminaries (מאור) Ps 74:16 Gen 1:14–16 
To fashion (יצר) Ps 74:17 Gen 2:7–8, 19 
Summer (קיץ) and Winter (חרף) Ps 74:17 Gen 8:22 

Although these texts may represent different models, traditions, and 
expressions of creation, their similar use of key linguistic terms associated 
with creation demonstrates how intelligibly and cogently Ps 74 speaks of 
creation, even in its own distinctive form. Yet, even if the definition of 
creation is expanded, Tsumura still dismisses God’s acts described in vv. 
15–17 as cosmogonic, arguing these verses “simply describe the created 
order brought about by YHWH, rather than YHWH’s creative actions.”30 
But as Greene notes, “Tsumura’s detachment of creative result from cre
ative act draws too fine a distinction in view of the deity’s creative acts as 
                                                      
with Fretheim’s category of “Continuing Creation” or Creatio Continua (God and 
World, 7–9), which is in addition to God’s creative work of origination. 

29 Creation imagery should not be limited to Gen 1–2 but can be seen 
throughout the entirety of Gen 1–11, especially with the acts of “recreation” in 
the flood narrative (Gen 8–9). In fact, one can speak of the theme of Gen 1–11 
as “creation” (cf. Joseph Blenkinsopp, Creation, UnCreation, ReCreation: A Discur
sive Commentary on Genesis 1–11 [London: T&T Clark, 2011], 16–17; David J. A. 
Clines, “Theme in Genesis 1–11,” CBQ 38 [1976]: 483–507). 

30 Tsumura, “Creation Motif?” 553.  
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depicted in the text. The very fact that the created order is the result of 
YHWH’s creative act links the notions indefinitely.”31 In fact, God’s cre
ative activity in vv. 16–17 is described with verbal forms that are directly 
associated with God’s cosmogonic acts present in other biblical passages: 
God establishes (כון) the earth and all that is in it (Ps 24:2; cf. Isa 45:18; Jer 
10:12); God fixes (נצב) the heavens (Ps 119:89; cf. Deut 32:8); God fashions 
 the dry land (Ps 95:5; cf. Gen 2:7; 45:18; Amos 4:13).32 (יצר)

Tsumura rightly notes the destructive emphasis in vv. 13–14, which 
may function as a “metaphorical description of the Lord’s destroying his 
people’s enemies throughout history.”33 Yet, he argues that “The destruc
tion of the dragon here leads not to the creation of the cosmos . . . but to 
‘salvations.’”34 According to the text, however, it appears that the “salva
tions” of God (v. 12) are described as the movement from destruction to 
creation (vv. 13–17), which expresses a redemptive progression from the 
defeat of the threatening creatures to the establishment of cosmic order. 
Indeed, God’s acts of destroying and creating are presented as a unified 
whole in the text, bound together by the consistent use of the perfect 
verbal form for both acts of destruction and creation,35 along with the 
sevenfold occurrence of the second person singular independent pronoun 
“you” (אתה):36 

13 
 

You ( האת ) smashed (פרר) Sea by your might; 
You broke (ׁשבר) the heads of the tanninim upon the waters. 

14 You ( האת ) crushed (רצץ) the heads of Leviathan; 
You gave him as food for the dwellers of the desert. 

15 You ( האת ) split open (בקע) the springs and the wadis; 
You ( האת ) dried (יבׁש) up the mighty rivers. 

16 Yours is the day; indeed, yours is the night; 
You ( האת ) established (כון) the luminaries and the sun. 

17 You ( האת ) fixed (נצב) all of the boundaries of the earth; 
You ( האת ) fashioned (יצר) the summer and winter. 

                                                      
31 Green, “Poetic Structure of Psalm 74,” 93. 
32 Note in Isa 45:18 how “create” (ברא) is in parallel with “fashion” (יצר) and 

“establish” (כון) in reference to God’s cosmogonic actions.  
33 Tsumura, “Creation Motif?” 548. 
34 Tsumura, “Creation Motif?” 553.  
35 Note the exceptional use of נתן in v. 14b, which occurs in the imperfect. 
36 Mark S. Smith, The Priestly Vision of Genesis 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 

17; Greene, “Poetic Structure of Psalm 74,” 93–94; Baumann, “Psalm 74,” 96. 
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This sevenfold repetition is reminiscent of the intentional use of seven 
(including its sevenfold structure) in the creation account of Gen 1:1–
2:3,37 further contributing to the various allusions to creation.38 But this 
poetic unity has another significant implication: if God’s acts of destruc
tion could be understood as a “metaphorical description of the Lord’s 
destroying his people’s enemies,” it seems reasonable to understand 
God’s acts of creation as a “metaphorical description” of the Lord’s 
providing order, security, and rest for his people. In this sense, both de
struction and creation may function idiomatically to convey YHWH’s vari
ous works of salvation.39  

However, in light of this salvific movement, some have made the ar
gument this imagery refers to the event of the exodus, rather than crea
tion.40 As Elmer B. Smick states, “In Ps 74:12–14 the mythopoetic lan
guage about the manyheaded Leviathan is historicized and used 
metaphorically to describe Yahweh’s great victory in history, at the Red 

                                                      
37 For discussion regarding the intentional use of seven in Gen 1:1–2:3, see 

Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 5–7. 
38 Greene takes this sevenfold repetition as an intertextual reference to the 

seven heads of Litan attested in ANE literature (cf. KTU 1.5 I 1–4) and icono
graphy (cf. Tell Amar Seal) (“Poetic Structure of Psalm 74,” 94). However, it is 
preferable to understand this allusion to seven with the creation account of Gen 
1:1–2:3 given the use of seven is part of the structural design of the hymn, along 
with its use of creation imagery reminiscent of Genesis. Baumann argues that 
74:16–17 alludes several times to Gen 1 and “this subtle use of the seven, the 
number of totality, can be interpreted as a counterstatement against the total de
struction of the enemies in part I” (“Psalm 74,” 96).   

39 Tsumura states that “biblical texts may refer to a mythological scene where 
a dragon was destroyed” and goes on to say that “The biblical authors of the Iron 
Age could use these alreadyantiquated expressions to describe metaphorically 
Yahweh’s destructive actions toward his enemies. Furthermore, these metaphor
ical expressions seem to have already become idiomatic or nearly idiomatic when 
the authors used them” (Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf 
Theory in the Old Testament [Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005], 192). Yet, it seems 
just as possible that certain “creation models” in the ANE could function simi
larly in the Bible and thus would not suggest a “cosmic dualism” since they are 
idiomatic expressions.  

40 Those who hold the view that this imagery refers to the event of the exodus 
include Derek Kidner, Psalms 73–150: A Commentary on Books III–V of the Psalms, 
TOTC (Downers Grove: IVP, 1973), 268–69; Routledge, Old Testament Theology, 
129; Elmer B. Smick, “Mythopoetic Language in the Psalms,” WTJ 44 (1982): 90; 
Baumann, “Psalm 74,” 96–97.  
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Sea. The monster here is Egypt.”41 The argument for this connection is 
that God’s works of salvation ( הועיׁש ) “in the midst of the earth” refers to 
God’s redemptive acts in the exodus, which is followed by the statement 
that God divided (פרר) the sea by his might, referring to the parting of the 
Red Sea.42 Yet, the translation of פרר as “divide” has been significantly 
contested by Tsumura.43 Even though phonologically similar verbal roots 
such as פרד ,פרס, and פרץ have a meaning of “separation,” there is “not 
strong etymological support . . . for the translation of פרר as ‘to divide.’”44 
Based upon its etymology and its use in the HB, the “most natural mean
ing” of פרר is “to break,” which is significantly in parallel with ׁשבר in the 
same verse.45 Given this sense of the verb פרר “to break” instead of “to 
split,” an association with the event of the exodus is much more indirect.46 
Furthermore, although “salvation” (or “victories”47) may refer to the re
demptive act of the exodus, it does not need to refer to that event exclu
sively.48 It could simply refer to God’s intervening salvific acts against any 
element of disorder within the cosmic realm, which thus serves as a 

                                                      
41 Smick, “Mythopoetic Language,” 90. 
42 For example, Kidner states, “The point here is that what Baal had claimed 

in the realm of myth, God had done in the realm of history—and done for his 
people, working salvation” (Psalm 73–150, 268–69; emphasis original). 

43 Tsumura, “The Creation Motif?” 547–55; also argued by Tate, Psalm 51–
100, 251. 

44 Tsumura, “The Creation Motif?” 549.   
45 Tsumura, “The Creation Motif?” 550. Tsumura also notes “the Ugaritic 

verbs prr (‘to break’) and t ̱br (“to crush”) appear in parallel just פרר and ׁשבר do 
in Ps 74:13b–14a,” referencing CAD, P: 161–64.  

46 It should also be noted that פרר is not used in book of Exodus or other 
biblical passages in regard to the parting of the Red Sea. Another possible asso
ciation with the exodus event in Ps 74 could be the reference to the congregation 
that God “purchased” (קנה), which also occurs in Exod 15:16 to describe God’s 
people, whom he had “purchased.” However, the word קנה is also used to de
scribe God’s cosmogonic activity (cf. Gen 14:19, 22; Deut 32:6; Ps 139:13; Prov 
8:22). 

47 The word for “victories” or “salvations” occurs in the plural: יׁשעות. Tate 
explains, “The image is that of a king whose kingship and power win victories 
for his people over hostile foes (cf. Pss 20:6; 21:2; 67:3; 118:14, 15, 21; et al.)” 
(Psalms 51–100, 250). 

48 John Goldingay, Psalms, Vol. 2: Psalms 42–89 (Grand Rapids: Baker Aca
demic, 2007), 430: “The language used suggests that the section would make peo
ple think of both creation and the Red Sea event, not mainly or exclusively the 
former nor mainly or exclusively the latter.”   
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general theological declaration of God’s power.49 In this sense, the im
agery is able to evoke more than one particular event or situation, not only 
in the past, but also in the present, and even in the future.50 That is to say, 
although this passage refers to God’s acts in the past, the reality of God’s 
might within the cosmos is projected as hope for the future in light of 
their present situation. Therefore, it is prudent not to limit the referential 
and evocative scope of this poetic imagery, nor to bifurcate too neatly 
between Creation and Redemption,51 since these verses “typologically 
overlay imagery proper to both creation and exodus.”52 Or as Greene 
says, “An author (especially an author of poetry!) need not explicitly state 
every image he or she wishes to create in the mind of the reader,” further 
explaining that “[t]he presence of the creativeChaoskampf motif in Ps 74 
is then doubly marked by both creative language (i.e., language depicting 
the act of creation) and language and ideologies reminiscent of the exodus 
tradition as well.”53  

A final aspect to consider is the broader literary context and concep
tual environment of the ANE, which could help to illuminate the manner 
in which it is used in the psalm.54 The creation imagery expressed in these 
                                                      

49 Smith, The Priestly Vision of Genesis 1, 17–18. 
50 Sylva explains that the “precreation discourse addresses the substratum 

upon which history rests, providing fertile ground for envisioning alternative his
torical possibilities” (“Precreation Discourse,” 251), and goes on to say, “The 
precreation discourse in vv. 12–17 has charged the psalmist so that his memory 
of God is now an active reality of God’s past as the effective force in the present. 
After this discourse, the psalmist asserts, indirectly, for the first time that God is 
in control of the lives of the oppressed (v. 19)” (253).  

51 Routledge states, “The close link between creation and redemption, how
ever, allows us not only to see Israel’s redemption as a creative act but also to 
view the act of creation itself as a salvific act in which God rescues the cosmos 
from chaos (e.g. Ps 74:12–17)” (Old Testament Theology, 138). Cf. Terence E. 
Fretheim, “The Reclamation of Creation: Redemption and Law in Exodus,” Int 
45 (1991): 354–65; Bernard Och, “Creation and Redemption: Towards a Theol
ogy of Creation,” Judaism 44 (1995): 226–43.  

52 Jeremy M. Hutton, “Isaiah 59:9–11 and the Rhetorical Appropriation and 
Subversion of Hostile Theologies,” JBL 126.2 (2007): 283 n. 48. Hutton says this 
in reference to the Chaoskampf imagery present in Isa 51:9–11, but this could be 
applied to Ps 74 as well.   

53 Greene, “Poetic Structure of Psalm 74,” 98.  
54 For an overview of the “Contextual Approach” to comparative literature, 

see William W. Hallo, “Compare and Contrast: The Contextual Approach to Bib
lical Literature,” in The Bible in the Light of Cuneiform Literature: Scripture in Context 
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verses is often categorized as Chaoskampf55 and is what Mark S. Smith re
fers to as a model of Creation as Divine Might, in which the created order is 
brought about “in the wake of the divine battle against the cosmic ene
mies.”56 Dennis J. McCarthy summarizes this basic pattern throughout 
ANE literature as: (1) the fight against chaos often represented by or per
sonified as a monster of the waters; (2) the conquest of this monstrous 
force by a god who is consequently acclaimed king; and (3) the giving of 
a palace (temple) to the divine king.57 The most notable example of this 
model in the ANE is the Babylonian myth, Enuma Elish.58 In this myth, 
the Babylonian patron god Marduk achieves the status of the chief god 
after defeating the goddess Tiamat, who represents the chaotic waters 
(and is portrayed as a dragon). After Tiamat’s defeat, Marduk splits her in 
half from which he forms the top half and the bottom half of the cosmos, 
which is followed by the building of a temple as the divine resting place. 
An even closer literary and linguistic parallel to Ps 74 is found in the Uga
ritic Baal Cycle.59 Even though it is contested whether this story can be 
properly understood as a cosmogony, it reflects a similar thematic devel
opment as Enuma Elish.60 Baal slays the serpent goddess of the sea 

                                                      
III, ed. William W. Hallo et al., ANETS 8 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1990), 1–30. 
Hallo explains that the goal of this approach is “not to find the key to every 
biblical phenomenon in some ancient Near Eastern precedent, but rather to sil
houette the biblical text against its wider literary and cultural environment and 
thus to arrive at a proper assessment of the extent to which the biblical evidence 
reflects that environment or, on the contrary, is distinctive and innovative over 
against it” (3). See also John H. Walton, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 1–16. 

55 Chaoskampf is also referred to as the “Combat myth” or “Cosmic Battle 
Pattern.” Routledge defines Chaoskampf as “the common depiction of creation as 
a battle between the creator god and the powers of chaos, usually represented by 
primeval waters and the monsters that rise from them” (Old Testament Theology, 
127–28). 

56 Smith, The Priestly Vision of Genesis 1, 17. The other models of creation Smith 
discusses are Creation as Divine Wisdom and Creation as Divine Presence. 

57 McCarthy, “Creation Motifs,” 393.  
58 For full text, see W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Creation Myths, Mesopotamian 

Civilizations 16 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2013). 
59 Cf. Mark S. Smith, The Ugaritic Baal Cycle I: Introduction with Text, Translation 

and Commentary KTU 1.1–1.2, VTSup 55 (Leiden: Brill, 1994). 
60 For an overview of the cosmological interpretation of the Baal Cycle, see 

Smith, The Ugaritic Baal Cycle, 75–87. Even though scholars have questioned 
whether the Baal Cycle could be categorized as a cosmogony, it is apparent that 
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(identified as Yamm and Lītān—the Ugaritic equivalent of the biblical 
Leviathan),61 leading to the construction of his temple, which takes seven 
days to complete. Although not every part of the pattern needs to be ex
plicitly manifest to evoke the model, these basic elements are clearly seen 
in Ps 74—God, the king of old, violently destroys the primordial creatures 
of Yamm (ים), Leviathan (לויתן), and the tanninim ( יניםנת ) (vv. 13–14) and 
subsequently orders the cosmos by establishing (כון) the heavenly lights, 
fixing (נצב) the boundaries of the earth, and fashioning (יצר) the seasons 
(vv. 16–17). Even though the differences between the texts of the ANE 
and of the HB are significant (literarily and theologically), in light of the 
thematic and linguistic parallels it is apparent that Ps 74 is utilizing a com
mon creation typescene within the ANE, depicting YHWH defeating the 
opposing chaotic forces and ordering the cosmos in its wake. Much like 
Enuma Elish, and to some extent the Baal Cycle, the hymn moves from 
destruction to creation, and as will be further demonstrated below, also 
relates to the building of the temple.  

However, to say that the psalmist may be utilizing a “creation type
scene” found in the ANE does not necessarily signify direct literary bor
rowing from a particular text.62 Although there may be similar terms and 
                                                      
the construction of the temple is described with creation imagery (cf. Loren R. 
Fisher, “Creation at Ugarit and in the Old Testament,” VT 15.3 [1965]: 319). 

61 Cf. J. A. Emerton, “Leviathan and Ltn: The Vocalization of the Ugaritic 
Word for the Dragon,” VT 32 (1982): 327–31. Or ltn could possibly be vocalized 
as “Lōtān” (cf. Wayne T. Pitard, “The Binding of Yamm: A New Edition of the 
Ugaritic Text KTU 1.83,” JNES 57.4 [1998]: 261–80). Averbeck argues that 
Yamm, Litan, Tunnan, and Nahar refer to one single enemy of Baal, according 
to the combination of passages that mention Baal’s victories (“Ancient Near 
Eastern Mythography as It Relates to Historiography in the Hebrew Bible: Gen
esis 3 and the Cosmic Battle,” in The Future of Biblical Archaeology: Reassessing Meth
odologies and Assumptions; the Proceedings of a Symposium, August 12–14 2001, at Trinity 
International University, ed. James K. Hoffmeier and Alan Millard [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2004], 341). However, it is unclear whether these are the same crea
ture in Ps 74. 

62 Hutton (“Isaiah 59:9–11”) proposes a reconstructed source text behind Ps 
74, Ps 89, Is 51, and KTU 1.3 III 38–46, but since no extant text exists, any direct 
literary borrowing of Ps 74 remains conjectural. Averbeck rightly cautions that 
“one of the most basic methodological rules for comparing extrabiblical ancient 
Near Eastern texts with the Bible is that careful analysis of the biblical passages 
and their intrabiblical parallels should always take precedence over comparisons 
with external texts” (“Ancient Near Eastern Mythography,” 344). Thus, while 
Tate acknowledges that the “mythical referents [in vv. 12–17] seem to have been 
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ideas between the biblical literature and the ANE literature, it may simply 
reflect a common conceptual milieu in which they utilize similar expres
sions to convey their reality.63 As Walton explains, “There is a great dif
ference between explicit borrowing from a specific piece of literature and 
creating a literary work that resonates with the larger culture that has itself 
been influenced by its literatures.”64 Furthermore, even if there may be 
parallels of imagery, language, and themes between the biblical text and 
an ANE text—such as the slaying of the sea dragon—it does not mean 
the biblical authors shared the theological commitments that are embed
ded in the ANE literature.65 Rather, they utilize such common imagery of 
creation in their own distinctive way, according to their particular theo
logical worldview.66 As Robin Routledge explains,  

Although the mythological language and imagery found in some 
OT passages may have had wide circulation in the ANE, the OT 
writers use it in a distinctive way. The imagery is removed from its 
original (pagan) setting and given new meaning and significance. 
Rather than depicting rival gods fighting for power, the OT em
phasizes that there is only one God who is the Lord of  heaven and 
earth. And where the Chaoskampf motif  appears in this context, it 
is concerned, primarily, not with God’s initial victory in a cosmic 

                                                      
Ugaritic Canaanite in an ultimate sense,” he aptly states, “In a more immediate 
sense, Ps 74 was probably dependent on Israelite traditions such as those re
flected in Pss 104:1–9; 89:10–15; 65:7–8; 93; 24; Gen 1” (Psalm 51–100, 254). 

63 Simkins explains that “the Israelites shared a similar conception of reality, 
rooted in basic experiences of the human body and earth, as their ancient Near 
Eastern neighbors. Indeed, the Israelites were part of the larger ancient Near 
Eastern cultural milieu in that they shared similar understandings of the world 
with their neighbors. The differences between the Bible and other Near Eastern 
literature can only be understood from within the context of their similarities. 
These differences reflect the cultural particularities of each people, not exten
sively different and unrelated cultures” (Creator and Creation, 89).  

64 Walton, Ancient Cosmology, 3.  
65 In fact, it is important to note that there are significant theological differ

ences between Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Canaanite literature within the 
ANE. 

66 Routledge, Old Testament Theology, 129 n. 9: “This distinctive use indicates 
that OT writers in no way accepted the substance of ANE myths; nevertheless, 
it is likely that the language is intended to recall some of the elements of the 
Chaoskampf myth. The idea was used to highlight aspects of God’s activity in the 
world by OT writers who also emphasized differences between their theology 
and world view and that of their contemporaries in the ANE.” 
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precreation battle but with his ongoing power over creation and 
his ongoing presence in the world.67  

In other words, even though the psalmist is using a possibly wellknown 
type scene, it can be applied in different ways to different situations. Thus, 
God conquers Israel’s enemies like he conquers the dragon; God restores 
order to Israel like he creates the cosmos. In this light, while recognizing 
the potential significance of similar language, imagery, and themes in com
parative literature, the primary focus of this paper will be the “new mean
ing and significance” of the creation imagery given within its immediate 
literary context.68  

To summarize, the creation imagery utilized in Ps 74 reflects a basic 
pattern of destruction to creation that is also found within the ANE con
text and applied to YHWH as the one who destroys the chaotic forces 
and brings order to the cosmos. It is possible that this imagery could 
evoke the event of the exodus, with the monstrous creatures representing 
Egypt (cf. Ps 87:4),69 but the text appears to have a broader evocative 
range that speaks generally to God’s might over any threatening force 
within the cosmos. In agreement with Tsumura, there is undoubtedly a 
sense of destruction that takes place in the violent depiction of God’s 

                                                      
67 Routledge, Old Testament Theology, 128–29. As Averbeck also explains, “The 

writers of the Hebrew Bible used the repertoire of ancient Near Eastern cosmic 
battle motifs and patterns to articulate certain aspects of faith and commitment 
to God/Yahweh in ancient Israel. They used them precisely because these stories 
were powerful in the conceptual world of the ancient Israelites and, therefore, 
provided a set of motifs that could be used to speak powerfully about Yahweh. 
In doing, so, however, they were not just reusing the myths but tailored them to 
the distinctiveness of their belief in One God who is the creator of all and to 
whom Israel was to show loyalty at all cost” (“Ancient Near Eastern Mythogra
phy,” 345).  

68 Regarding the significant differences between comparative texts, J. Richard 
Middleton’s caution is warranted: “While we should certainly not ignore the em
beddedness of individual texts in larger patterns of meaning (including shared 
motifs such as the combat myth), it is nevertheless important that we read each 
text for its own specificity and particularity—its ‘actuality,’ as James Muilenburg 
puts it” (“Created in the Image of a Violent God? The Ethical Problem of the 
Conquest of Chaos in Biblical Creation Texts,” Int 58.4 [2004]: 345). 

69 For the various texts that utilize the dragon to refer to Egypt, see John Day, 
God’s Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea: Echoes of a Canaanite Myth in the Old Testa
ment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 88–101. However, he does 
not include Ps 74 in his list of passages. 
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actions against the monstrous creatures. However, this should not over
look the explicit mention of God’s creative acts in vv. 15–17, which are 
woven together with the combat of vv. 13–14 with the sevenfold repeti
tion of האת . In this light, the movement from destruction to creation is a 
picture of redemption, that is, God’s works of salvation, which is an all
important concept for the psalmist’s lament. Having established the na
ture of this creation imagery, we will now turn to how this imagery is used 
as part of the rhetorical structure of the poem.  



Although there appears to be a variety of ways to analyze the structure 
of this psalm, the fivefold division posited by Graeme Sharrock effectively 
reflects the “inherent framework” of the psalm.70 Sharrock divides the 
major sections of the psalm according to the tense of the primary or initial 
verb of each line: 

Vv. 1–3 Imperatives (apart from an introductory complaint) 
Vv. 4–9  Perfects (with a supplementary imperfect in v. 9) 
Vv. 10–11 Imperfects 
Vv. 12–17  Perfects (with a supplementary imperfect in v. 14) 
Vv. 18–23  Imperatives (and supporting jussives, etc.) 

Reflected in this organization of these primary verb forms is the following 
chiastic structure:  

A. Imperatives 
 B. Perfects 
  C. Imperfects 
 B’. Perfects 
A’. Imperatives 

As Sharrock explains, “The result is an inverted symmetrical structure in 
which the imperative paragraphs (A and A’) introduce and conclude the 
psalm, the perfect verbs (B and B’) develop some concrete actions in the 
psalm, and the central verses (C) form the central axis pointing back to 

                                                      
70 Graeme Sharrock, “Psalm 74: A LiteraryStructural Analysis,” AUSS 21.3 

(1983): 211. Sharrock takes the phrase “inherent framework” from Rolf Knierim, 
“Old Testament FormCriticism Reconsidered,” Interpretation 27 (1973): 459. 
Others who follow this basic framework include Tate, Psalms 51–100; Derek Kid
ner, Psalms 73–150; Sylva, “Precreation Discourse”; Goldingay, Psalms 42–89. 
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the earlier sections and forward to the subsequent ones.”71 Section A (vv. 
1b–3) begins with questions directed at God for why he has rejected his 
people (v. 1b), which is followed by urgent imperatives for God to re
member his congregation (v. 2) and even to see for himself72 the ruins of 
the sanctuary (v. 3). This section corresponds with Section A’ (vv. 18–23) 
where the psalmist returns to imperatives, calling God to respond to the 
evil actions of his enemies and rise to action on behalf of his people. Sec
tion B (vv. 4–9) describes the past violent actions of the enemy: they have 
disrupted their meeting places, setting up their own signs (v. 4); they have 
broken down the sanctuary and burned it with fire (vv. 5–7); and they 
defiled the land, the place of YHWH’s name (v. 7). This leaves the people 
to lament that they see no signs and there is no prophet to tell them how 
long they must endure this situation (v. 9). This section corresponds with 
Section B’ (vv. 12–17), which describes the past salvific actions of God, 
the king from old, who “works salvation in the midst of the earth” (v. 12). 
This salvation is expressed in two major movements: God’s crushing 
                                                      

71 Sharrock, “Psalm 74,” 213. Although several commentators have followed 
this suggested literary framework, or a close variation of it, Greene (“Poetic 
Structure of Psalm 74,”) has posited a poetic structure that centers the poem on 
the creation imagery in vv. 12–17 with the following division:  

I. Lament over the destruction of the temple (vv. 1b–11, 18) 
II. Mythological hymn detailing the contest between אלהים and mythologi

cal beasts (vv. 12–17) 
III. Petition for God to act on behalf of the poor (vv. 19–23) 
According to Greene, the interpolation of the creation imagery disrupted the 

original poetic structure, which contained two major sections: (1) a lament in vv. 
1b–11 and v. 18, and (2) a chiastic petition in vv. 19–23. The “violent” insertion 
of the creation imagery between למה v. 11 and זכר of v. 18 reveals the work of a 
redactor who perceived a thematic/theological parallel that motivated the utili
zation of the creation imagery in his lament. Yet, even if Greene is correct, the 
proposed structured, which is based upon a hypothetical original poetic structure, 
is unnecessary to ascertain the rhetorical thrust of the passage. However the 
poem was put together, all that is accessible to the reader with confidence is the 
text as it is received in its final form, which as it stands, appears to have a coherent 
unity. For this reason, this paper will follow the fivefold structure proposed by 
Sharrock, for it most precisely describes the poetic structure of the final form of 
Ps 74 and effectively demonstrates many of Greene’s conclusions regarding the 
rhetorical use of the creation imagery. 

72 Literally, “Exalt your steps” (רימה פעמיך), which is an expression that “sug
gests coming to look rather than coming to take action” (Goldingay, Psalm 42–
89, 426). 
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defeat of the threatening chaos, personified by the sea monsters (vv. 13–
14), and God’s ordering of the cosmos (vv. 15–17). In Section C (vv. 10–
11), the psalmist directs his questions to God: how long will the revile
ment of his name endure (v. 10)? He asks why God holds back his right 
hand and does not act to finish them (v. 11). According to this structure, 
the entire psalm is oriented around these questions, which thus illumi
nates the rhetorical function of the other sections.  



In light of the poetic structure of Ps 74, the chiastic framework in
forms how the creation imagery contributes to the rhetorical thrust of this 
lament. At the heart of the chiasm (vv. 10–11) are the most pertinent 
questions of how long God will endure the enemies scoffing his name 
and why he has not acted yet. Flanking each side of this central section, 
perfects are utilized to describe the destruction of the temple in vv. 4–9 
(B) and the creation imagery in vv. 12–17 (B’), which establishes an inten
tional correspondence between these sections. As Sharrock explains, 
“The two intermediary paragraphs B and B’ serve a contrasting purpose. 
Each group of six verses is a catalog of actions in the perfect tense, yet 
these stand in antithetical relation to each other: the enemy’s acts of de
struction are ‘answered’ by Yahweh’s deliverances.”73  

But there is more to this relationship than a mere “negation of the 
account of the enemy’s work” achieved with the “hymn of Yahweh’s de
liverances.”74 The placement of this creation imagery in corresponding 
relation to the temple’s destruction reflects the significant relationship be
tween the temple and the cosmos found both in the ANE and in the 
HB.75 According to ancient cosmology, the temple is often associated 
with the cosmos,76 and inasmuch as the temple is properly maintained, all 
is well and right in the cosmos. Walton explains the significance of the 
temple’s function in relation to the cosmos: “Throughout the ancient 
                                                      

73 Sharrock, “Psalm 74,” 220.  
74 Sharrock, “Psalm 74,” 220. 
75 Walton, Ancient Cosmology, 109–121; Jon D. Levenson, “The Temple and 

the World,” JR 64.3 (1984): 275–98. 
76 As Levenson explains, “The earthly Temple is the world in nuce; the world 

is the Temple in extenso” (Sinai and Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible [Broadway: 
HarperCollins, 1985], 141). For a fuller discussion regarding the cosmic symbol
ism of temples, see G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical 
Theology of the Dwelling Place of God, NSBT 17 (Downers Grove: IVP, 2004), 29–
80. 
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world, the temple was a significant part of the cosmic landscape. It was 
considered to be at the center of the cosmos, the place from which the 
cosmos was controlled, and a small model of the cosmos—a micro
cosm.”77 The implication for this association is that the converse is also 
true: the defilement and destruction of the temple would signify disorder 
within the cosmos (cf. Isa 64:10–12).  

What this means for Ps 74, is that in response to the enemies’ defile
ment and destruction of temple (vv. 4–9), the psalmist invokes the crea
tion typescene, which recounts God’s salvific work in his defeat of the 
cosmic enemies and his establishment of the cosmic order (vv. 12–17). In 
this sense, the poetic employment of creation imagery is a fitting response 
to the devastation caused by the enemy, for these two sections of the 
poem are mutually informing: the violent actions described of the enemies 
against the temple and the land are understood in cosmic terms, in which 
God’s sovereign rule is challenged; and the creation hymn is invoked to 
motivate God to respond and act within their current reality for his 
name’s sake as the king of old.78 As Greene explains: 

The destruction of  the temple as described in the opening verses 
of  Ps 74 would then be an assault not simply on the physical build
ing established for the worship of  YHWH but on YHWH’s very 
sovereignty and the entirety of  the created order as well. It makes 
perfect sense that the author of  Ps 74 would seek to connect cre
ation imagery (the likes of  which are found in Ps 74:12–17) to a 
lament over the destruction of  the temple. . . . This recollection of  
creation mythology then is a tacit call for YHWH to rebuild his 
temple, as enthronement and the construction of  a temple seem 
to be the ultimate results of  the Chaoskampf events.79 

A closer look at the other parts of the text (vv. 1–11; 18–23) further 
support this understanding with its own creation/temple associations.80 
Among the several terms used to describe the temple in this passage,81 the 
designation of the temple as “Mount Zion” where God dwells (v. 2) is 
significant, for it may reflect the symbolic imagery of the ANE “cosmic 

                                                      
77 Walton, Ancient Cosmology, 100. 
78 Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine 

Omnipotence (Princeton: Princeton University, 1994), 18–19.  
79 Greene, “Poetic Structure,” 100. 
80 Greene, “Poetic Structure,” 99–100. 
81 Among the terms used to refer to the temple are מׁשכן ,מקדׁש ,קדׁש, and מועד. 
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mountain.”82 The cosmic mountain was considered the axis mundi, the 
place where heaven and earth meet, which thus became almost synony
mous for temple.83 Hossefeld and Zenger also suggest that tree imagery 
used to describe the “woodwork that beautifies the temple”84 may be as
sociated with the tree of life, symbolizing God’s presence, “who from that 
place created and sustained life and the cosmos.”85 In this light, the de
piction of the temple being hacked down like a forest (vv. 4–8),86 and the 
dwelling place for God’s name being leveled to the ground (ארץ),87 signify 
that “chaos has triumphed over cosmos.”88 

In addition to this portrayal of the temple is the use of מועד, which not 
only has associations with the temple with the meaning of “appointed 
place (or time)” (cf. Lam 2:6; Zeph 3:18)89 but also with creation with the 
meaning of “seasons” or “festivals” as depicted in the fourth day of cre
ation with the making of the luminaries (Gen 1:10–14). Significantly, Gen 
1:14 states that the purpose of the luminaries (מאור)90 is to mark the signs 
 which are primarily for ,(יום) and the days ,(מועד) the seasons ,(אות)

                                                      
82 L. Michael Morales explains that according to the temple ideology of the 

ANE, the “temple was understood to be the architectural embodiment of the 
‘cosmic mountain’” (Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord? A Biblical Theology 
of the Book of Leviticus, NSBT 37 [Downers Grove: IVP, 2015], 51).  

83 For the understanding of “Zion as the Cosmic Mountain,” see Levenson, 
Sinai and Zion, 111–37.  

84 Goldingay, Psalms 42–89, 428. 
85 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 245. 
86 Although vv. 4–8 have proven difficult to interpret, “What seems to be 

clear, however, is that with the help of axes and hatchets or hammers, the interior 
part of the temple with its fine woodwork has been destroyed as if these were 
merely wood and trees” (Baumann, “Psalm 74,” 93). 

87 The word ארץ (“land” or “earth”) appears as a recurring motif throughout 
the entire psalm (vv. 7, 8, 12, 17, 20) and even serves as a frame for the creation 
hymn of vv. 12–17 (Baumann, “Psalm 74,” 95).  

88 Baumann, “Psalm 74,” 95. 
89 Greene, “Poetic Structure,” 99. Lamentations 2:6 is a significant text for 

this discussion, for it parallels מועד with ׂשך (“booth”), signifying sacred place, 
and then parallels מועד with תבׁש  (“Sabbath”) signifying sacred time. The flexibil
ity of מועד in this verse thus demonstrates its evocative potential for both time 
and place. 

90 The word מאור refers to the heavenly lights in Gen 1:14–16, but as Wenham 
notes this term “is always used in the Pentateuch to designate the sanctuary lamp 
in the tabernacle,” indicating another association with temple in this passage 
(Genesis 1–15, 22). Cf. Ps 104:19.  
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liturgical purposes.91 Thus, the lament that their enemies have left them 
with no meeting places (vv. 4, 8) or signs (vv. 4, 9) in Ps 74 illuminates 
their hope in declaring God’s activity of creation in vv. 16–17: 

Yours is the day (יום); indeed, yours is the night (לילה); 
You established the luminaries (מאור) and the sun (ׁשמׁש).  

You fixed all of the boundaries of the earth; 
You fashioned the summer (קיץ) and winter (חרף). 

Since the very purpose of the luminaries is to set up the signs and seasons, 
this acknowledgment of God’s establishment of the luminaries within the 
cosmos serves as a plea for God’s reestablishment of the signs and sea
sons in regard to the liturgy of the temple. 

A final observation of the creation/temple association in Ps 74 is the 
invocation of God to “arise,” which is an expression rooted in ANE cos
mology that Bernard Batto refers to as the “sleeping god motif.”92 Ac
cording to Batto, sleep (or rest) in the ANE is a divine prerogative and a 
symbol of divine authority that signifies the created order has been estab
lished and is being effectively maintained.93 In other words, the gods are 
at rest because all is well with the world, and in this sense, the divine rest 
signifies divine rule, which is carried out from the cosmic “control room,” 
the temple.94 However, if there is some type of threat to the cosmic order 
(which is tantamount to a challenge of the divine rule), then it is often 
expressed naturally as “noise,”95 for it would disturb the divine rest. In 

                                                      
91 Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 23: “What is clear is this importance attached to the 

heavenly bodies’ role in determining the seasons, in particular in fixing the days 
of cultic celebration. This is their chief function.”  

92 Bernard Batto, “The Sleeping God: An Ancient Near Eastern Motif of 
Divine Sovereignty,” Bib 68 (1987): 153–76. Batto cites Egyptian, Mesopotamian, 
and Canaanite works in his study. For fuller discussion of divine rest in the ANE, 
see Walton, Ancient Cosmology, 110–19; Daniel E. Kim, “From Rest to Rest: A 
Comparative Study of the Concept of Rest in Mesopotamian and Israelite Liter
ature” (PhD diss., University of Aberdeen, 2015), 10–60.  

93 Batto, “Sleeping God Motif,” 155–64. 
94 Walton, Ancient Cosmology, 119: “Individual temples were designed as mod

els of the cosmos, but in addition, and more importantly, the temple was viewed 
as the hub of the cosmos. It was built in conjunction with the creation of the 
cosmos. Gods took up their rest in the temple for a variety of reasons, one of 
which was the ruling of the cosmos as they continued to maintain the order that 
had been established and to exercise control of destinies.” 

95 For a fuller discussion regarding the concept of “noise” in Mesopotamian 
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fact, if the threat to the cosmic order continues without any divine inter
vention, the cry for the deity to “awake” or to “arise” is a call for the deity 
to assume his rightful position as king and bring the cosmos back to order. 
The essential elements of this motif are also manifested throughout the 
HB (e.g., Ps 44; Isa 51:9–11) but are specifically present as part of the 
rhetorical design of Ps 74.96 The text says that YHWH’s foes “have roared 
( גאׁש ) in the midst” of his dwelling place (v. 4) and calls God not to forget 
the “clamor” (קול) of his foes and the “uproar” (ׁשאון) that rises against 
him, going up perpetually (vv. 22–23). It is not without significance that 
the place for divine rest is the now destroyed temple, and one can see how 
this “noise” (along with the revilement of God’s name in vv. 10, 18) is a 
disturbance of his “rest” and thus a direct challenge to God’s reign. The 
use of the creation imagery in vv. 12–17 recounts God’s victory of old 
over the monstrous creatures and the establishment of the cosmos in or
der to express their expectation that God would do so again in their his
torical situation as the rightful king of the cosmos.97 Therefore, their plea, 
“Arise, O God, defend your cause” (v. 22), is directly connected to the 
creation imagery (vv. 12–17) for it is a call for God to live up to his name, 
his reputation, and his role as creator and redeemer of his people in the 
earth.98 



In Ps 74, creation imagery is prominently utilized in this desperate la
ment to call God to respond and to act in light of the cosmic disorder 
manifested in the devastation to the temple and the land. The creation 
imagery in vv. 12–17 recounts God’s works of salvation, in which he de
stroyed the monstrous creatures associated with the waters and set up the 
created order. This movement from destruction to creation reflects a 
                                                      
Literature, see Kim, “From Rest to Rest,” 17–37. 

96 Batto, “The Sleeping God,” 164–76. 
97 Batto, “The Sleeping God,” 171: “This reference to creation is particularly 

instructive, for it explicitly links God’s eternal kingship (malkî miqqedem, v. 12) 
with his victory over the mythical chaos monster (vv. 13–14) and the creation of 
the cosmos (vv. 15–17), the traditional context of the sleeping deity motif.” 

98 Batto, “The Sleeping God,” 172. Batto explains that “The portrayal of Yah
weh as asleep was a culturally conditioned theological statement to the effect that 
Yahweh is the creator and absolute king of heaven and earth. Likewise, the appeal 
to Yahweh to ‘wake up’, far from being a slur on the effectiveness of divine rule, 
was actually an extension of Israel’s active faith in Yahweh’s universal rule even 
in the midst of gross injustice and manifest evil.” 
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basic creation typescene in the ANE, which is a way to articulate God’s 
cosmic power to redeem his people from their current situation. Although 
this creation imagery includes descriptions of God’s cosmogonic activ
ity,99 its use in the psalm is not meant to provide a definitive theological 
exposition of how creation came about.100 Given its canonical position 
and priority, the “normative framework” of cosmogony for the HB is the 
creation account of Gen 1:1–2:3,101 which “serves as the overture to the 
entire Bible, dramatically relativizing the other cosmogonies.”102 Rather, 
this creation model in vv. 12–17 is used rhetorically due to the overarch
ing redemptive movement from destruction to creation, for it corre
sponds to their desire for God’s judgment against their enemies and his 
restoration of their temple. At the same time, this emphasis on “salvation” 
does not subordinate creation to redemption, as scholars have tended to 
do in the past.103 In vv. 12–17, creation is presented as the culmination, 
the ideal, the end goal of God’s works of salvation, for it signifies the 
cosmic order that reflects the righteous rule of God as king. It is in this 
cosmic reality that the community finds hope in their current situation. 

Yet, creation language is not limited to just vv. 12–17 but is woven 
into the entire fabric of the poem as an intrinsic part of its rhetorical de
sign. According to the chiastic framework of the poem, the historical sit
uation of the temple’s destruction is understood in cosmic terms, while 
the invocation of the cosmic battle is understood as a plea for God to act 
within their current reality. Given the relationship between the temple and 
creation in the ancient world, along with the basic creation typescene, the 
imagery in vv. 12–17 has three essential rhetorical implications: (1) as God 
had destroyed the monstrous creatures causing disorder in the cosmos, 

                                                      
99 E.g., “to establish” (כון), “to fashion” (יצר), and “to fix” (נצב) in vv. 16–17.  
100 John H. Walton states that Ps 74 is the only passage in the Bible that 

“combines the elements of theomachy/Chaoskampf and cosmogony. Even here, 
there is no sign of anything similar to the threat that is posed in Enuma Elish. 
Psalm 74 alone would provide no basis for concluding that Theomachy/Cha
oskampf was a dominant cosmogonic motif in Israelite thinking” (“Creation in 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 and the Ancient Near East: Order out of Disorder after Cha
oskampf,” CTJ 43 [2008]: 54).  

101 Middleton rightly argues Gen 1:1–2:3 (which “does not contain cosmo
gonic conflict”) is the “normative framework” by which to understand the bibli
cal theology of creation (“Created in the Image of a Violent God?” 355).   

102 Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil, 100.   
103 E.g., Gerhard Von Rad, “The Theological Problem of the Old Testament 

Doctrine of Creation,” in The Problem of the Hexateuch: And Other Essays, trans. 
Dixon E. W. Trueman (London: SCM, 1984), 131–43. For an overview of this 
historical development see Fretheim, God and World, ix–xiv.  
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he is called to destroy the enemies causing devastation in the land; (2) as 
God had ordered the cosmos in the wake of his victory over the mon
strous creatures, he is called to restore order in the land for the people of 
his pasture; and (3) as God had finished his creative acts, he is called to 
rebuild the temple to signify his cosmic rest and reign.  

The author thus utilizes this creation imagery to address the commu
nity’s current situation, which is to articulate their plea for judgment 
against their enemies through their destruction, and for the reordering of 
the cosmos through the building of the temple. In their lament to their 
Divine King, the community draws upon the powerful imagery of crea
tion to implore God to arise for the sake of his name and for the people 
of his pasture, so that the temple will be filled, not with the noise of the 
enemies, but with the praise of his people. 
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The literary relationship between Prov 8:22–31 and Gen 1–2 has been a topic of  
interest among scholars. The traditional view of  the composition of  the Pentateuch 
assumes the chronological priority of  Gen 1–2, which means the topic of  creation in 
Prov 8:22–31 is naturally informed by it. Critical theories postulating a later date for 
the creation material of  Genesis have upended the traditional assumptions regarding 
Prov 8:22–31 and its awareness of  Genesis. If  any literary relationship exists be
tween these two texts, Gen 1–2 would have to be dependent upon Prov 8. This formu
lation poses significant exegetical challenges that will be explored in this article. It will 
be argued that it is difficult, if  not impossible, to argue for the chronological priority 
of  Prov 8. Nonetheless, the contents of  these two passages strongly favor the original 
notion of  a literary relationship between them. Also central to this discussion is the 
relevance of  parallels from Babylonian creation stories and how much they should in
form one’s interpretation of  creation in the Old Testament. 

Key Words: Akkadian, Atrahasis, Babylonian, creation, Enuma Elish, ex nihilo, 
Ugaritic, חכמה(wisdom), יתׁשברא  (beginning), תהום, (deeps), קנה (acquire/create), 
rh/רחף ,(craftsman) אמון ̮p (hovering), מעינות (springs) 

Proverbs 8:22–31 celebrates the origins of wisdom. Personified wis
dom argues for her preeminence over the rest of the created order, having 
been brought into existence before the world began. She was there with 
God in the beginning when he established the heavens and the earth.  

Proverbs 8:1–36 is the second of three speeches from the mouth of 

                                                      
1 An earlier version of this article was read at the Theological Symposium 

sponsored by the Commission for Theological Integrity of the National Associ
ation of Free Will Baptists, held October 22–23, 2018, in Moore, Oklahoma. I 
would like to thank Zachary Vickery for his comments on an earlier draft of this 
article as well as the two blind reviewers who made recommendations for its 
publication. I benefited immensely from their feedback and have attempted to 
incorporate it into my discussion as much as possible. All lingering shortcomings 
are of course my own. 
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Wisdom: (1) Prov 1:20–33, (2) Prov 8:1–36, and (3) Prov 9:1–6. The con
tent of this second speech suggests three natural divisions: (1) overture 
(8:1–11), (2) lesson (8:12–31), and (3) closure: invitation and admonition.2 
The speech opens with Lady Wisdom’s appeal from the street corners for 
all who would heed her voice. The lesson from 8:12–31 can be further 
divided into two sections: vv. 12–21 presenting the desirable qualities of 
Lady Wisdom and vv. 22–31 explaining her origin from before the crea
tion of the world.3 The contents of 8:22–31 can be outlined as follows: 

1. Wisdom’s origin in God (vv. 22–23) 
2. Wisdom’s preexistence to creation (vv. 24–26) 
3. Wisdom’s role in the creation event (vv. 27–30a) 
4. Wisdom’s place in the created order (vv. 30b–31) 

The structure of the poem obviously shows that the main topic of 
interest is not creation per se, but rather the commendation of Wisdom 
as worthy of one’s pursuit and the elevation of her status as having been 
in existence long before creation. In fact, she was already with God at the 
beginning of time when he created the world. This caveat does not, how
ever, lessen the importance of this text as another witness to the Hebrew 
understanding of creation, since the assumptions underlying the poem 
complement other treatments of creation in the Bible. The following dis
cussion will highlight several terms and expressions relevant to the theme 
of creation in Prov 8: (1) the meaning of קנה (v. 22), (2) the interpretation 
of יתׁשרא  (v. 22), (3) the significance of the statement “when there were 
no deeps” (v. 24), (4) the meaning of אמון(v. 30), and (5) the relevance of 
personified Wisdom for the “hovering” Spirit of Gen 1:2. Once I have 
surveyed these exegetical items I will proceed to explore the poem’s liter
ary relationship to the creation narratives of Genesis (if any) and the com
positional assumptions that are involved. My purpose is to demonstrate 
the negative consequences in assuming the literary priority of Prov 8 over 
Gen 1–2 and to suggest that it is more exegetically viable to assume Gen 
1–2 preceded Prov 8. 

                                                      
2 Adapted from Bálint Kárody Zabán, The Pillar Function of the Speeches of Wis

dom: Proverbs 1:20–33, 8:1–36 and 9:1–6 in the Structural Framework of Proverbs 1–9 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 130. 

3 Zabán, The Pillar Function of the Speeches of Wisdom, 130. 
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קנה 

The meaning of the verb קנה in v. 22 is a key component of one’s 
interpretation of the whole passage. The verse describes God’s creation 
of wisdom as his first creative activity, prior to the creation of the physical 
universe: “YHWH created me (קנני) at the beginning of his way, before 
his works from of old.”4 This verb has been interpreted primarily in one 
of two ways: (1) acquire, possess or (2) create. In light of what he calls 
“meager support” for the meaning “create,” William A. Irwin proposes 
yet a third meaning, “to be, or become, parent of.”5 He points to Eve’s 
giving birth to Cain, which could hardly mean “create” since mothers do 
not “create” their children.6 This objection, however, may in fact be ill 
founded since it is the divine blessing upon the marital union that ulti
mately produces offspring and in some way images God’s creative pow
ers. I am not convinced by Irwin’s argument and maintain that our trans
lation options are limited to two: acquire or create. Michael V. Fox has 
argued that while both “acquire” and “create” are legitimate translation 
values, “possess” is not. He believes that the word’s lexical meaning indi
cates “acquire,” and “one way something can be acquired is by creation.” 
Although the English word “acquire” seems to imply that its object ex
isted beforehand, this is not necessarily the case for Hebrew 7.קנה This 
semantic opposition may in fact be unnecessary, since the meaning “to 
create” for this root is well established in both the Old Testament and 
extrabiblical literature.8 I would argue that the meaning “acquire” is more 
likely a semantic development of “create,” since the act of creating some
thing grants the creator ownership of his creation.  

In addition to Eve’s acquisition of a son in Gen 4:1, I should also 
mention the divine epithet in Gen 14:19, 22. Here the root קנה occurs 
with God as subject and מים וארץׁש (“heaven and earth”) as objects. The 
full epithet reads  מים וארץׁשאל עליון קנה  (“God Most High, creator of 
                                                      

4 All translations mine unless indicated otherwise. 
5 William A. Irwin, “Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?” JBL 80 (1961): 133–

42. 
6 Irwin, “Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?” 135. 
7 Michael Fox, Proverbs 1–9, AB 18A (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 279. 
8 See Helmer Ringgren, Word and Wisdom: Studies in the Hypostatization of Divine 

Qualities and Functions in the Ancient Near East (Lund: Ohlssons, 1947), 101; Alice 
M. Sinnott, The Personification of Wisdom, Society for Old Testament Study Mono
graphs (New York: Routledge, 2017), 27. 
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heaven and earth”). The origin of this epithet is rather old, first attested 
as dElkuniirsa in the Hittite myth Elkunirsa and Ashertu (fifteenth to 
twelfth century BC),9 which I have interpreted elsewhere as “El, the cre
ator of the earth.”10 It is also wellattested in a number of Northwest Se
mitic inscriptions from the eighth century BC onward, all of which like
wise refer to God as creator of earth: 

ʾl qn ʾrṣ “El, creator of  earth” (Phoenician Karatepe inscription, 
eighth cent. BC) 

[ ] qn ʾrṣ “creator of  earth (Jerusalem inscription, eighth to seventh 
cent. BC) 

ʾlqnrʿ (tesserae from Palmyra) 

ʾlqwnrʿ (Catineau); ʾlqnʾrʾʿ (Levi Della Vida) (Palmyrene inscrip
tion, first cent. AD) 

bʿšmyn qnh dy rʿʾ (Hatra inscription, second cent. AD)11 

The origin of the expanded form of this epithet attested in Gen 14:19, 
22, “El Most High, Creator of heaven and earth,” has been the subject of 
much inquiry. The biblical version adds two elements: עליון (“Most High”) 
and מיםׁש  (“heaven”). At the very least, the fact that it includes all three 
elements from the earliest attestations in Hittite and Phoenician (ʾl + qny 
+ ʾrṣ) suggests it likely preserves an earlier tradition, perhaps associated 
with cultic activity performed in Jerusalem.12 John Van Seters is unwilling 
to allow for any connection between the epithet in Gen 14 and the West 
Semitic parallels, but this stance is unfounded. He concedes that even if 
there were a connection, the biblical author is radically altering it for his 
own purposes. However, the inclusion of “heaven and earth” is not with
out earlier precedent, as seen in Mesopotamian sources. Frank M. Cross 
identifies several Akkadian parallels for this formula, one of which utilizes 

                                                      
9 See the translation of this myth in Harry A. Hoffner and Gary M. Beckman, 

Hittite Myths, 2nd ed., SBLWAW 2 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 69–70. 
10 Matthew McAffee, “A Grammatical Analysis of Hittite dElkuniirsa in 

Light of West Semitic,” UF 44 (2013): 213. 
11 For references, see McAffee, “A Grammatical Analysis,” 203. 
12 According to Norman C. Habel, “‘Yahweh, Maker of Heaven and Earth’: 

A Study in Tradition Criticism,” JBL 91 (1972): 323. See also Frank M. Cross, 
“Yahweh and the God of the Patriarchs,” HTR 55 (1962): 43, who asserts that 
“to judge from parallels, the longer title has every claim of being original.” 
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the verb banû “to create.”13 Needless to say, there is ample biblical and 
extrabiblical evidence for qny = “create.”  

My treatment of this epithet here is only meant to supplement the nu
merous discussions that already exist on this root in favor of its meaning 
“create,” so I will not try to rehash them here. The broader context of the 
poet’s interest in showing that wisdom preexisted creation obviously 
strengthens this point.14 Lady Wisdom originated from God himself, and 
for that reason her existence falls outside the created order.15 As a literary 
device in the hands of the poet, God “created” her at the beginning of his 
ways. From a theological standpoint, wisdom represents the outflow of 
divine activity, or to use the language of Prov 8:22, it is the essence of “his 
way” (דרכו). God’s activity or “way” becomes the standard by which all 
other behavior is deemed to be wise or foolish. The poet locates the origin 
of wisdom in God, prior to “his works from of old.” 

יתׁשרא 

Another crucial term for understanding this passage is יתׁשרא  (“begin
ning”; v. 22). Contextually, the sense of יתׁשרא  most naturally means “be
ginning” and not simply “the first” or “foremost (act),” as some commen
tators have suggested.16 William A. Irwin argues that even though a 
temporal meaning is possible here, the absence of the ב preposition makes 
it less likely. Furthermore, the origin of Wisdom long preceded the crea
tion of heaven and earth “in the beginning,” which stresses a “sharp con
trast” between them. Irwin thus translates it “first in importance.”17 At 
                                                      

13 E.g., bānī šamē u erṣeti (“creator of heaven and earth”); bēl šamē u erṣeti 
(“lord of heaven and earth”), abu šamē u erṣeti (“father of heaven and earth”), 
bānāt šamē u erṣeti (“creatress of heaven and earth”), bēlit šamē u erṣeti (“mistress 
of heaven and earth”). For references, see Cross, “Yahweh and the God of the 
Patriarchs,” 443–44. 

14 See the conclusion of Sinnott, The Personification of Wisdom, 29: “The use of 
created coheres with what is surely the logic of the text. Since God is named as 
the author of Wisdom throughout the biblical wisdom literature, the sense of 
‘brought into existence’ or ‘created,’ is the more likely understanding.” 

15 Similarly, R. N. Whybray affirms that “the ancient wisdom tradition and 
the revealed knowledge of Yahweh are compatible and complementary” and that 
Prov 8:22–31 states “plainly in more theological language that all wisdom comes 
from Yahweh” (Wisdom in Proverbs: The Concept of Wisdom in Proverbs 1–9, SBT 45 
[London: SCM, 1965], 98). 

16 E.g., R. B. Y. Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, AB 18 (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1965), 68, 73. 

17 Irwin, “Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?” 140. 
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the beginning of all things, however, stands God in his wisdom, who cre
ated the world by the word of his power.  

Contrary to Irwin’s reasoning, the point of the passage is to establish 
Wisdom’s preexistence to the created order, which יתׁשרא  essentially does. 
George M. Landes interprets the word here in Prov 8 in light of his as
sumptions about the meaning of יתׁשברא in Gen 1:1, also preferring “first” 
or “foremost,” over “beginning.” He explains: “I am unaware of any cre
ation tradition within Israel or elsewhere in the ancient Near East which 
refers to an absolute beginning—that is, a beginning of all things, includ
ing the gods.”18 The uniqueness of this concept in the ancient world leads 
Landes to reject “beginning” as a likely translation. Roland E. Murphy, 
however, believes that “beginning” should be the preferred translation, 
arguing that the “beginning of the Lord’s ways would mean that Woman 
Wisdom is the firstborn, and therefore preexistent to anything else, de
spite the various translations.”19 He also wonders if this could be a refer
ence back to Gen 1:1, which is a plausible suggestion, given the parallels 
between these two passages.20 Similarly, William McKane rejects Irwin’s 
proposal, instead favoring “first of his ways” signifying “first of his crea
tive modes.”21 Fox renders it “the first stage,” noting the parallel קדם in 
the subsequent line, which simply indicates a prior time period.22  

I take יתׁשרא  as an adverbial accusative, meaning “in/at the beginning,” 
much like בראׁשיתin Gen 1:1.23 The absence of a ב preposition poses no 
real difficulty, especially in light of the penchant for terseness in poetry. 
The temporal markers in the parallel line also support this interpretation, 
namely, that God’s wisdom existed before his creative works that brought 
the known world into existence. Behind all of this stands wisdom. It is 
therefore unnecessary to conclude that Proverbs’s use of יתׁשרא  in a con
text dealing with wisdom’s existence prior to the creation of the deeps 
                                                      

18 George M. Landes, “Creation Tradition in Proverbs 8:22–31 and Genesis 
1,” in A Light Unto My Path: Old Testament Studies in Honor of Jacob M. Meyers, ed. 
Howard N. Bream et al., Gettysburg Theological Studies 4 (Philadelphia: Temple 
University, 1974), 287. 

19 Roland E. Murphy, Proverbs, WBC 22 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 
52. 

20 Murphy, Proverbs, 48. 
21 William McKane, Proverbs, The Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: West

minster, 1970), 354. 
22 Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 280. 
23 Similarly, Mitchell Dahood, “Proverbs 8.22–31: Translation and Commen

tary,” CBQ 30 (1968): 513. 
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cannot have any relationship to יתׁשברא  in Gen 1:1. I will entertain this 
question further below.  



Thus far in our analysis it is sufficiently evident that Prov 8 situates 
wisdom’s origin before the creation of the world. The assumption of a 
creation ex nihilo is explicitly substantiated in v. 24: “When there were no 
deeps.” Fox distinguishes the place of tehom in the creation account of 
Gen 1 versus its place here in Prov 8. He explains that in Gen 1 tehom 
exists before creation as the unformed substance that God eventually 
shapes and fashions, whereas in Prov 8 it is the first created substance. 
Fox is not inclined to harmonize these two portrayals of creation, but 
simply admits that “Prov 8 exhibits some unusual notions.”24 Gerhard 
von Rad similarly notes that “wisdom introduces herself in a very strange 
way, speaking of primeval existence, and of her preexistence before all the 
works of Creation.”25 Fox’s admission may actually undermine the stand
ard interpretation that assumes the preexistence of tehom in Gen 1.26 It is 
especially problematic for those who affirm Gen 1 must have been com
posed after Prov 8 since this would mean that the later view attributed to 
Hellenistic influence (i.e., creation ex nihilo) is actually attested in the Bible 
prior to the earlier idea of preexisting unformed substance known from 
Babylonian sources. I will revisit this point again toward the end of this 
article. 

Much of the interpretive support for tehom’s preexistence as unformed 
substance comes from its comparison with Mesopotamian sources like 
Enuma Elish and Atrahasis.27 The central passage from Enuma Elish comes 
from the opening lines of the myth: 

(1) When on high no name was given to heaven, 
                                                      

24 Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 282. 
25 Gerhard von Rad, The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions, vol. 1 of Old 

Testament Theology, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 447. 
26 For an overview of the history of interpretation on Gen 1:1–3, see Martin 

F. J. Bastaan, “First Things First: The Syntax of Gen 1:1–3 Revisited,” in Studies 
in Hebrew Language and Jewish Culture: Presented to Albert van der Heide on the Occasion 
of His SixtyFifth Birthday, ed. Martin F. J. Bastaan and Reinier Munk (Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2007), 169–88. 

27 See the important treatment of this issue in Hermann Gunkel, Creation and 
Chaos in the Primeval Era and the Eschaton: A ReligioHistorical Study of Genesis 1 and 
Revelation 12, trans. K. William Whitney Jr. with foreword by Peter Machinist 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 5–20. 
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Nor below was the netherworld called by name, 
Primeval Apsu was their progenitor, 
And matrix–Tiamat was she who bore them all, 
(5) They were mingling their waters together, 
No cane brake was intertwined nor thicket matted close. 
When no gods at all had been brought forth, 
None called by names, none destinies ordained, 
Then were the gods formed within the[se two].28 

The temporal marker at the beginning of line 1 (inuma “when”) sets up a 
series of negative statements describing reality before the gods were 
formed (line 9). Atrahasis begins similarly: “when (inuma) gods like men . 
. .”29 Both of these introductions assume the existence of something prior 
to the creation of the gods. Ever since the publication of these texts, 
scholars have argued that the biblical materials are drawing upon earlier 
Mesopotamian traditions, rendering the traditional translation of Gen 
1:1–2a less likely: 

  מים ואת הארץ ׁשית ברא אלהים את הׁשברא
  פני תהום  ך עלׁשוהארץ היתה תהו ובהו וח

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.        
Now the earth was formless and void, and darkness was upon the 

face of  the deep. 

In this translation, God’s initial act of creation is described in v. 1, 
while v. 2 depicts the formless substance that the initial act of creation 
produced.30 Some scholars suggest that the introduction with inuma 

                                                      
28 Translated by Benjamin R. Foster, “Epic of Creation (1.111) (Enūma 

Elish),” in COS 1:391. 
29 See W. G. Lambert and A. R. Millard, Atra-ḫasīs: The Babylonian Story of the 

Flood with the Sumerian Flood Story (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 42, 43. 
30 Gordon J. Wenham outlines four interpretations that have been proposed 

for these verses: (1) v. 1 is a temporal clause subordinate to v. 2: “When God 
began creating the heavens and the earth . . . the earth was formless and void”; 
(2) v. 1 is a temporal clause subordinate to v. 3: “In the beginning when God 
created the heavens and the earth . . . (now the earth was formless and void) . . . 
God said”; (3) v. 1 is an independent clause summarizing all the events of crea
tion: “In the beginning God was the creator of the heavens and the earth”; and 
(4) v. 1 is an independent clause expressing the first act of creation: “In the be
ginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1–15, WBC 1 [Grand 
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“when” in parallel Akkadian sources should inform our interpretation of 
יתׁשברא in Gen 1:1, yielding the following translation: 

When God began creating the heavens and the earth, the earth was 
formless and void and darkness was on the face of  the deep . . .31 

This translation typically assumes the preexistence of the unformed sub
stance introduced in v. 2.32 

E. A. Speiser defends this interpretation on two grounds: the Meso
potamian parallels and the syntax of יתׁשברא . His syntactical argument is 
that for “in the beginning God created” to be correct, the בpreposition 
would need to have the definite article, as others have argued. The current 
form would have to be taken as a construct, “at the beginning of the cre
ation of heaven and earth.” In this construction, the prepositional phrase 
would typically be followed by the infinitive construct, but in Gen 1:1 a 
suffix conjugation follows instead: אלהיםבראיתׁשברא . Speiser admits the 
oddity of this proposal but cites Hos 1:2 as a parallel exception.33 This 
argument is not altogether convincing, however. As Gordon Wenham has 
observed, the absence of an article in יתׁשברא  is not really a problem in 

                                                      
Rapids: Zondervan, 1987], 11). See also the helpful treatment of these views in 
Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, NAC 1A (Nashville: B&H, 1996), 136–
44. 

31 This interpretation goes back as early as Ibn Ezra, who rendered this clause: 
מים וארץׁש בריית יתׁשברא “at the beginning of the creation of heaven and earth” 

(see his commentary on Gen 1:1, online: http://mg.alhato
rah.org/Full/Bereshit/1.1#e0n6). 

32 Note, however, Nahum M. Sarna, who adopts this interpretation of v. 1 
but does not rule out the concept of creation ex nihilo contextually. He suggests 
that the Genesis narrative contains “intimations of such a concept.” He further 
observes the stark contrast between the biblical and Mesopotamian creation ac
counts: “Precisely because of the indispensable importance of preexisting matter 
in the pagan cosmologies, the very absence of such mention here is highly signif
icant.” He continues, “This conclusion is reinforced by the idea of creation by 
divine fiat without reference to any inert matter being present. Also, the repeated 
biblical emphasis upon God as the exclusive Creator would seem to rule out the 
possibility of preexistent matter. Finally, if baraʾ is used only of God’s creation, it 
must be essentially distinct from human creation. The ultimate distinction would 
be creatio ex nihilo, which has no human parallel and is thus utterly beyond all 
human comprehension” (Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, The JPS Torah Commentary 
[Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989], 5). 

33 E. A. Speiser, Genesis, AB 1 (New Haven: Yale University, 1964), 12. 
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Hebrew since temporal phrases routinely lack the article.34 Furthermore, 
the fact that Prov 8 refers to the beginning of all creation (e.g., אׁשמר  in v. 
23), before the earth and the deeps had been fashioned, would seem to 
favor the traditional understanding of Gen 1:1.35 Besides, the apparent 
parallel with the opening lines of the Akkadian text of Enuma Elish should 
not determine the Hebrew syntax of Gen 1:1. To be sure, from a surface 
reading both accounts are talking about the origins of the universe, but 
on a deeper level the content of these two texts is starkly different, not to 
mention their divergent literary purposes. It is even more problematic to 
posit Gen 1:1 assumes preexistent matter against the innerbiblical wit
ness of Prov 8 where creation ex nihilo is operative. It unnecessarily intro
duces an inconsistency in the biblical Hebrew tradition.36  

More recently Robert D. Holmstedt has supplemented the appeal to 
comparative literature with a linguistic argument for taking Gen 1:1 as a 
temporal subordinate clause.37 Holmstedt believes בראׁשיתis “the head of 

                                                      
34 Wenham cites Isa 46:10; 40:21; 41:4, 26; Gen 3:22; 6:3, 4; Mic 5:1; Hab 

1:12. 
35 Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 12. See also Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: 

Chapters 1–17, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 106–8. 
36 My point here touches on a broader problem involving the comparative 

method in general. We need better methodological controls in our appeals to 
comparative literature for interpretive purposes. If a comparative reading of a 
given text introduces inconsistency with the broader tradition that produced that 
text, it may call into question the validity of the comparison itself. This is espe
cially true if there is a plausible interpretation of that text that is more consistent 
with its internal tradition (e.g., comparing Babylonian texts with other Babylonian 
texts, Ugaritic texts with other Ugaritic texts, Biblical Hebrew texts with other 
Biblical Hebrew texts, and so on). For any parallel to be valid, one has to establish 
that the author of the text in question was aware of the comparative material. If 
such an awareness can be reasonably established, one also has to demonstrate its 
effect on interpretation. In other words, if the author was aware of this compar
ative material, was he adopting it wholesale, adapting it to suit his own purposes, 
critiquing it, or rejecting it altogether? These questions are too large to be handled 
adequately here but simply illustrate why I think it is important to give priority to 
parallel passages within the Hebrew canon over comparative literature, which 
may or may not be relevant.  

37 Holmstedt cites the following passages as containing constructions parallel 
to this one: Hos 1:2; Isa 29:1; Lev 25:48; 1 Sam 25:15; Jer 48:36 (Robert D. 
Holmstedt, “The Restrictive Syntax of Genesis i 1,” VT 58 [2008]: 60). In none 
of these examples does one find an unmarked relative dependent upon a circum
stantial clause. Furthermore, they are from genres other than narrative prose 
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an unmarked, restrictive relative clause.”38 By restrictive he means that the 
referent “beginning” in this grammatical setting can only refer to the be
ginning of God’s creation activity, not an “absolute beginning,” at which 
point God created. In other words, “beginning” is relative to the event 
described in the main clause, which would be v. 2: “The earth was form
less and void.” He rejects the idea that יתׁשברא  is in construct with the 
verb ברא, rightly noting that nouns are in construct with other nouns, not 
verbs. Instead, Holmstedt proposes that יתׁשברא functions as an asyndetic 
relative (i.e., the relative indicator is omitted) of the following clause—
“the beginning that God created.” In such an environment, the head noun 
is always a construct form with or without the relative רׁשא . He provides 
the following two examples: 

Lev 13:46 

  ר הנגע בוׁשימי א כל
 all the days that the disease is in him (Lev 13:46) 

Jer 48:36 
 ה אבדוׂשכן יתרת ע על

 therefore the abundance of it [Moab] made has perished 

Holmstedt’s interpretation must assume that יתׁשברא  is indeed an un
marked relative. Furthermore, this interpretation of Gen 1:1 does not ac
count for the syntax of the following clause in v. 2 where the noun is 
fronted. Clauses with fronted nouns in narrative prose are typically cir
cumstantial to the main clause, thus introducing background information. 
If we follow Holmstedt’s analysis, a markedly circumstantial clause be
comes the main clause of the entire creation narrative.39 This problem 
undermines the likelihood that יתׁשברא is an unmarked relative. If, how
ever, we take יתׁשברא adverbially, בראprovides the baseline of the narra
tive, which is then followed by the circumstantial clause in v. 2. The main 

                                                      
(poetic, legal, direct discourse). 

38 Holmstedt, “The Restrictive Syntax of Genesis i 1,” 65. 
39 For more on the narrative “foreground” versus “background” framework, 

see Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence: A Text Theoretical and 
Textlinguistic Analsysi of Genesis 37 and 39–40 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1989); 
Francis I. Anderson, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew (The Hague: Mouton, 1974); 
and Alviero Niccacci, The Syntax of the Hebrew Verb in Classical Hebrew, trans. W. 
G. E. Watson (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990). 
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line of the narrative would resume in v. 3: “Then God said.”40 Again, such 
an interpretation is more consistent with the use of יתׁשרא in Prov 8:22. 

אמון 

Perhaps one of the most discussed terms from Prov 8 is אמון(v. 30). 
The difficulty of its interpretation is evidenced from ancient times and 
has left behind a wellworn pathway of discussion up into modern times. 
My treatment of this term here is purposefully brief due to the volumi
nous secondary literature already dedicated to this question.41 My interest 
lies primarily in the relevance of this term for understanding wisdom’s 
role in creation. 

Three principal views have been espoused for the meaning of He
brew  The first and perhaps oldest approach interprets the word as . אמון
“artisan, craftsman.” Its etymology would come from Akkadian ummānu 
meaning “military force, work force.”42 This view is not without its prob
lems: its only other occurrence is in Jer 52:15 (ָהָאמֹון) where it is thought 
to indicate “craftsman, artisan,” although this meaning has been disputed; 
the more established artisan term ָאָּמן, attested once in Song 7:2, evinces 
a significantly different morphology.43 This view applies the term to Wis
dom, describing her as a master artisan who actively participated in God’s 
creation work. The second suggestion derives this word from the root אמן 
meaning “to confirm, support,” here in the sense of nurture as a parent 
nurtures a child.44 As an active participle (i.e., one who supports) it would 

                                                      
40 For a recent defense of the traditional interpretation of Gen 1:1–3, see 

Jeremy D. Lyon, “Genesis 1:1–3 and the Literary Boundary of Day One,” JETS 
62 (2019): 269–85, esp. 272–75. 

41 For an excellent overview of the interpretation of this word see Sinnott, 
The Personification of Wisdom, 29–34. See also H. P. Rüger, “ʾamôn—Pflegekind: 
Zur Auslegungsgeschichte von Prv. 8:30a,” in Übersetzung und Deutung: Studien zu 
dem Alten Testament und seiner Umwelt, Alexander Reinard Hulst gewidmet von Freunden 
und Kollegen, ed. D. Barthe ́lemy et al. (Nijkerk: Callenbach, 1977), 154–63; 
Gerlinde Baumann, Die Weisheitsgestalt in Proverbien 1–9, FAT 16 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1996), 131–38; C. L. Rogers, “The Meaning and Significance of the 
Hebrew Word אמון in Proverbs 8,30,” ZAW 109 (1997): 208–21. 

42 CAD, 2:102–8. 
43 On the etymology of ָאָּמן, see William F. Albright, JBL 60 (1941): 210, citing 

the earlier proposal of Ewald tying together Akkadian ummânu (“artisan, 
scholar”), Aramaic ummân, Hebrew ommân, and Phoenician ammûn (*ommôn > 
*ammôn > ammûn [by dissimilation]). 

44 See BDB, 52–53; HALOT, 63. 
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refer to Wisdom supporting God’s creation work; as a passive participle 
(i.e., one who is raised) it characterizes Wisdom as a passive onlooker 
making sport and bringing delight to God as he created the world. Fox 
has proposed a variation of this view, arguing that it is an infinitive abso
lute meaning “being raised” or “growing up” (relying on medieval schol
ars Ibn Janaḥ and Moshe Qimḥi), which depicts Wisdom as a young child 
growing up under God’s care.45 Scholars have noted problems with this 
suggestion, one of them being that Wisdom as a young child does not 
seem to fit the context of the poem at large.46 Stuart Weeks has defended 
a third option, identifying this word with the noun or adjective ֵאמּון/ֵאֻמן 
meaning “trusting” or “faithfulness,” which in this context would assert 
the value and reliability of Wisdom.47 

Apart from the meaning of the term itself, the main dispute concerns 
Wisdom’s participation in creation. The artisan interpretation under
stands Wisdom as integrally involved in the creation event, being used of 
God as a master craftsman—he made the world with the aid of Wisdom. 
The other proposals emphasize Wisdom’s presence at creation and the 
fact that she stands outside the created order, but only as a spectator wit
nessing God’s creation activity. In all such proposals one dominant aspect 
persists—prior to God’s creation of the material world, Wisdom was 
there with him from the very beginning. The context of the poem would 
seem to support the notion of Wisdom’s participation in God’s creative 
activity. The fact that rulers are said to rule under the guidance of Wisdom 
in vv. 15 and 16 (“by me”) may offer support for a similar understanding 
here—with the aid of Wisdom God created the world. And if God “cre
ated” Wisdom at the beginning of his way (v. 22), it is also logical to as
sume that this was done so that God might utilize Wisdom as he created 
the world.48 The interpretive thrust of the poem is to urge the reader to 
live life by the principles of wisdom, which is patterned after the wisdom 

                                                      
45 Michael V. Fox, “ʾAmon Again,” JBL 115 (1996): 701–2. 
46 Sinnott, The Personification of Wisdom, 31. 
47 Stuart Weeks, “The Context and Meaning of Proverbs 8:30a,” JBL 125 

(2006): 440–42. 
48 Bruce Vawter questions the validity of simply arguing for Wisdom’s priority 

in the order of creation without having had any role in creation itself. As he ar
gues, “it seems to me that here wisdom is said to have preexisted the created 
order and therefore to be outside it, though in some fashion it subsequently be
came instrumental in the production of the created order” (“Wisdom and Crea
tion,” JBL 99 [1980]: 213). Note, however, that Vawter interprets the root qnh in 
v. 22 as “acquire” rather than “create” (p. 213). 
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of the Creator. 



Genesis 1:2 curiously depicts the Spirit of God “hovering” over the 
face of the deep in anticipation of God’s activity in giving shape to the 
material world. In his discussion of this passage and its relationship to 
Prov 8, Landes suggests the presentation of the Spirit of God hovering 
over the face of the deeps in Gen 1:2 hints at a negative connotation, 
“where the image is either of the eagle or the hawk circling its prey, thus 
possibly suggesting some hostility.”49 Landes supports this interpretation 
by citing the Ugaritic Aqhat Epic and Anat’s consignment of YṬPN to 
hover over the hero Aqhat as an eagle or vulture hovering over its prey 
(KTU 1.18 19–20). However, even though this Ugaritic parallel suggests 
a hostile encounter, it does not necessitate that the main idea of the Uga
ritic root rḫp is in fact hostility. The context of this Ugaritic passage actu
ally suggests preparation to act, which just so happens to be in an aggres
sive and hostile manner. 

I would like to suggest that the hovering Spirit of God in Gen 1:2 may 
provide an initial kernel in the development of Wisdom’s position with 
regard to creation.50 My proposal would temper Landes’s assertion that 
the theme of wisdom (חכמה) is entirely absent from Gen 1, unlike Prov 8 
where it stands at the foreground of the text with creation as its back
ground. Since the term חכמה (“wisdom”), much less a wisdom motif, is 
not detected in Gen 1, he concludes that Prov 8:22 “has not left the im
pression that this passage was composed under the influence of Gen 1 or 
vice versa.”51 Recently, however, JoAnn Scurlock has proposed the fol
lowing interpretation of Gen 1:2: “With darkness over the face of the 
Abyss and the spirit of God  the face of the waters.” Her trans
lation is based upon two lines of argument: (1) a parallel from the Meso
potamian creation story Enuma Elish, and (2) the meaning of the root rḫp 
attested in Hebrew and Ugaritic.52 
                                                      

49 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 286. 
50 I first raised this connection in McAffee, review of Creation and Chaos: A 

Reconsideration of Hermann Gunkel’s Chaoskampf Hypothesis, ed. JoAnn Scurlock 
and Richard H. Beal, BBR 24 (2014): 553. 

51 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 289. 
52 JoAnn Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning in Genesis 1:2: Purposeful Crea

tion out of Chaos without Kampf,” in Creation and Chaos: A Reconsideration of Her
mann Gunkel’s Chaoskampf Hypothesis, ed. JoAnn Scurlock and Richard H. Beal 
(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 56–61. 
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She draws her first line of evidence from the Akkadian term ḫiāṭu 
meaning “to watch over; to explore, survey, or examine.”53 It occurs in 
Enuma Elish describing the activity of Marduk as he prepares to create the 
world from the carcass of Tiamat. It is preparatory work whereby Marduk 
carefully plans out his creative acts. She cites the following passage from 
Enuma Elish, “He crossed heaven and inspected (i-ḫi-ṭam-ma) (its) firma
ment, he made a counterpart to Apsu, the dwelling of Nudimmud,”54 
which she believes demonstrates his planning in preparation for the crea
tion event.55 As Scurlock explains, “creation was not mere mechanical 
separation but a process requiring a cognitive, pre or paracreative act, 
just like Michelangelo with his block of stone.”56 

Scurlock calls this Akkadian term a “functional equivalent” of the He
brew root רחף and Ugaritic rḫp.57 The Hebrew participle מרחפת in Gen 
1:2, typically rendered “hovering,” depicts the activity of God’s Spirit as 
he prepares to give shape to the unformed substance of the deeps. Deu
teronomy 32:11 offers a helpful parallel usage for this root: 

  ירחף גוזליו  ר יעיר קנו עלׁשכנ
  אברתו אהו עלׂשכנפיו יקחהו י ׂשיפר

As an eagle stirs up its nest,  
Over its young , 
He spreads out his wings,  
He takes them,  
He bears them upon his pinions. 

This passage compares the care of YHWH for his covenant people with 
an eagle giving instruction to its young teaching them to fly, perhaps war
ranting the idea of the eagle “watching over” its young.58  

A similar notion for this root occurs in the Ugaritic Aqhat Epic where 
the goddess Anat devises a plan to kill the hero Aqhat in exchange for his 
coveted bow (KTU 1.18 IV:12–27). She determines to send YṬPN to 
hover (trḫpn) over Aqhat like a hawk as it eats, in preparation to strike 
him with three deadly blows to the head.59 The passage in question reads: 

                                                      
53 CAD 7:159. 
54 Enūma eliš IV 141 (see Lambert, “Epic of Creation” [1.117] in COS 1:398). 
55 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 58. 
56 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 59. 
57 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 59 n. 50. 
58 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 53, 59. 
59 See Matthew McAffee, Life and Mortality in Ugaritic: A Lexical and Literary 

Study, Explorations in Ancient Near Eastern Civilizations 7 (University Park: 
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[ʿlh] nšrm trḫpn  [over him] hawks , 
ybṣr [ḥbl d] ỉym  the [flock of b]irds will keep watch. 

As Scurlock has rightly noted, the parallel word in the second line is bṣr, 
meaning “to examine, watch over,”60 much like Akkadian ḫiāṭu. The con
text of the passage suggests that Anat sends YṬPN to kill Aqhat in the 
manner of a hawk soaring above its prey in preparation for the kill. 

This comparative evidence leads Scurlock to conclude that the Spirit’s 
activity in Gen 1:2 “implies purposeful movement” of an “allknowing 
and allwise God” preparing to fashion the cosmos.61 This proposal opens 
up a plausible means of understanding the innerbiblical relationship be
tween these two texts. Let me be clear in qualifying that I am not arguing 
that the Mesopotamian parallels Scurlock cites are necessarily being bor
rowed by the biblical authors.62 Rather, her study highlights a shared un
derstanding of similar expressions in Mesopotamian, Ugaritic, and He
brew sources. It is reasonable to argue that this shared understanding of 
“purposeful movement” that was utilized in the Genesis creation account 
provides a unifying theme shared with the personification of wisdom in 
Prov 8. I would therefore suggest that the portrayal of personified wisdom 
preexisting the formation of the deeps parallels the purposeful move
ment of God’s Spirit presented in Gen 1:2. 




The literary development that scholars propose for Prov 8 is not uni
form, but it is often assumed that vv. 22–31 may have existed as an inde
pendent literary unit.63 Part of the basis for this suggestion is the abrupt 
shift in topic from v. 21 to v. 22—the initial subject of the chapter is the 
role of Wisdom in governing the affairs of the historical community, while 
                                                      
Eisenbrauns, 2019), 45–48. 

60 See Gregorio del Olmo Lete et al., A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the 
Alphabetic Tradition, 3rd ed., HdO 112, The Near and Middle East (Leiden: Brill, 
2014), 239. 

61 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 60. 
62 See comment in n. 34 above. 
63 Crawford H. Toy, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Proverbs, 

ICC (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1899), 171; McKane, Proverbs, 351–52; 
R. N. Whybray, The Composition of the Book of Proverbs, JSOTSup 168 (Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1994), 120–21; Alan Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31: Three Perspectives 
on Its Composition,” JBL 125 (2006): 691–92. 
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vv. 22–31 shift to a cosmological setting wherein Wisdom precedes the 
natural order.64 Not everyone accepts this conclusion, however. Some 
scholars instead propose that the poem represents a single literary unit, 
which Fox describes as exhibiting “balance and symmetry.”65 Patrick W. 
Skehan argues rather extensively for the literary unity of Prov 8, observing 
that Wisdom speaks uniformly throughout the entire chapter. One major 
problem for those who divide vv. 22–31 from the rest of the chapter is 
that they are apparently “locked in place by v. 35b of the concluding 
stanza.”66 Wisdom describes her delight (ׁשעׁשעי) in the sons of man in v. 
31 and then announces that those who find her will find life and obtain 
favor (רצון) from YHWH in v. 36. Skehan further argues his case from 
the poetic structure of Prov 2, a literary unit whose structure corresponds 
to that of Prov 8:1–36. The thematic connections throughout Prov 8 sup
port its literary unity, and the shift in topic between the first and second 
half of the chapter hardly necessitates that vv. 22–31 once existed sepa
rately. 

Setting aside for the moment the poem’s literary unity, it is generally 
agreed that this material is relatively early, which has led scholars to pro
pose literary borrowing from ancient Near Eastern sources, much like 
Gen 1. Landes, for instance, proposes that Prov 8 may have been com
posed as early as the tenth century, perhaps borrowing a number of ideas 
from CanaanitePhoenician sources.67 He believes they shared “a com
mon heritage in specifically CanaanitePhoenician traditions about crea
tion, mixed with other ancient Near Eastern traditions which came into 
Israel through a Phoenician alembic.”68 This suggestion is similar to that 
of William F. Albright who drew the same conclusion several decades 
earlier.69 He argued that the personified Lady Wisdom of Prov 8 repre
sented the adaptation of a Canaanite goddess of wisdom, appropriated 
sometime before the seventh century BC.  

Other scholars have drawn attention to the appearance of wisdom in 
the Aramaic text “The Wisdom of Aḥiqar” as a predecessor for 

                                                      
64 McKane, Proverbs, 351. 
65 Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 292.  
66 Patrick W. Skehan, “Structures in Poems on Wisdom: Proverbs 8 and Si

rach 24,” CBQ 41 (1979): 366, 373. 
67 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 290. 
68 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 291. 
69 William F. Albright, “Some CanaanitePhoenician Sources of Hebrew Wis

dom,” in Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East, ed. D. Winton Thomas, 
VTSup 3 (Leiden: Brill, 1955), 7. 
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personified wisdom. James M. Lindenberger renders the pertinent pas
sage as follows: 

[From] heaven [or “by Heaven”] the peoples are [fa]vored,  
[W]isdo[m] is [of] the gods; 

——————— 
[Her] kingdom is [et]er[nal]. 
She has been established by Sha[ma]yn; 
Yea, the Holy Lord has exalted [her].70 

Unfortunately, this parallel has been rendered uncertain due to Bazalel 
Porten and Ada Yardeni’s recent study of the papyrus on which this text 
was written. This manuscript is a palimpsest, which means that a previ
ously written text had been erased prior to the current one. Porten and 
Yardeni were able to make out a large portion of the erased text and de
termined the join between the above two sections was incorrect, requiring 
a new ordering of the material.71 The cumulative effect of this discovery 
is that wisdom is no longer presented as a personified woman, thus nulli
fying the proposed parallel.72 As Fox has noted, the Aḥiqar text offers the 
only extrabiblical parallel to the biblical conception of personified wis
dom.73 This recent development in the study of Aḥiqar therefore means 
that an ancient Near Eastern precedent for the biblical personification of 
wisdom thus far has not been found. This situation may suggest that we 
are dealing with an innerbiblical development, one that is not necessarily 
dependent upon outside cultural/religious influences, but one that arose 
organically within the Hebrew wisdom tradition.  

Other proposals look to Mesopotamia for parallels to personified wis
dom. Alan Lenzi describes the development of Wisdom’s role in creation 
as a polemic against Babylonian wisdom, highlighting literary connections 
with Enuma Elish I:79–108.74 He does so for the following three reasons: 
(1) an abundant use of words for “water,” like מים נבכי  springs“) מענינות 
abounding with water”; v. 24), פני עלתהום (“upon the face of the deep”; 
v. 27), מים (“water”), ים (“sea”), and מוסדיארץ  (“foundations of the earth”; 

                                                      
70 See James M. Lindenberger, “The Gods of Aḥiqar,” UF 14 (1983): 105–

17. 
71 Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, TAD C1.1 and 3.7. 
72 Lindenberger, “‘Wisdom Is of the Gods’: An Aramaic Antecedent to Prov

erbs 8 (Or: ‘The Case of the Vanishing Evidence!’),” in In the Shadow of Bezalel: 
Aramaic, Biblical, and Ancient Near Eastern Studies in Honor of Bezalel Porten, ed. 
Alejandro F. Botta (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 271–74. 

73 Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 333. 
74 Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” 699. 
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v. 29); (2) the occurrence of socalled birth language like קנה (“to acquire”; 
v. 22), נסך(v. 23; cf. סכךin Ps 139:13 “woven in the womb”), and חוללתי 
(“I was brought forth”; vv. 24, 25), suggesting that Wisdom came into 
existence through birth; and (3) the phonological correspondence be
tween Hebrew נסכתי (v. 23) and Akkadian naššīki, an epithet for Ea, the 
Mesopotamian god of water and wisdom. He concludes that there is only 
one ancient Near Eastern text known to contain all three of these ele
ments—Enuma Elish I:79–108. He explains, “I believe this passage in
formed Prov 8:22–31 in its presentation of Wisdom’s origin as a birth and 
provided a motivation to emphasize Wisdom’s absolute chronological 
priority to everything.”75 As I have already argued above, the socalled 
“birth language” is not altogether prominent, if at all. It rests solely on 
 in v. 22 is better קנה The term .(I was brought forth”; vv. 24, 25“) חוללתי
rendered “create,” not “give birth,” and נסכתיis not necessarily associated 
with birth. Nonetheless, Lenzi takes Prov 8 as a polemic against Ea, the 
Mesopotamian god of wisdom, and his son Marduk, by presenting them 
as “latecomers in comparison to Israel’s figure of Wisdom.” The wisdom 
of Mesopotamia is no match for Israelite Wisdom because “she existed 
before the very element (תהום/tiāmtu) that gave rise to Ea and Marduk.”76 

Even though Lenzi argues for an antiBabylonian wisdom polemic, he 
sees it as a literary development of Prov 3:19–20.77 Proverbs 3:19–20 
reads: 

  מים בתבונהׁשץ  כונן רא יהוה בחכמה יסד
  טל חקים ירעפוׁשנבקעו  ובדעתו תהומות 

YHWH by wisdom formed the earth, establishing the heavens by 
understanding; 

With his knowledge the deeps were divided, and the clouds drip 
with dew. 

In addition to the similar vocabulary shared between these two texts, 
Lenzi offers three more reasons for this literary relationship: (1) YHWH 
is the first word in both texts (cf. 8:22), (2) both texts describe creation 
activity with the verb כון (“to be, exist”; cf. 8:27: מיםׁש בהכינו ), and (3) the 
unusual parallelism of מעינות(“springs”) // תהומות(“deeps”) in 8:24 (the 
only time these two words are parallel in the Bible) can only be explained 
if 8:22–31 is interpreting 3:19–20 in its current literary form.78  

                                                      
75 Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” 699–700. 
76 Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” 710. 
77 Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” 698, already suggested by Whybray, Wisdom in 

Proverbs, 103. 
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Lenzi’s first two arguments for literary dependency may be justified, 
but reason three is less likely. He argues that the first four letters of מעיניך 
(“from your eyes”) in 3:21 informed the poet’s use of מעינות (“springs”) 
as a parallel for תהומותin 8:24. I am not convinced that this novel argu
ment provides the best explanation for the “unusual” choice of “springs” 
as a parallel for “deeps,” especially given the fact that it is based upon a 
speculative theory involving the association of two similar sounding 
words in the mind of the author. In other words, it is not an actual poetic 
pair. A more concrete example comes from the Genesis flood account 
where these two words appear in a construct chain— תהוםמעינת (“springs 
of the deep”; Gen 7:11; 8:2)—which Lenzi does cite in a footnote.79 I 
should also observe that the semantic association between “springs” and 
“deep” occurs again in Prov 8:28, this time in a construct chain: עינות תהום
(“springs of the deep”). This means that the association of these two 
terms (or concepts) is not as unprecedented as he suggests, unless of 
course one wants to rigidly distinguish association via poetic parallelism 
versus association via a construct chain. Obviously, one text is poetic and 
the other is narrative, but both similarly associate the springs with the 
deeps.80 Remarkably, Gen 7 and 8 are the only other biblical contexts 
where these two terms are associated. Furthermore, they occur in a nar
rative setting (i.e., the flood) that harkens back to the creation story of 
Gen 1, essentially highlighting the fact that God’s work in the flood some
how signifies new creation or recreation activity. We especially see new 
creation language in God’s blessing Noah and his family in Gen 9:1–7.81 
Once again we see another literary touch point between Prov 8 and the 
broader story of Genesis. 

Scholars are generally skeptical about the prospects of seeing any lit
erary relationship between Gen 1 and Prov 8. R. N. Whybray has regis
tered perhaps the most negative assessment of this possibility. He outlines 
the elements of creation found in the Egyptian Book of the Aphosis, Meso
potamian Enuma Elish, Babylonian The Creation of the World by Marduk, Gen 
1:1–3, Gen 2:4b–7, and Prov 8:22–31.82 Even though he surmises that the 
likelihood of borrowing from Phoenicia is more plausible than these other 

                                                      
79 Lenzi, “Proverbs 8:22–31,” 695 n. 35. 
80 The fact that תהוםis singular (“deep”) here and not plural (תהומות“deeps”) 

does not lessen the significance of its association with “springs.” 
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more distant texts, it is nevertheless unlikely. He relegates all commonal
ities between these texts as coincidence, meaning that any account dealing 
with the creation of the world will inevitably contain similar thematic ele
ments.83 I believe this assessment is too pessimistic. He may be right in 
his hesitancy over purported borrowings of Hebrew authors from Meso
potamian, Egyptian, or even Canaanite traditions. However, it is harder 
to deny any familiarity between Gen 1 and Prov 8. The fact that creation 
is not the main topic of focus in Prov 8 does not eliminate its common
alities with Gen 1 in its assumptions about creation in support of Wis
dom’s priority. 

Others have expressed similar doubts about the likelihood of a literary 
linkage. Landes concludes that it is highly unlikely that a literary relation
ship ever existed between these two texts and stresses the importance of 
recognizing their unique literary purposes even though they share com
mon themes and expressions related to creation.84 For instance, the nature 
of creation portrayed in these two texts is not entirely uniform, according 
to Landes. In giving priority to wisdom over creation, Prov 8:22 depicts 
the cosmic situation before God created the heavens and the earth, main
taining that wisdom was there at the beginning “when there were no 
deeps.” This portrayal, Landes believes, contrasts Gen 1 in its assumption 
that the primordial waters were already in existence prior to the creation 
of the heavens and the earth.85 As he explains, “It is already assumed to 
be in existence, along with darkness and hʾrṣ in the state of thw wbhw, in 
Gen 1:2. All these are ‘givens’ when God begins to create the heavens and 
the earth.”86 Likewise, McKane is rather adamant that the creation ac
count represented in Prov 8 is entirely inconsistent with a “preexistent 
watery chaos,” which in his estimation exhibits one of the noteworthy 
features of the passage.87 

The main hesitancy in drawing any literary connections between Prov 
8 and Gen 1–2 stems from the view that Gen 1:1–2 assumes the preex
istence of the unformed substance of creation. As scholars have argued, 
the doctrine of ex nihilo is altogether foreign to Gen 1 and has been foisted 
upon the text rather intrusively by later exegetes. But as I have already 
intimated above, it may be that this interpretation of Gen 1:1–2 has been 
forced upon the Hebrew text by reading a perfectly helpful background 
                                                      

83 Whybray, “Proverbs VIII 22–31 and Its Supposed Prototypes,”507. 
84 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 282. 
85 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 283. 
86 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 286. 
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text like Enuma Elish into the foreground of the interpretive process. Alt
hough the doctrine of creation ex nihilo is often assumed to be the result 
of Greek philosophical influence on Christian interpreters, it is actually 
already attested in a Jewish source from the Hellenistic period.88 In 2 Mac
cabees we read, “I beg you, my child, to look at the heaven and earth and 
see everything that is in them, and recognize that God did not make them 
out of things that existed” (2 Macc 7:28 NRSV). Scurlock believes this 
passage shows that the Jewish doctrine of creation ex nihilo constituted a 
reaction against a more rationalistic view of God, one that was informed 
more by Greek philosophy than it was biblical understanding.89 Even so, 
this doctrine did not originate in the Second Temple period either, since 
it is already present in Prov 8:24, demonstrating that it is a much earlier 
concept firmly grounded in the biblical tradition, no doubt in contrast to 
the sensitivities of other ancient Near Eastern worldviews. This text es
sentially negates Bernard F. Batto’s claim that ancient Near Eastern peo
ples “had no concept of creation ex nihilo” and that the idea first “made 
its appearance no earlier than the second century B.C.E. with the arrival 
of Hellenistic ideas in the region, after the heyday of ancient near Eastern 
culture.”90 

A number of scholars also assume that, should a relationship between 
Gen 1 and Prov 8 be entertained, it would require that Gen 1 was depend
ent upon Prov 8, not the other way around. The broader theoretical basis 
for such a viewpoint goes all the way back to the classic Documentary 
Hypothesis, which was given its fullest expression in the work of Julius 
Wellhausen. According to this theoretical framework, the composition of 
Gen 1 (E source) actually followed the composition of the Deuterono
mistic History, upending the traditional chronology that assumed Genesis 
was composed before the historical books of Samuel and Kings.91 More 
recent advocates of this theory, sometimes called “NeoDocumentari
ans,” have made refinements to Wellhausen’s theory but by and large re
tain his overall approach to the compositional history of the Pentateuch.92 
                                                      

88 Scurlock, “Searching for Meaning,” 49; Sarna, Genesis, 5.  
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In fact, much of the secondary literature treating this topic apparently op
erates under this premise. It requires that the direction of borrowing, if it 
happened at all, would have been from Prov 8 to Gen 1. This is the work
ing hypothesis of Landes’s treatment of these two texts.93 He assumes the 
chronological priority of Prov 8 but is also willing to grant, hypothetically, 
that Gen 1 could have existed poetically prior to its narrative form, per
haps as early as the seventh century BC.94 We have no evidence to support 
this observation; it is mere speculation.  

On the other end of the spectrum, however, Ronald E. Clements as
sumes that the Hebrew wisdom tradition would have had access to the 
creation account in Gen 1–2. As he describes it,  

In the later OT period, the written accounts which have been pre
served for us in Gen 1–3 were available in virtually their extant 
form to the writers of  wisdom. So it is not surprising to find that 
in Prov. 8:22–31 and also in Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth) the Genesis 
text has plainly provided the interpreter with a starting point for 
deeper reflection and elaboration.95 

Allen P. Ross suggests that the reference to God delighting in his creation 
(vv. 30–31) “recalls that ‘God saw that it was good’” in Gen 1.96 Earlier 
in this essay I cited Murphy, who at least entertains the possibility (see 
above). This direction of borrowing is more plausible than the other be
cause Prov 8 is not actually a creation account but is merely alluding to 
the creation of the world as a context for understanding wisdom. It is less 
understandable how a theology of creation would arise from a theology 
of wisdom since the latter is not primarily about creation in the first place. 
Commentators have speculated about the existence of a lost creation 
                                                      
Hypothesis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012); Jeffrey Stackert, A Prophet 
Like Moses: Prophecy, Law, and Israelite Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014). 

93 See also Donn F. Morgan, Wisdom in the Old Testament Traditions (Atlanta: 
John Knox, 1981), 112–14.  

94 Landes, “Creation Tradition,” 290. 
95 R. E. Clements, “Wisdom,” in It Is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture, ed. D. 

A. Carson and H. G. M. Williamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), 68. 
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account from which the author of Prov 8 may have drawn inspiration. 
Were this the case, Whybray surmises that the purpose of the creation 
materials in Prov 8 was to bridge the gap “between the wisdom tradition 
and the main Israelite religious tradition” in emphasizing “that all wisdom 
comes from God.”97 Nevertheless, the appeal to a lost creation account 
is unfounded and unnecessary. It assumes that the views on creation in 
Prov 8 and Gen 1 are irreconcilable, but the purported discrepancies are 
overstated. 

Essentially, I agree with the growing consensus that Gen 1 could not 
have been literarily dependent upon Prov 8. Instead, there seems to be a 
better case to be argued in favor of Prov 8 being informed by, or at the 
very least aware of, the creation account in Gen 1. This suggestion admit
tedly upends the view that Gen 1 could have been composed after Prov 
8 and would require an earlier date for the composition of Genesis, much 
more along the lines of the longstanding traditional view.  

In addition to the fact that Prov 8 is poor fodder for developing a 
fuller creation narrative, one also finds that the more limited number of 
verbs for creation attested in Gen 1 are surpassed in Prov 8. Paul E. 
Koptak observes that while Gen 1 uses three verbs describing God’s cre
ative acts (e.g., ברא [“create”], הׂשע  [“make”], and בדל [“divide”]), Prov
erbs contains at least ten (קנה [“create, acquire”], נסך [“set”], חול [“brought 
forth”], טבע [“sunk”], הׂשע  [“make”], כון [“be, establish”], אמץ [“be made 
firm”], עזז [“be made strong”], ׁשים [“set”], חוק [“inscribe”]).98 Further
more, the lexical links between these two texts (or more broadly with 
Genesis) are rather remarkable when taken as a whole, as the following 
table demonstrates:99 

 
  

                                                      
97 See Whybray, Wisdom in Proverbs, 104; cited in J. A. Emerton, “Wisdom,” in 

Tradition and Interpretation: Essays by Members of the Society for Old Testament Study, ed. 
G. W. Anderson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 233. 

98 Paul E. Koptak, Proverbs, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
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Biblische Notizen 71 (1994): 24–52. 

99 Similar links can be shown with other creation texts throughout the He
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the creation narrative of Genesis. 
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יתׁשברא , “in the 

beginning” 
Gen 1:1 יתׁשרא ,         

“beginning” 
Prov 8:22 

 ”,deeps“ ,תהמות deep” Gen 1:2“ ,תהום
 ”deep“ ,תהום

Prov 8:24, 27, 
28 

 ,water” Gen 1:2, 6 (3x)“ ,מים
7 (2x), 9, 10 
(2x), 20, 21, 22 

 water” Prov 8:29“ ,מים

    ”seas“ ,ימים
 ”sea“ ,ים

Gen 1:22, 26, 
28 

 sea” Prov 8:29“ ,ים

 ,earth” Gen 1:1, 11, 12“ ,ארץ
15, 17, 20, 22, 
24, 25, 26, 28 
(2x), 29, 30; 2:1, 
4, 5 (2x), 6, 11, 
12, 13   

 ,earth”  Prov 8:26, 29“ ,ארץ
31 

מיםׁש , “heavens” Gen 1:1, 8, 9, 
14, 15, 17, 20, 
26, 28, 30; 2:1, 4 
(2x), 19, 20 

מיםׁש , “heavens” Prov 8:27 

הׂשע , “to make” Gen 1:7, 16, 25, 
26, 31; 2:2 (2x), 
3, 4, 18 

הׂשע , “to make” Prov 8:26 

 ;man” Gen 1:26, 27“ ,אדם
2:5, 7, 8, 15, 16, 
18, 19, 20, 21, 
22, 23, 25 

אדםבני , “sons 
of man” 

Prov 8:31 

האדמהמןעפר , 
“dust from the 
ground” 

Gen 2:7 עפרותתבל , “dust 
of the world” 

Prov 8:26 


 את ׁשקניתי אי

 I created“ ,יהוה
a man with the 
help of YHWH” 

Gen 4:1 יהוה קנני, 
“YHWH cre
ated me” 

Prov 8:22 

תהוםמעינת , 
“springs of the 
deeps” 

Gen 7:11; 8:2 תהום  ,מעינות//
“deep” // 
“springs” 

תהוםעינות , 
“springs of the 
deep” 

Prov 8:24, 28 

קנהעליוןלא
וארץמיםׁש ,     

“El Most High, 

Gen 14:19  יהוהקנני , 
“YHWH cre
ated me”

Prov 8:22 
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Creator of 
heaven and 
earth” 

These parallels give the impression of a poet alluding to the creation story 
from Gen 1, but in a way that further develops isolated points of the nar
rative in the service of defending Wisdom’s priority over and preexistence 
to creation. 



Scholars have rightly questioned the merits of proposing a literary sce
nario wherein Gen 1 is dependent upon Prov 8. It is my view that one of 
its primary problems is the ideological move it would require—how could 
a text that assumes God created the world out of nothing provide the 
exegetical basis for creation from preexisting matter? It is an illogical de
velopment since the two perspectives in question are irreconcilable, which 
has led many interpreters to abandon any literary relationship between 
these two texts whatsoever. Its problems do not end here, however, but 
are only exacerbated by the anachronistic circumstances it requires. To 
put it simply, the presumed older text (Prov 8) preserves a purportedly 
late Hellenistic view of creation, while the assumed younger text (Gen 1) 
preserves a much earlier Babylonian one. 

But if one were to argue, as some scholars have, that Prov 8 offers 
commentary on creation in Gen 1, this suggestion poses fewer problems. 
It does raise questions, however, about the legitimacy of interpreting Gen 
1:1–2 in light of Babylonian parallels. Were the poet familiar with the 
Genesis materials, it would be rather curious for him to ignore or even 
correct its ancient Near Eastern assumptions about a preexistent primor
dial chaos. The view of creation espoused in Prov 8 does not comport 
with ancient Near Eastern norms. And this factor raises yet another query: 
Is it valid to read Gen 1 in light of more distant parallels from Mesopota
mian literature over and against the Hebrew wisdom tradition reflected in 
Prov 8? Of course, the thornier issue lurking in the shadows of this dis
cussion is the composition of Genesis itself. Here, it would seem that the 
comparative method and source criticism’s commitment to a late date for 
the materials of Gen 1 are at an impasse. Older Babylonian literature gov
erns the way late biblical sources are read.  

Instead, it may be the case that the assumed lateness of Gen 1 is in
correct. What if it were earlier than Prov 8, as the canonical form of the 
Hebrew text leads us to believe? Were that true—and I think there is rea
son to believe it is—the innerbiblical witness would strongly support a 
cohesive, yet complementary reading of these two texts. The Babylonian 
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context for Gen 1 would seem more likely under these strictures, not as 
an adaption of its views, but as a polemic against them. Prov 8 therefore 
draws from this interpretive well in promoting the place of wisdom in the 
origins of the world. This formulation provides a more plausible solution 
for explaining the strong literary ties between these two creation texts. 
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This article contends that the decreation language found in Job 3 is used by the author 
to give first voice to Job’s lament—his formal covenant complaint against YHWH. 
This poem is not just a prelude to the complaints that follow in the speechcycles but it 
is actually the first expression of Job’s legitimate lament. This passage is often described 
as a soliloquy or an abstract poetic expression of Job’s pain that gives the reader insight 
into the extent of his suffering. This article argues that Job 3 is something more than 
just screaming at the universe. It is in fact a cry directed at the Creator of the universe. 
Furthermore, this decreative language sets the reader up for the response that ultimately 
arises in the YHWH speeches (Job 38–41). YHWH’s creative order is real, even 
when all we see is chaos, and that order is good. 

Key Words: chaos, complaint, decreation, Job 3, lament, order, soliloquy 

The connection between wisdom and creation is readily observable in 
the biblical text.1 Even the most superficial reading of the wisdom texts 
                                                      

1 In recent years there has been substantial debate about the accuracy and 
usefulness of the concept of “wisdom” and, indeed, the appropriateness of talk
ing about the “wisdom literature” as a corpus. See Will Kynes, “The Nineteenth
Century Beginnings of ‘Wisdom Literature’, and Its TwentyfirstCentury End?” 
in Perspectives on Israelite Wisdom: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. 
John Jarick; LHBOTS 618 (London: Bloomsbury/T&T Clark, 2015 ), 83–108, 
and his more recent An Obituary for Wisdom Literature: The Birth, Death, and Inter
textual Reintegration of a Biblical Corpus (Oxford: OUP, 2019). This is an important 
discussion; however, given the constraints of this article, it is also one that must 
be reserved for another day. Within any community of specialists, jargon can 
actually be helpful even if it is not entirely accurate (see the interesting podcast 
Something Rhymes with Purple, ep. 6 “Crambazzled” https://open.spotify.com/ 
show/7ntItPoYGVgBKzFOYnQgbR). I am here using the term “wisdom,” as 
part of that shared community vocabulary, in the traditional manner to refer to 
those themes and forms that are classically associated with the sapiential tradi
tions of the ANE. In the same way, when referring to the “wisdom literature,” I 
have in mind, specifically, the books of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. It may 
be that, in due course, I too will come to reject this terminology—I remain keen 
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of the Old Testament will recognize the importance of creation themes 
and vocabulary to the Sages. Equally, it is broadly acknowledged that the 
use of the Hebrew origins story in the sapiential literature is not just an 
interesting intertextual phenomenon: wisdom theology reflects a 
worldview that is, in some sense, fundamentally grounded in reflection on 
the created order.2 Creation in the wisdom literature is both comfort and 
challenge. It is the bedrock upon which the reader is encouraged to build 
her life, but it also contains the most incomprehensibly fearsome phe
nomena known to humanity. It is the symbol of both solid rock and un
controllable chaos.3 Although frequently used to establish human 
finitude, by and large, creation is a positive theme in the wisdom books. 
It reflects the divine order in human experience. YHWH has established 
his ways in the cosmos and, therefore, the reader can expect a certain 
degree of order, security, and stability in a life lived according to wisdom 
principles. Proverbs 1–9 would be the primary example of this kind of 
establishing view of creation in wisdom texts: creation as the bedrock for 
a life well lived.4 

Interestingly, however, the author of Job takes this familiar creational 
imagery and twists it to a different end at the beginning of his work. Job 
3 initiates the lengthy speech cycles that follow with a decreative plea. Job’s 
torment is reflected in a prayer for the restoration of chaos. The wisdom 
tradition not only allows for, but actively encourages, the expression of 
those thoughts that might normally be viewed as awkward or angular. The 
author of Job sets out his theodicy by twisting creational themes.5 

                                                      
to learn—however, for the time being, I still feel that these classifications provide 
a helpful intellectual shorthand for communicative purposes within the guild of 
Old Testament scholars. 

2 So much so that Murphy can summarize: “wisdom theology is creation the
ology” (Roland E. Murphy, Wisdom Literature: Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Canticles, Ecclesi
astes and Esther, FOTL XIII [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981], 5). 

3 Compare the solidity of the created order in Prov 3:19–20 with the implied 
threat and uncontrollability (at least in terms of human experience) of the creative 
phenomena in the Yahweh speeches of Job 38–41. 

4 See, for example, the wisdom poems of Prov 1:20–33 and chapters 8 and 9. 
Equally, Prov 3:19–20 offers a similar kind of perspective, highlighting the cos
mogenic significance of wisdom. Creation themes form a key backdrop to the 
theology of this introductory section of Proverbs (see Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, 
“Liminality and Worldview in Proverbs 1–9,” Semeia 50 [1990]: 111–44). 

5 The book of Job is a theodicy, of course, but we should remember that it 
deals with a lot more than the classic questions of divine justice and the suffering 
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Effectively, this unusual practice introduces the author’s work as standing 
in continuity with the recognized traditions of the wisdom schools but, at 
the same time, he indicates that his reflections will not be easy—this is 
wisdom, but it is something different from the wisdom of Proverbs. The 
use of decreation imagery in Job 3 prepares the reader for the coming 
awkwardness. Hard questions will be asked, and they will be probed re
lentlessly and without flinching, refusing absolutely to accept an easy an
swer. In some ways the book of Job reminds me of cinematographer Sean 
Bobbitt’s assessment of Steve McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave: “We are un
comfortable because the camera does not look away.”6 In a similar man
ner, the author of Job never flinches from the uncomfortable task he has 
set himself. This text has no release valve until its unexpected denoue
ment. It is my contention here that Job 3, rather than being a plaintive cry 
to the universe or an abstract soliloquy giving the audience insight in the 
depths of Job’s pain, is actually a formal lament. This unusual wisdom 
poem initiates a formal complaint against YHWH for covenant unfaith
fulness, and the decreation imagery plays a vital part in our understanding 
of that complaint. 



There is a sense in which the essential questions have already been 
answered by the time we arrive at Job 3:1. Everything from Job 3 through 
to the end of the Elihu speeches in Job 37 is elaboration on the answers 
already established in Job 1–2. The first question is framed in terms of the 
accusation that Job only practices wisdom because of the personal bene
fits that he has accrued as a result (Job 1:9–10). With intense irony the 
satan asks, “Indeed, stretch forth your hand to strike all that he has, and 
will he not just ‘bless’ you to your face?”7 However, this question is an
swered immediately, after the summary removal of all of the tangential 
benefits of Job’s ideal wisdom practice.8 
                                                      
of innocents (Ernest W. Nicholson, “The Limits of Theodicy as a Theme of the 
Book of Job,” in Wisdom in Ancient Israel, ed. John Day, Robert P. Gordon, and 
Hugh Godfrey Maturin Williamson [Cambridge: CUP, 1995], 71–82). 

6 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainmentarts25713841. 
7 All Scripture translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated. 
8 Job 1:1 effectively presents the book’s hero as an ideal practitioner of bibli

cal wisdom—one who is “blameless and upright, fearing God and turning away 
from evil.” The story of the prologue accords with the basic presentation of wis
dom found in Proverbs that, broadly speaking, a life lived wisely will experience 
the resultant benefits of wisdom. This is not, as is often suggested, a mechanistic 
 

 

62 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  

 

Naked I came from my mother’s womb, naked shall I go from here. 
YHWH has given and YHWH has taken, let YHWH’s name be 

blessed. (1:21) 

The implied curse does not arrive, and Job is absolved of all guilt (1:22). 
So, the first question is answered before the stakes are raised in Job 2. 

The satan again calls Job’s motives into question but this time the fo
cus is on divine personal protection rather that the external benefits of a 
wise lifestyle. The powerfully idiomatic adage “skin for skin” introduces 
the adversary’s accusation. If not for gain, then personal protection moti
vates Job’s response to God (2:4–5). The tension regarding Job’s response 
is heightened somewhat in this second test by the intervention of Job’s 
wife (2:9–10). Traditionally, the rhetorical role of Job’s wife has been 
viewed negatively, often being grouped along with the friends and the 
satan.9 However, in recent years her role has come to be seen in a poten
tially more positive light as, effectively, the one who crystallizes Job’s op
tions, thus, showing that he has in fact only one option.10 The effect of this 
interlude, of course is to heighten the tension somewhat. Job passed the 
first test, but will he pass the second? He does so again: 

“Shall we receive good from God and not also receive evil?” In all 
this [the narrator tells the reader] Job did not sin with his lips. 

Another test is passed by Job. He establishes the genuineness of his de
votion by avoiding the temptation to curse God. Yet there is still a latent 
tension for the attentive reader. As with any great story, we know that it 
                                                      
equation. It is, rather, a general rule of thumb that may be described as being 
broadly true. Proverbs is well aware of the suffering of the innocent (Prov 1:11 
or 6:16–19, for example). 

9 Calvin, to take just one example, describes Job’s wife as “an instrument of 
Satan . . . a shedevil . . . a fiend of hell” (John Calvin, Sermons on Job [Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1993]). However, I would not want to pick on Calvin unfairly; 
his observations reflect the majority view throughout the history of interpreta
tion. 

10 See, for example, Ellen Van Wolde, Mr and Mrs Job (London: SCM Press, 
1997), 23–29, 146–50, who suggests that Job’s wife’s use of “bless” may be gen
uine and, therefore, the succeeding part of her statement becomes one of conse
quence—“You either find a way to bless God or you die!” She (and others) go 
on to point out that Job’s response in 2:10 may not be as dismissive (or sexist) as 
it first appears, but that is a discussion too far for the point being made here. See 
ChoonLeong Seow, Job 1–21: Interpretation and Commentary, Illuminations (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 293–98, for fuller discussion. 
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cannot end here. Will our hero stay the course? The narrative continues 
with an earthly assembly to match the preceding heavenly ones (2:11–13), 
with the curse question still fresh in the mind. Job’s trial has just become 
public: what will his interaction with the friends bring with regard to his 
alreadyfraught relationship with YHWH? 

The answer comes in Job 3:1: 

After this Job opened his mouth and cursed . . . 
One can almost imagine the dramatic pause. 
. . . the day of  his birth (lit. “his day”). 

So, effectively, the key question is answered by 3:1.11 Job does not—and, 
by implication, now will not—curse YHWH. The curse question is set
tled. The satan’s attempts to disrupt the divinehuman relationship have 
failed.12 The curse has fallen not on Yahweh but on the day of Job’s birth. 
The rest of the book of Job elaborates on the how of that decision. How 
does Job maintain relationship with YHWH despite the undeserved tor
ments that he has experienced? Job 3 is key to this resolution because, 
despite appearances to the contrary, Job gives voice to his angst relation
ally (i.e., addressing YHWH) and the decreative imagery ideally encapsu
lates and summarizes the worldview turmoil caused by the trials of the 
Prologue. 



Job 3, as a lament, plays a framing role within the narrative. Along with 
Job 28, a classic wisdom poem, this chapter brackets the lengthy debates 
between Job and his friends contained in the speech cycles.13 Both Job 3 
                                                      

11 Susannah Ticciati, Job and the Disruption of Identity: Reading Beyond Barth (Lon
don: Continuum, 2005), 56. 

12 John H. Walton, Job, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 67. 
13 Westermann is, of course, also correct in connecting Job 3 with the exten

sive lament of Job 29–31 (Claus Westermann, The Structure of the Book of Job: A 
FormCritical Analysis, trans. Charles A. Muenchow [Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1981], 97–98). There is a strong similarity of language and theme between these 
two sections. This is unsurprising, given the argument below, that here we have 
the first vocalization of Job’s lament and in Job 29–31 we have the final and 
fullest vocalization of that complaint. The latter is, effectively, an expansion upon 
the former. However, the bracketing function of decreation (Job 3) and creation 
poems (Job 28) is also a significant structuring feature—indicating the extent of 
the human debate. These poems encompass the speech cycles by both question
ing and asserting order within creation. This dynamic echoes Job’s attitude in 
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and 28 are dominated by creation themes although the latter is a much 
more “orthodox” take on both wisdom and creation.14 Job 3, as the open
ing bracket, is more than a precursor to the complaint that follows from 
the man of Uz. His lament voiced in the debates with the friends is force
ful, direct, and uncompromising.15 This opening wisdom poem prepares 
the reader for what is to follow and “the camera does not look away.” We 
are given a fullblast insight into Job’s pain, which leaves the reader look
ing for respite even before the more explicit vocalization of his covenant 
complaint really gets going in the debates with the friends. The reader has 
her first “surely not” experience here in this opening and tonesetting 
poem. 

Structurally, Job 3 breaks down into three main parts that voice the 
full extent of Job’s pain.16 The first major unit covers vv. 3–10 and is 
driven by the curse.17 Job 3:3 introduces the section with a curse on the 
day and the night of Job’s pain. The two elements of the twentyfour
hour period are then addressed in separate stanzas (“day” in vv. 4–5 and 
“night” in vv. 6–9) with a closing rationale (3:10) justifying the initial curse 
(3:3). The following two major units are both laments marked by the typ
ical “why” question (למה, vv. 11 and 20 respectively). The first lament (vv. 
11–19) focuses on the question of why Job did not die at birth.18 Infant 
                                                      
lament, as he both decries and acknowledges his dependence on YHWH’s order 
in his life (Job 13:15 would be the classic example of this “conflicted” attitude). 

14 Alison Lo, Job 28 as Rhetoric: An Analysis of Job 28 in the Context of Job 22–31, 
VTSup 97 (Leiden: Brill, 2003). Wisdom poems tend to consider the true nature 
of wisdom and typically do so via the medium of reflection on creation and the 
created order (Jamie A. Grant, “The Wisdom Poem,” in IVP Dictionary of the Old 
Testament: Wisdom, Poetry and Writings, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns 
[Downers Grove: IVP, 2008], 891–94).  

15 Habel summarizes Job’s accusations thus: “He had berated his God for 
being a merciless hunter, an insidious spy, a capricious destroyer, and a sinister 
ruler who employed his ‘wisdom’ and ‘counsel’ to create chaos rather than order 
in nature and society (12:13–25)” (Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job, OTL [Lou
isville: Westminster John Knox, 1985], 536). 

16 See David Noel Freedman, “The Structure of Job 3,” Bib 49.4 (1968): 503–
8, and Gianni Barbiero, “The Structure of Job 3,” ZAW 127.1 (2015): 43–62, for 
discussion of the breakdown of the chapter. 

17 Freedman refers to the three sections of Job 3 as “major units” (Freedman, 
“The Structure of Job 3,” 503) whereas Barbiero, following van der Lugt, prefers 
“cantos” (Barbiero, “The Structure of Job 3,” 43). The study of Hebrew poetics 
is plagued by a plethora of terms for the same concepts. 

18 There is an outlier here in v. 16, which begins with an implied interrogative 
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mortality was common in the ancient world. Why should he be blessed 
with the miracle of survival just to experience such pain and loss? The 
“rest” of stillbirth would have been better than this (3:13). The second 
lamentation (vv. 20–26) questions why Job should continue to be given 
the light of life when his one desire is for death. Awareness of the struc
ture of the text is important to the argument that I wish to develop below 
because, although the poem is sometimes described as a “soliloquy,” it is, 
in fact—as shown in the structural breakdown—actually a fullblown la
ment. 



The use of creation imagery in wisdom poetry is not surprising. How
ever, the expected norms are turned on their head in Job 3. Normally, the 
Sages celebrate the movement from chaos to order, as is reflected often 
in Proverbs (3:18–19) or even later in the book of Job, in the YHWH 
speeches, for example (Job 38:4–11). The establishment of order and 
rhythm out of primordial turmoil lies at the very heart of wisdom theology 
and worldview. There is a very real sense in which this is how the sages 
view God and the cosmic reality of which human beings are a part. The
ologically, God is a Being who brings order out of disorder in creation 
(Genesis), in redemption (Exodus), in the formation of community (the 
allotments to the tribes and the Jubilee), in his instruction to humanity, 
both corporate and individual (Torah), and in a thousand other ways. 
YHWH is a Creator, constantly bringing order and design to disarray and 
meaninglessness. Philosophically, the ordering God provides a good 
structure within the cosmos and the human task is to align oneself in ac
cordance with these rhythms and limits in such a way that one can “ne
gotiate life successfully in God’s good but fallen world.”19 This is “the art 
of steering” (תחבלות, Prov 1:5)20—finding the best way to live in a struc
tured created order that is replete with choices, some better than others, 
and full of temptations that would lead us from true, full humanity. It is 
against this ideological backdrop that the dissonance of Job 3 rings out 

                                                      
(but not למה) and focuses on stillbirth, like v. 11. Some would like to move this 
verse to follow 3:11, but Barbiero argues convincingly for the verse to be read as 
the close of a chiasm echoing 3:11 instead (“The Structure of Job 3,” 52–53). 

19 Craig G. Bartholomew, Reading Proverbs with Integrity (Cambridge: Grove 
Books, 2001), 8. 

20 Walther Zimmerli, “The Place and Limit of Wisdom in the Framework of 
the Old Testament Theology,” SJT 17 (1964): 149. 
 

 

66 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  

 

clearly. 
The curse finally comes and the standard creational tropes of the wis

dom tradition are reversed.21 Job calls for darkness to consume the light 
 22 The appeal for “deepest.(in Gen 1:3 יהי אור .in Job 3:4 cf יהי חׁשך)
darkness to claim (גאל)” that day and for “a cloud to rest upon it” (3:5) is 
equivalent to a plea for the restoration of the “formless void” ( ובהו תהו ) 
of Gen 1:2.23 The creational mandate of growth and fruitfulness (Gen 
1:28) is countered with an appeal for barrenness (3:7), and Leviathan, the 
mythical sea beast—normally vanquished in creation myths as the symbol 
of chaos—is roused again to consume that day (3:8).24 Normally in crea
tion references, the doors are shut against the destructive power of the 
waters, allowing human habitation to prosper (Job 38:8), but Job instead 
curses the day of his birth because it did not shut the doors of his mother’s 
womb on him (3:10).25 It is hard to overstate the controversial power of 
Job’s curse of the day of his birth. These words would have been just as 
awkward and angular to a biblically literate audience in the original setting 

                                                      
21 “The whole thrust of the text in Job iii 1–13 is to provide a systematic 

bouleversement, or reversal, of the cosmicizing acts of creation described in Gen. i–
ii 4a” (Michael A. Fishbane, “Jeremiah IV 23–26 and Job III 3–13: A Recovered 
Use of the Creation Pattern,” VT 21.2 [1971]: 153). I agree with the general 
thrust and main point in Fishbane’s helpful article, but I am not entirely con
vinced that we see a reversal of all seven days of creation here. See Rebecca S. 
Watson, Chaos Uncreated: A Reassessment of The Theme of ‘Chaos’ in the Hebrew Bible, 
BZAW 341 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 319–22, for a fuller discussion. 

22 Seow, Job 1–21, 320. 
23 “The rhetoric is of the end of the world and the return to its primordial 

state” (Seow, Job 1–21, 320). 
24 There is some evidence from ancient Near Eastern myths that Leviathan 

may have been seen as a sunswallower, potentially bringing powerful imagery 
and a fascinating play on words to the fore in Job 3:8 (יום cf. ים) but the evidence 
is not conclusive (see Fishbane, “Use of the Creation Pattern,” 159, cf. Watson, 
Chaos Uncreated, 326). 

25 Note that the close synonym סכך is used in 38:8, rather than the סגר of 3:10, 
but the symbolism remains unchanged. There is some debate as to whether the 
plea is to prevent conception. However, the imagery seems to fit better with 
childbirth. If gates are set in place to stop the flow of waters, why were the life
giving waters of his birth not gated to prevent their flow? See Tremper Longman, 
Job, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rap
ids: Baker Academic, 2012), 101, and cf. Seow, Job 1–21, 327, who sees this as 
referring to both natural and cosmological birth, marking this as an accusation 
against God rather than just a failure of the night. 
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as they are to readers today. 

Job’s theological world has turned topsyturvy. In his anticosmic 
rhetoric, human experience of  “misery” is viewed as the experi
ence of  cosmic chaos. The experience of  misery is in Job’s rhetoric 
a failure in creation, a creation that he wishes to be undone.26 

The initial decreative curse is followed by two laments, each instigated by 
the “why” question. The first revolves around the massive irony of sur
viving birth and infancy just to experience such great suffering. The sec
ond laments the horror of continued living when death is more desira
ble.27 The rhetorical significance of these laments is marked. They 
transform the opening curse from a scream against the universe to a com
plaint against the Creator of the cosmos. This is no abstract deliberation 
on pain.28 It is the first vocalization of Job’s lament that will unfold over 
the speechcycles in Job 4–27 and climax in his final defense in chapters 
29–31. Job 3 very much sets the tone for what follows. 



So, what does the curse of Job 3:4–10 do within the text? How does 
its surprising tone and message impact the reader hermeneutically?29 



First, and quite obviously, the decreative curse indicates the extent of 
Job’s anguish. The reader is meant to side with the literary Job, and the 
poem of chapter 3 gives us an insight into the depths of anguish that Job 

                                                      
26 Seow, Job 1–21, 328. 
27 Hartley describes these laments as “the harshest words Job utters against 

himself in the entire book. They startle us. . . . The former Job ‘did not sin or 
charge God with wrong’ (1:22), but this Job verbalizes his bitterest feelings” 
(John E. Hartley, The Book of Job, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988], 101). 

28 “Though Job approaches the brink of cursing God, he does not. Instead 
he vents the venom of his anguish by wishing he were dead. He survives his darkest 
hour, since he neither curses God nor takes his fate into his own hands” (Hartley, 
Job, 101). 

29 I should emphasize here that I am not making a formal rhetorical argument 
here but rather discussing the poetic and thematic effect of this poem in its place 
within the book. For a more formal (and insightful) rhetorical study, see William 
C. Pohl, “Arresting God’s Attention: The Intent and Rhetorical Strategies of Job 
3,” BBR 28 (2018): 1–19. 
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faces.30 The language of decreation shows the extent of the chaos experi
enced by the central character. This is no light thing. The pious ac
ceptances of the prologue, where Job refused to curse God, may lead the 
reader to assume that his devotion to YHWH is such that he is little im
pacted by the losses and personal suffering that he has faced.31 Job 3 
makes clear, first, that this is not the case and, second, that he will not 
move on easily.32 Such is his anguish: he not only wants the world to stop 
but he wants his very existence to become nonexistence.33 There are no 
philosophical niceties. There is no navelgazing over the fact that his 
                                                      

30 This, of course, is why some commentators describe this pericope as a so
liloquy. As with the “To be or not to be” speech in Hamlet or Edmund’s bastard 
soliloquy in King Lear, a soliloquy gives insight into the character’s mental position 
that would otherwise be unknown to the audience. The nunnery scene sheds light 
on Hamlet’s existential crisis and mental descent, and Edmund’s speech shows 
the deep bitterness that has marked his whole life. Job 3, similarly, gives voice to 
a psychological position that the readers may assume to be true but of which they 
could not otherwise be certain. However, the real significance of Job 3 is not the 
mental insight that it brings but the complaint that it marks. The former is a 
precursor to, and essential part of, the latter. The establishment of cause is an 
essential part of complaint. 

31 The sudden change of tone is a frequent focus of discussion in the second
ary literature. “The contrast between the Job of the prologue and the Job of the 
poem could not be sharper” (Hartley, Job, 101). Similarly, Kynes states, “Thus, 
the Job of the prologue is innocent of any fault. With this all interpreters should 
agree. But it is with the beginning of the poetic dialogue in chapter 3 and Job’s 
cursing of the day of his birth that this judgement becomes more difficult to 
sustain” (Will Kynes, “The Trials of Job: Relitigating Job’s ‘Good Case’ in Chris
tian Interpretation,” SJT 66 [2013]: 177). 

32 Walton suggests that “it would not do to leave the audience thinking of 
[Job] as superhumanly untouched by grief” (Job, 125). The persistence of Job’s 
lament is frequently attested to throughout the following section of the book. 
See, for example 10:1–3 or the climactic defiance of 31:35–37. 

33 There is some discussion about whether this is a literal or nonliteral death 
wish (see the discussion in Pohl, “Arresting God’s Attention”); however, I am 
not sure how helpful this distinction actually is. Clearly, Job does not expect to 
drop dead as he curses the day of his birth. However, at the same time, such an 
approach displays something more than just cavalier attitude towards his own 
existence. Calling on the gods in the ancient world to end one’s existence would 
be viewed as an extremely highrisk example of “tempting the fates.” In that 
sense, although this is a “nonliteral death wish” which is ultimately designed to 
invoke an encounter with the Divine, the extent of this expression of anguish 
infers that Job would not mind if the Almighty were to take him up on his offer. 
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stillbirth would have meant that his children never existed or the good 
that he has done would never have happened.34 Nonexistence is better 
than such pain.35 

This poem, one of  the great masterpieces of  the work, is striking 
above all for its restraint. Not the restraint of  Job’s emotions, 
which are deep, raw and terrifying, as he showers with maledictions 
every aspect of  the world that gave him existence or continues to 
support it. . . . The restraint that makes this poem of  world stature 
is the exclusive concentration on feeling, without the importation 
of  ideological questions. . . . [H]ere we are invited to view the man 
Job in the violence of  his grief. Unless we encounter this man with 
his feelings we have no right to listen to the debates that follow; 
with this speech before us we cannot over intellectualize this book, 
but must always be reading it as the drama of  a human soul.36 



Second, the “return to chaos” language highlights another key ques
tion of the book of Job. While the debate regarding theodicy—the tension 
between God’s goodness and the continuing existence of evil or suffer
ing—dominates much of the book, the text makes plain that there are 
other foci that are also of great significance to the author.37 Another of 
the important questions of the book revolves around the issue of the di
vine design for the life of an individual faced with intolerable suffering. 
Certainly, this is the key question of the YHWH speeches: 

Who is this that darkens design (עצה) by words without knowledge? 
(Job 38:2)38 

                                                      
34 “Job’s curse functions as the expression of a wish, a way of saying that his 

life is so miserable that it is not worth all the good moments leading up to the 
crisis” (Longman, Job, 99). 

35 Walton, Job, 127. 
36 David J. A. Clines, Job 1–20, WBC (Dallas: Word, 1989), 104. 
37 See the helpful overview and discussion in Nicholson, “Limits,” and also 

the comprehensive discussion in Antti Laato and Johannes C. De Moor, eds., 
Theodicy in the World of the Bible (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2003). 

38 Dhrome translates עצה as “providence” (see H. H. Rowley, The Book of Job, 
NCBC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980], 241). Wolters echoes this idea: “Here 
ʿēṣâ does not refer to ‘counsel’ in the sense of advice but rather to the providen
tial plan of God, his ‘sovereign governance’ in ruling the world. . . . ʿēṣâ, thus 
understood, is ‘the central concept of the divine speech at the end of Job. . . .’ (Al 
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The key issue from YHWH’s perspective is not Job’s questioning, even 
accusatory, lament. It is the fact that Job calls his plan, his design, his good 
purposes for every individual into question.39 The language of darkening 
in 38:2 may imply more than simply “questioning” or “obscuring” the 
divine plan. It may be taken to imply an accusation that Job was daring to 
suggest that God’s plans are not good but evil—darkening in the sense of 
morally besmirching YHWH’s intentions for humanity and for the indi
vidual.40 The question of design is first raised here in Job 3 with the appeal 
for a return to chaos. The implication of Job’s initial voice is that primor
dial chaos would be better than the chaos of present reality.41 The implied 
undertone is that YHWH’s (or God’s, depending on how one reads the 
text) control over the events of Job’s life has somehow failed. For the 
profoundly theistic Hebrew culture, a cry to the universe is never just a cry 
to the universe. Job is railing against God in this chapter. As Romanian 
philosopher Emil Cioran argues: “A cry means something only in a cre
ated universe. If there is no creator, what is the good of calling attention 
to yourself?”42 This surely is true of Job and the Hebrew worldview. He 
is not railing against the injustices of an unjust world. He is railing against 
God and the reason for this vociferous complaint is rooted in the experi
ence of cataclysmic design failure. YHWH’s plan has failed. Benign con
trol has been lost to chaos in Job’s life. So, a complete reversal to primor
dial chaos would be better than rampant disorder where there is the 
expectation of meaningful structure. At the heart of the decreative curse 

                                                      
Wolters, “יצה,” in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 
vol. 2, Willem A. VanGemeren, gen. ed. [Carlisle: Paternoster, 1996], 491). 

39 See Elaine A. Phillips, “Speaking Truthfully: Job’s Friends and Job,” 
BBR 18.1 (2008): 31–43, for a persuasive argument that Job’s lament is affirmed 
as right and good by YHWH in the epilogue. 

40 See Walton, Job, 399. Interestingly, when repeating this accusation in 42:3, 
Job uses not the causative of חׁשך, but a different verb (the Hiphil of עלם). This 
may well be an attempt to distinguish his actual intent in proffering his lament 
from the way in which it is presented by YHWH in 38:2. Job seems to be implying 
that his intention was never to accuse YHWH of evil purpose but, rather, of loss 
of control. Either way Job acknowledges that his overall understanding was lim
ited, and therefore skewed, in 42:1–6.  

41 Clines argues that herein lies Job’s longing for Sheol “as a place where order 
reigns . . . an order where the conflicts of the absurd have been swallowed up by 
a pacific meaninglessness” (Job I, 105). 

42 Emil M. Cioran, The Trouble with Being Born, trans. R. Howard (New York: 
Arcade, 2013), 177. 
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lies the assumption that something has gone seriously wrong with God’s 
plan for Job’s life. 



There is in the commentaries something of a lack of clarity about how 
to read Job 3 from the perspective of its genre and consequent rhetorical 
effect on the text. Almost everyone is agreed that there are elements of 
lament in the second and third strophes of the poem.43 However, it is also 
broadly acknowledged that this is not a “normal” lament.44 As a result, 
there remains in the secondary literature an ambivalence or ambiguity re
garding the type of text that we are dealing with in Job 3. Some read the 
poem, effectively, as an aside—an abstract expression of pain to give the 
reader an insight into Job’s mental state that would otherwise be missing.  

This leads to some conflicted descriptions of the chapter. Rowley en
titles this chapter as “Job’s Opening Soliloquy” but he goes on immedi
ately to state that “Job utters his opening lament on his suffering” in the 
verses that follow.45 Walton also describes the poem as a lament but sug
gests that Job has “not yet begun to blame God.”46 Seow presents the 
author as deliberately “subverting the individual lament form” in order to 
create an ambiguous picture—is Job accusing God of covenant unfaith
fulness or not?47 And Longman suggests that “Job’s words here resemble 
those of a psalm of lament.” However, he goes on to argue, “Looking 
more closely at Job 3, we see that Job’s words are far from this type of 
lament . . . . Job’s words are more like the grumbling of the Israelites in 
the wilderness than like the laments in the Psalms.”48 

The difficulty regarding type arises from the fact that many of the tra
ditional markers of the individual lament are absent from this text: direct 
vocative address to God, specification of the cause of complaint (surely 
unnecessary here in Job 3), confession of sin (again, this would be coun
terproductive given Job’s declarations of innocence), or the voice of 
praise and/or hope that is often found at the conclusion of a lament. 
                                                      

43 A cursory trawl of the commentaries will provide ample evidence of this. 
See, for example, Francis I. Andersen, Job, TOTC (Leicester: IVP, 1976), 99–101; 
Clines, Job I, 89; or Hartley, Job, 95–100. 

44 See, as an example, Longman, Job, 106–7, and note also the counter argu
ments in Pohl, “Arresting God’s Attention,” 6–8. 

45 Rowley, Job, 38. 
46 Walton, Job, 125. 
47 Seow, Job 1–21, 337. 
48 Longman, Job, 106 (emphasis added). 
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However, it seems to me that this is a discussion that we need to put to 
bed. Job 3 is an individual lament. Job screams not at the air but at the 
Creator for removing all semblance of order from his life.49 

The problem is that scholarship is, arguably, still too wedded to Gun
kel’s approach to genre where a whole list of criteria have to be observable 
before a poem can be classified as belonging to a particular genre.50 The 
difficulty with any understanding of genre based in tightlydefined lists of 
characteristics has always been that few poems include every “typical” in
dicator and, therefore, we are left with many “mixed genre” psalms or 
psalms that are of a particular genre but lacking some of the key markers. 
More contemporary approaches to the study of genre have taken a differ
ent tack, one where genre is understood a little differently:  

Genre is a socially defined constellation of  typified formal and the
matic features in a group of  literary works, which authors use in 
individualized ways to accomplish specific communicative pur
poses.51 

Current understandings of genre are less focused on questions of inclu
sion and exclusion based on the presence or absence of specific typical 
formulations. There is now a broad acknowledgment of greater authorial 
freedom in the appropriation of form while still allowing that form to be 
recognized by the reader.52 In other words, a lament can be recognized as 
a lament even without the presence of an explanation of cause or a con
cluding voice of praise. It is for this reason that most commentators in
stinctively describe the two “why” sections of Job 3 (vv. 11–19 and 20–
26) as “laments,” even if they are slightly unsure what to do with the 
opening curse. 

Job 3 is a lament. The curse against the day of his birth is an implied 
complaint against God, the Creator of that (and every) day. Distinctions 
are important here: it is a curse against the day but a complaint against God. 
In that sense, the wish formulation contained in the curse is actually an 
expression not of illegitimate grumbling but of legitimate covenant 

                                                      
49 See the Cioran quote above. 
50 Hermann Gunkel, Introduction to the Psalms: The Genres of the Religious Lyric of 

Israel, trans. James D. Nogalski (Macon: Mercer University, 1998). 
51 Jeannine K. Brown, “Genre Criticism,” in Words and the Word: Explorations 

in Biblical Interpretation and Literary Theory, ed. David G. Firth and Jamie A. Grant 
(Nottingham: Apollos, 2008), 146. 

52 Brown, “Genre Criticism,” 146–47. 
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complaint.53 Job believes that YHWH has not kept up his side of the cov
enant agreement and expresses his sense of grievance in this poem.  

The primary confusion regarding form in Job 3 revolves around the 
absence of direct address to God. Typically, the complainant will speak 
directly to God in a psalm of lament.54 The plaintiff believes that God is 
not only the source of his anguish but also, in contradictory fashion, the 
only possible solution to it. This is the dichotomy of lament. It is, effec
tively, a means of maintaining real relationship with YHWH in the face 
of the bitterest of circumstances.55 Job 3 gives first voice a complaint that 
will become much more direct and explicit throughout the speech cycles 
and in his final defense in chapters 29–31. However, the complaint is pre
sent here from the very outset. 

The day that is cursed (vv. 3–4)—as everyone knows—is created and 
its events ordained, like every other day, by YHWH. A clear rationale for 
the complaint implied in the curse is given in vv. 10 and 26. The typical 
“whys” of lament follow in vv. 11, 12, 16, 20, and 23. The object of ad
dress is implicit throughout much of the poem but lurks obviously behind 
the text. This is well illustrated by the divine passives of v. 20: “Why is 
light given to one who is toiling? Life to one bitter in soul?” The identity 
of the giver of that light is known to every reader. Finally, the cause be
comes explicit in v. 23: “To a man whose way is hidden; whom God has 
hedged in?” The implicit is clearly expressed at last. God is the cause of these 
great injustices: existence where nonexistence would be better, birth and 
life where stillbirth would have been more merciful, and continued life 
where the rest of death is preferable. This may not be the typical formal 
structure of individual lament that we observe in the psalms but this is 
clearly a covenant complaint poem. 

Pohl describes the rhetorical effect of Job 3 in this way: 

The result of  this is to delay the focal point of  the complaint, God, 
which does not occur until v. 23b with והאל . The delay stresses at 
the climactic point of  the lament that God is addressed implicitly. 
This informs retroactively the prior complaints. The accusations 

                                                      
53 Philip S. Johnston, “The Psalms and Distress,” in Interpreting the Psalms: Is

sues and Approaches, ed. Philip S. Johnston and David G. Firth (Leicester: Apollos, 
2005), 63–84; Jamie A. Grant, “The Hermeneutics of Humanity: Reflections on 
the Human Origin of the Laments,” in A God of Faithfulness: Essays in Honour of J. 
Gordon McConville on His 60th Birthday, ed. Jamie A. Grant, Alison Lo, and Gordon 
J. Wenham, LHBOTS 538 (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 182–202. 

54 See, e.g., Ps 44 (communal) or 88 (individual). 
55 Grant, “Hermeneutics of Humanity,” 198. 
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expressed through the rhetorical questions proactively stress Job’s 
rhetoric for the alleviation of  his suffering. Given the nature of  
complaint . . . the address to God is designed to move him to action 
to bring relief. The tension builds throughout the speech, and it is 
only at the end that Job finally clarifies what his previous words 
have only hinted at: he is loudly, brashly, shockingly complaining 
against God.56 



I wonder if there is not another significant effect to be drawn from 
the language of decreation in Job 3:3–10. It seems just possible that a 
complaint voiced in this unusual manner points beyond itself to a reality 
that is, in fact, ordered and, therefore, to the hope of restoration. All of 
the effects listed above stand: decreation is an expression of turmoil; it 
raises the question of design, and it is a specific formulation of lament. 
However, as the initial frame for the debates to follow, it seems possible 
that the author is also giving the reader an insight into the ultimate solu
tion of Job’s tension. The YHWH speeches in Job 38–41 are something 
of a curve ball. They do not provide us with the answer that we want 
(Why Job?). Instead they provide us with the answer that we need: there is 
order in creation and, therefore, in all of YHWH’s ways, both in the cosmic 
realm and in the life of the individual. 

There is a great deal of debate and discussion regarding the effect of 
the curse language in Job 3. Particularly in the older literature, there is 
extensive discussion of ancient Near Eastern incantations and their use.57 
This, however, seems somewhat to miss the point of Job’s lament. It is 
extremely unlikely that Job actually expected his curse to be efficacious. 
It was, rather, an expression of implied complaint directed towards God. 
As Pohl points out, it was a plea for divine intervention. Job is voicing the 
fullness of his turmoil in terms of disrupted creation with the hope that 
YHWH will intervene to restore order to his life. The impossibility of the 
curse is, in fact, its point. 

Longman brings some helpful rationality to proceedings: “There has 
been a lively debate over the significance of the curse in the OT. Some 
believe that the curse brings its own reality. . . . Of course, there is no way 
that Job’s curse could come true.”58 No Hebrew reader would have ex
pected an actual ontological impact on the day of Job’s birth. For a culture 
with a strong view of divine sovereignty and a linear view of history, Job’s 

                                                      
56 Pohl, “Arresting God’s Attention,” 18, contra Clines, Job I, 104–5. 
57 See, e.g., Fishbane, “Jeremiah IV 23–26 and Job III 3–13.” 
58 Longman, Job, 99. 
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nonexistence would never have been viewed by the reader as a real pos
sibility. Therefore, the author is clearly doing something else with this 
poem. It is the very impossibility of decreation that points the reader back 
to the security of an ordered creation. The darkness cannot consume the 
light because God said, “Let there be light,” and there was. Leviathan 
cannot be revived to restore chaos because he is created and controlled 
by YHWH (Job 41). So, on it goes. The decreative curse is a factual im
possibility that—through its surprise effect—causes the reader to think 
about the stability and order of creation. The sun will rise tomorrow in 
the east and set in the west. Darkness will not overwhelm the light. The 
waters will not restore chaos. Although, humanly speaking, there will be 
days of despair when we simply do not want the night to end or the sun 
to rise, that ordered creation actually speaks hope and security into our 
depression and despondency. 

Given that the author ends with the imagery of an ordered created 
reality (Job 38–41)—the rigorous and inescapable expression of divine 
providential design—as the “answer” to Job’s angst, it seems likely that 
the decreation language of Job 3 is a reflective pointer toward that ulti
mate conclusion. Real, primordial chaos is impossible because YHWH 
has established order and constantly sets limits and boundaries.59 This is 
indicated in the two heavenly assemblies of the prologue that immediately 
precede this poem. The heavenly beings have to respond to YHWH’s sum
mons and limits are placed on the satan’s actions against Job. The heavenly 
imagery of the prologue is of a mysterious, by all means, but ordered re
ality. The human participants may experience that as chaos, but the per
ceived disorder is not really real. This poem makes it clear that the expe
rience is indescribably painful for the literary Job, but that pain is part of 
an ordered reality—the perception of “chaos” is illusory. Describing tur
moil in terms of decreation will always point the reflective reader towards 
the unchangeability of the established creation order. 



Without revisiting the caveats expressed at the start of this article, the 
book of Job is very much a part of the Hebrew wisdom tradition. As is 
typical of true Hebrew wisdom, it will not look away. It will not accept a 
trite or easy answer. Nothing pat or preprepared will suffice. It will wres
tle with the hardest of questions until it gets as close to an answer as is 
                                                      

59 This is clearly implied in Prov 1–9 (see Van Leeuwen, “Liminality”) and in 
the first YHWH speech (in particular Job 38). 
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possible given the limits of human cognition. The author of Job begins 
the poetic section of the book with an unflinching contemplation of hu
man trauma. It is, undoubtedly, one of the literary masterpieces of the 
ancient world.60 The voice of decreation is as surprising as it is powerful. 
The effects of that voice are incredibly poignant—describing the chaos 
of pain, questioning the divine order, expressing covenant complaint but, 
ultimately, pointing the reader to a stable reality beyond the human expe
rience of disorder. In the end, Job realizes that comfort is to be found in 
the knowledge of a God who orders all things (42:1–6), even if our expe
rience of that order is often shrouded in mystery beyond satisfactory com
prehension. Job 3 validates our rage against God because it is only in voic
ing our complaint that we are able to maintain that perspective
transforming relationship with the Divine. Cursing the day of our birth—
calling for its reversal—may be the only way to keep ourselves from func
tional atheism, where we no longer believe in a God who intervenes in our 
human reality. Decreative lament is always ultimately transformative. 

                                                      
60 Clines, Job I, 104–5. 
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This article examines how Chronicles employs the theme of creation. For this article, 
the theme of creation encompasses both creating and what is created, more specifically 
the cosmos or natural world. This theme occurs clearly in three specific passages: 1 Chr 
16:31–33, 2 Chr 2:11[12], and 1 Chr 16:25–26. The first part of the article ex
amines these passages. It concludes that these verses magnify YHWH’s universal su
premacy both because he creates and because he rules justly over all creation. These texts 
occur in contexts relating to Israel’s ritual worship, pointing to the role of the temple in 
manifesting YHWH’s supremacy. The second part of the article examines the rela
tionship between the temple and the cosmos. It concludes that despite the cosmic sym
bolism of the temple, Chronicles emphasizes that the temple manifests YHWH’s uni
versal supremacy because it is the proper place for Israel’s ritual worship. 

Key Words: 1–2 Chronicles, creation, cultus, supremacy, temple, worship 

Creation as a theme occurs rarely in the book of Chronicles. In gen
eral, Chronicles is more interested in the history of Israel’s specific insti
tutions of the Davidic king and Jerusalem cult. However, Chronicles does 
reflect on creation in a small number of passages. 

Before looking at these passages, I want to clarify what I mean by cre
ation. Creation is an ambiguous term since it may refer either to creating 
or to what is created. Generally, when creation occurs with the latter 
sense, it is associated with the entire cosmos or more specifically with the 
natural world. In this article I will explore both aspects of creation as they 
relate to the content of Chronicles. 

The purpose of this article is to examine how the Chronicler employs 
the creation theme as part of his work. I will begin by looking at the con
tent and context of three particular passages that address the creation 
theme explicitly. Next, I will take up the relationship between the temple 
and creation. I hope to show that the Chronicler employs the creation 
theme in order to present YHWH as universally supreme and that this 
supremacy is manifested through Israel’s ritual worship. 
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The first passage to examine is 1 Chr 16:31–33.1 

31 Let the heavens be glad, 
and let the earth rejoice, and 
let them say among the na
tions, “The LORD is king!” 
32 Let the sea roar, and all that 
fills it; let the field exult, and 
everything in it. 33Then shall 
the trees of the forest sing for 
joy before the LORD, for he 
comes to judge the earth. 
(NRSV) 

 הארץ ותגל מיםׁשה מחוׂשי 31
  ירעם 32 מלך יהוה יםובג מרואוי
 רׁשא וכל דהׂשה יעלץ ומלואו םיה

 מלפני היער עצי ירננו אז 33 בו
 הארץ את פוטׁשל בא כי יהוה

These verses address the creation theme, not by commenting on the act 
of creation but on what is created, in this case, the cosmos and, more 
specifically, the natural world. These verses call on the heavens, earth, sea, 
field, and forest to celebrate in various ways. These elements fall into two 
groupings.2 The first (v. 31) is the heavens and earth, a common merism 
representing the entire cosmos (cf. Gen 1:1; 2:4; 14:19, 22; etc.). The sec
ond (vv. 32–33) consists of more specific elements within the natural 
world: the sea, field, and forest, including their inhabitants. Mentioning 
these diverse elements of the natural world has the same effect of con
veying a sense of comprehensiveness as the previous verse. In other 
words, these verses present a picture of cosmic celebration, encompassing 
all the elements of the natural world. 

These verses also indicate the reason for the celebration. The latter 
half of v. 31 connects the rejoicing of heaven and earth to the fact that 
                                                      

1 I have not included v. 30 because when the verse issues commands to all 
the earth, it refers to the inhabitants, as exhibited by the plural imperatives. How
ever, these verses personify the various subjects. 

2 As these verses stand in 1 Chr 16, they form two groups. In Ps 96:11–12, 
the source for these verses, the elements form one list, representing the natural 
world. I am treating them separately because Chronicles separates the first two 
elements (heavens and earth) from the rest of the items by inserting the latter 
part of v. 31 (which corresponds to Ps 96:10a), “Let them say among the nations, 
‘YHWH is king!’” (NRSV). Because of this insertion, the elements form two 
groups parallel with each other. 
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YHWH reigns: “Let it be said among the nations, ‘YHWH reigns’” 
 YHWH’s rule is the reason for the cosmos to 3.(ויאמרו בגוים יהוה מלך)
rejoice. Furthermore, the declaration occurs among the nations; therefore, 
YHWH’s rule is not limited to Israel or to nature but includes the human 
world as well. The latter half of v. 33 connects the rejoicing of the sea, 
field, and forest to the fact that YHWH is coming to judge: “for he 
[YHWH] is coming to judge the earth” ( הארץ את פוטׁשל בא כי ). In this 
case, the infinitive translated “to judge” ( פוטׁשל ) carries the sense of ruling 
rather than adjudicating disputes.4 As a result, v. 31 forms a parallel state
ment to vv. 32–33 in which all the natural world rejoices because of 
YHWH’s rule. These verses depict YHWH’s universal supremacy on a 
cosmic scale by picturing all the cosmos, all the natural world, as rejoicing 
because YHWH reigns over everything, everyone, everywhere. 

In order to show how these verses depicting YHWH’s universal su
premacy relate to Israel’s ritual worship, I will turn my attention to the 
context in which these verses occur. First, these verses take place in the 
context of David’s bringing the ark to Jerusalem. To be more specific, 
Chronicles includes these verses as part of a hymn performed by the 
Asaphite Levitical musicians upon David’s successfully delivering the Ark 
of the Covenant from ObedEdom’s home to Jerusalem. Second, the 
verses form part of David’s effort to establish Israel’s musical worship 
service. Once the priests and Levites deposit the ark in a tent that David 
prepared for it, David appoints a number of musicians to remain before 
the ark in order to conduct their musical worship service on a regular 

                                                      
3 My translation. I have translated the verse in this way because I understand 

the verb ויאמרו to have an indefinite personal subject (IBHS §4.4.2, pp. 71–72). 
The NRSV is not clear on this point since the heavens and earth may serve as 
the subject. In the case of an indefinite personal subject, the author does not 
include information regarding who carries out the verbal action. I find this un
derstanding of the subject more suitable. Furthermore, since the verses address 
the natural world, I do not interpret the phrase בגוים “among the nations” as 
specifying those who will make the proclamation, but where the proclamation 
will be made. 

4 See, e.g., Eugene Merrill, A Commentary on 1 and 2 Chronicles, Kregel Exeget
ical Library (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2015), 215. Chronicles uses the term פטׁש  in 
this same sense in other passages. In 2 Chr 1:10–11, the term occurs twice, both 
times referring to Solomon’s ability to govern Israel. The clearest example of this 
usage occurs in 2 Chr 26:21. This verse recounts that after Uzziah was struck 
with a skin disease and isolated from everyone else, his son Jotham took over the 
responsibilities of the palace and governed ( פטׁש ) the people. 
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basis.5 Third, these verses anticipate the building of the Jerusalem temple. 
This chapter occurs just before David implies that he desires to build a 
temple for YHWH (1 Chr 17:1),6 to which YHWH responds with a series 
of promises regarding David’s dynasty and YHWH’s temple. 

Before addressing how the context of these verses relates to their con
tent, I will deal with the nature of the hymn recorded in 1 Chr 16. The 
hymn itself is a compilation of verses from psalms within the Psalter: Ps 
105:1–15 (//1 Chr 16:8–22), 96:1b–13 (//1 Chr 16:23–33), and 106:1, 
47–48 (//1 Chr 16:34–36). None of these psalms has a superscription 
that includes David, Asaph, or the Ark of the Covenant. Although it is 
possible that David or the Levites composed this specific hymn7 for the 
historical occasion of bringing up the ark, the evidence suggests other
wise. More likely the Chronicler compiled this hymn from existing psalms 
since the hymn suits the occasion well, and the rest of Chronicles for that 
matter.8 Furthermore, the hymn appears to take direct cues from the con
text. For instance, v. 11 speaks of seeking YHWH and his strength (עזו). 
The use of “his strength” alludes to the ark.9 As a result, the content of 
                                                      

5 Notice the use of תמיד “regularly” in 1 Chr 16:6. The term most likely de
scribes the musical service for all the appointed musicians, not just the trumpeters 
at the end of the list; therefore, vv. 4–6 constitute a single sentence. 

6 Even though David clearly does desire to build a temple for YHWH (e.g., 
1 Chr 22:7; 28:2; 2 Chr 6:7–8), 1 Chr 17:1 does not record an explicit statement 
of David’s desire to build a temple; it only implies such a desire. 

7 It is not clear whether or not 1 Chr 16:7 speaks of the song’s origins. Alt
hough some translations render the verse in such a way that implies David orig
inated the song (KJV, NKJV, NET, NLT), I do not think that this reading is 
preferable. I would translate the verse as follows: “On that day, David, as the 
leader, assigned responsibility for praising YHWH to Asaph and his colleagues.” 
See John W. Kleinig, The Lord’s Song: The Basis, Function and Significance of Choral 
Music in Chronicles, JSOT 156 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993), 92. See also, Kirsten Niel
son, “Whose Song of Praise? Reflections on the Purpose of the Psalm in 1 
Chronicles 16,” in The Chronicler as Author, JSOT 263, ed. M. Patrick Graham and 
Steven L. McKenzie (Sheffield: T&T Clark, 1999), 327–36, for a look at the way 
in which the psalm functions in relation to its narrative context and the reader. 

8 See particularly, James W. Watts, Psalm and Story: Inset Hymns in Hebrew Nar
rative, JSOT 139 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1992), 158–59; and Trent C. Butler, “A For
gotten Passage from a Forgotten Era (1 Chr. XVI 8–36),” VT 28 (1978): 147–
50. 

9 Psalm 78:61 describes the ark’s capture and YHWH’s allowing his strength 
 to go into captivity; see Gary Knoppers, I Chronicles 10–29, AB 12A (New (עזו)
York: Doubleday, 2004), 646. Furthermore, Ps 132:8 requests, “YHWH, arise 
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the hymn reflects the Chronicler’s own strategy and ties into its specific 
context within Chronicles. 

This latter point is important when considering the nature of YHWH’s 
rule referred to in vv. 31–33. I will look at v. 33 in particular. The verse 
speaks of YHWH coming to judge the earth. As mentioned above, the 
following points stand out from the narrative context: (1) the context de
scribes the ark’s deposit in Jerusalem; (2) the context portrays this mo
ment as inaugurating Israel’s musical worship service; and (3) the events 
anticipate the building of the Jerusalem temple. If one interprets this verse 
solely in light of David’s depositing the ark, then the verse could signal 
that YHWH comes to rule the earth in bringing the ark to Jerusalem; that 
is, YHWH’s coming to rule refers to David’s depositing the ark in Jerusa
lem. However, it seems more likely that this verse ties in with more than 
just the ark’s deposit in 1 Chr 16. Since this passage looks forward to the 
temple construction, it is more likely that the ark’s deposit within the tem
ple is in view. In other words, Chronicles is presenting a case in which all 
creation anticipates and rejoices over YHWH’s coming into the temple 
from which he exercises his royal dominion over the earth. 

Chronicles presents a dramatic scene in which YHWH “comes” into 
the temple once the ark is deposited there (2 Chr 5:11–14). During the 
scene, the priestly trumpeters and the Levitical musicians appointed in 1 
Chr 16 make music for YHWH, following their appointed task of praising 
 ;to YHWH (see both 1 Chr 16:4 (Hiphil ידה) and giving thanks (Piel הלל)
2 Chr 5:13). At this time, they also recite the refrain that characterizes 
Israel’s musical worship in Chronicles: “For he is good, for his steadfast 
love endures forever” (2 Chr 5:13 NRSV). As the musicians play their 
music, the cloud of YHWH’s glory fills the temple. The several connec
tions between these texts makes it likely that Chronicles has the temple 
construction, the ark’s deposit there, and YHWH’s filling the temple in 
mind as the Chronicler includes the statement regarding YHWH’s coming 
to rule.10 

                                                      
from your resting place, you and the ark of your strength (עזך).” Chronicles 
quotes this latter verse at the conclusion of Solomon’s prayer (2 Chr 6:41), im
mediately after Israel deposits the ark in the temple. 

10 In arguing that 1 Chr 16:33 points toward the temple construction account, 
I am not trying to limit its scope only to this narrative event. More than likely, 
the Chronicler would intend for such an event to be paradigmatic, inviting future 
occasions in which YHWH would come to the temple in order to judge the earth 
(cf. Mal 3:1 and Marvin Tate, Psalms 51–100, WBC 20 [Dallas: Word, 1990], 515, 
where he interprets Ps 96:13 as describing an eschatological scene of YHWH’s 
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The Chronicler associates this call for cosmic celebration with Israel’s 
ritual worship, particularly with the ark. Since Chronicles includes this 
psalm as part of the inauguration of Israel’s perpetual musical worship, it 
defines part of what the Levitical musical service entails. It involves a call 
for cosmic celebration as an ongoing, repeated reminder of YHWH’s cos
mic rule. In other words, as the Levitical musicians perform their partic
ular regular musical service, they declare YHWH’s universal supremacy. 
In this way, Chronicles uses the creation theme to demonstrate YHWH’s 
universal supremacy through Israel’s ritual worship. 



The next passage to examine is 2 Chr 2:11[12].  

Huram11 also said, “Blessed 
be the LORD God of Israel, 
who made heaven and earth, 
who has given King David a 
wise son, endowed with dis
cretion and understanding, 
who will build a temple for 
the LORD, and a royal palace 
for himself.” (NRSV) 

 אלהי יהוה ברוך חורם ויאמר
 ואת  מיםׁשה את הׂשע רׁשא ראלׂשי

 בן המלך לדויד נתן רׁשא הארץ
 יבנה רׁשא ובינה כלׂש יודע חכם
  למלכותו ובית ליהוה בית

 

The content regarding the creation theme is quite simple. It employs the 
creation theme in terms of the act of creating. The text confesses that 
YHWH God of Israel “made heaven and earth” (  ואת מיםׁשה את הׂשע
 This confession employs the same merism encountered in 1 Chr .(הארץ
16:31 (heaven and earth). The text presents YHWH as the creator of the 
cosmos.  

If the Chronicler decided to include only these words regarding crea
tion, they are enough to depict YHWH’s universal supremacy. However, 
this verse expresses YHWH’s supremacy in other areas beyond creation 
                                                      
judgment). The Chronicler employs another psalm in a similar way. At the end 
of Solomon’s prayer of dedicating the temple, he quotes from Ps 132. Psalm 132 
contains a reflection on David’s effort to make a home for the ark. In quoting 
the psalm, the Chronicler intends to show how YHWH’s past filling of the tem
ple anticipates a future one. See Gianni Barbiero, “Psalm 132: A Prayer of ‘Solo
mon,’” CBQ 75.2 (2013): 243–50. 

11 The biblical text preserves two spellings for this same king of Tyre: Hiram 
and Huram. The spelling in Chronicles is generally Huram (חורם), so I will use 
that spelling throughout this article. 
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even though the activity itself is limited to Israel. As Israel’s God YHWH 
provides human life (YHWH gives David a son), determines Israel’s king 
(this son will build a palace), and endows such a king with wisdom 
(YHWH gives a wise son).12 This verse states that YHWH is the creator 
of the cosmos (demonstrating his universal supremacy) and the God of 
Israel who provides a wise king, Solomon, to build a temple and a palace. 
The statement operates on both a universal level (the cosmos) and a par
ticular level (Israel). 

Part of what makes this statement remarkable is its source: Huram, 
king of Tyre. Huram is a foreign king who acknowledges the universal 
supremacy of YHWH. Furthermore, he recognizes that YHWH is partic
ularly Israel’s God. In fact, his confession that YHWH made the heavens 
and earth closely resembles several passages from the Hebrew Bible that 
describe YHWH as creator of the cosmos (e.g., Gen 1:1; 2:4; Exod 20:11; 
31:17; 2 Kgs 19:15//Isa 37:16; Neh 9:6; Ps 115:15; 121:2; 124:8; 134:4; 
146:6).13 Even though Huram is a foreign king, and therefore is expected 
to worship other gods, he sounds like “pious Israelites in the world of 
Chronicles.”14 Chronicles presents Huram as a member of the nations 
who recognizes YHWH’s supremacy. As a result, this verse also reaches 
back to 1 Chr 16:31–33 where YHWH’s rule is declared among the na
tions. 

Huram praises YHWH in part because YHWH has made Solomon 
king. The context demonstrates that the significance of Solomon as Is
rael’s king is his role as temple builder. Chronicles casts this entire chapter 
as part of the preparation for building the temple. It follows Solomon’s 
decision to build a temple for YHWH (2 Chr 1:18[2:1]). Huram’s state
ment in v. 11[12] is the second part of his response to Solomon’s request 
for help in building the temple. In the previous verse (2 Chr 2:10[11]) 
Huram states that YHWH has made Solomon king because YHWH loves 
                                                      

12 Chronicles explicitly affirms YHWH’s authority in these areas elsewhere. 
Chronicles explicitly states that ObedEdom had as many sons as he did because 
YHWH blessed him (1 Chr 26:4–5). Chronicles explicitly assigns YHWH author
ity to determine who rules over Israel in 1 Chr 10:14. After YHWH puts Saul to 
death for his faithless behavior, YHWH “turned the kingdom over to David, son 
of Jesse.” In 2 Chr 1:11–12, YHWH explicitly grants Solomon the wisdom he 
requested (and much more). 

13 See Gary Knoppers, “When the Foreign Monarch Speaks about the Israel
ite Tabernacle,” in History, Memory, Hebrew Scriptures: A Festschrift for Ehud Ben Zvi, 
ed. Ian Douglas Wilson and Diana Edelman (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 
56–57, and Ehud Ben Zvi, “When a Foreign Monarch Speaks,” in History, Liter
ature and Theology in the Book of Chronicles (London: Equinox, 2006), 272–75, for 
this characterization of Huram. 

14 Ben Zvi, “Foreign Monarch,” 275. 

84 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  

 

Israel. Solomon benefits Israel because he intends to build YHWH a tem
ple. Therefore, Huram’s remarks reflect on Solomon as the temple 
builder. They invoke YHWH as creator in light of YHWH’s raising up 
Solomon to be the temple builder. In this way, the text associates 
YHWH’s universal supremacy with his particular love for Israel. This par
ticular love is expressed by making Solomon Israel’s king so that he can 
build a temple. I will return to this verse later, but for now it is enough to 
point out that the subject of Huram’s address is the temple. 

Up to this point, I have shown how 1 Chr 16:31–33 and 2 Chr 2:11[12] 
employ the creation theme in different ways to express YHWH’s univer
sal supremacy in the context of Israel’s ritual worship and temple. At this 
point, his supremacy involves his creating the cosmos and ruling over it.  



Next, I will look at another passage that draws on the creation 
theme: 1 Chr 16:25–26. 

25 For great is the LORD, and 
greatly to be praised; he is to 
be revered above all gods. 26 

For all the gods of the peoples 
are idols, but the LORD made 
the heavens. (NRSV) 

 ונורא מאד ומהלל יהוה גדול כי 25
 אלהי כי כל 26 אלהים כל על הוא

  הׂשע מיםׁש ויהוה אלילים העמים
 

Several features of these verses deserve attention in order to show how 
they portray YHWH’s universal supremacy by using the creation theme. 
Verse 25 includes a reflection on YHWH’s status in relation to other gods. 
In this case, Chronicles, following the logic of Ps 96 from which it adapts 
these verses,15 does not state that YHWH is the only God (as it does else
where, 1 Chr 17:20).16 Instead, it affirms that YHWH is supreme to all 
other gods because YHWH should be revered above all other gods.17 In 
                                                      

15 See discussion above regarding the relationship between 1 Chr 16:8–36 and 
Ps 105, 96, and 106. 

16 See Matthew J. Lynch, “Mapping Monotheism: Modes of Monotheistic 
Rhetoric in the Hebrew Bible,” VT 64 (2014): 47–68, for an examination of how 
the Hebrew Bible employs different rhetorical strategies to communicate its 
monotheistic belief. 

17 I agree with the NRSV’s rendering of “above all gods.” The preposition על 
in constructions similar to this carries the same connotation (e.g., Ps 66:5; 89:8[7]; 
95:3; 97:9). In this case, the sense is not that YHWH should be revered more 
than all other gods, but that as the one who is above all gods, he should be 
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light of previous passages, YHWH is not only supreme; he is uniquely so, 
even in the divine realm.  

Verse 26 clarifies the nature of these other gods. The first line of the 
verse describes all the other nations’ gods as “idols” (אלילים). This word 
translated “idols” is a pejorative term used often in polemics against other 
gods, where it refers specifically to manmade idols (e.g., Isa 2:8, 18, 20; 
19:1, 3; Hab 2:18; Ps 97:7). Its primary connotation is one of worthless
ness, uselessness, or powerlessness.18 Since this verse is also part of the 
hymn recorded in 1 Chr 16, I will show how it relates to the rest of Chron
icles. 

Chronicles picks up on this theme of other gods as powerless in vari
ous passages. It often uses depictions of military conflict to show that 
other gods are powerless. The question of divine power or powerlessness 
presents itself in a number of passages, but I will look at two in particular. 
In 2 Chr 32, Sennacherib’s envoys engage in some psychological warfare 
against the inhabitants of Jerusalem in order to intimidate them so that 
the Assyrian king can easily capture the city. During their threats, they 
raise the question whether any god can defeat the Assyrian king. They 
claim that no land and no god has been able to withstand an assault by an 
Assyrian king (vv. 14–15). They doubt that YHWH can fare any better 
(notice the language concluding v. 15: “How much less will your God 
save you out of my hand!” NRSV). Chronicles shows that YHWH re
sponds by dispatching a messenger (מלאך) to wipe out the Assyrian 
army.19 The result is that the Assyrian king retreats from Judah in disgrace. 
The narrative explains that YHWH responds in this manner in part be
cause the Assyrians treated YHWH as though he were some other god, 
too weak to defend his people and defeat the Assyrian army (cf. 2 Chr 
32:19). 

The second passage records the conflict between Abijah and Jero
boam (2 Chr 13). Chronicles describes the scene in order to show that 
Jeroboam has all the advantages he can imagine: a numerical military 

                                                      
revered. 

18 In Job 13:4 אליל describes physicians who do nothing to remedy the situa
tion, and in Jer 14:14 the term describes a practice of divination that doesn’t come 
about. The point in these cases is that the person or object cannot bring about 
any change. As a result, I prefer to speak in terms of powerlessness or uselessness. 

19 Sara Japhet, The Ideology of the Book of Chronicles and Its Place in Biblical Thought, 
trans. Anna Barber (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 108–9, points out that the 
language emphasizes that the messenger does not act independently, but only 
goes to accomplish the task God has assigned. 
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advantage (he has 800,000 troops compared to Abijah’s 400,000, v. 3), a 
strategic military advantage (Jeroboam’s troops attack Abijah’s troops on 
both sides, v. 13), and a religious advantage (Jeroboam carries his god[s] 
with him, the gold calves, v. 8).20 Despite these advantages, Chronicles 
records that YHWH, God (האלהים), defeats Jeroboam (2 Chr 13:15), 
demonstrating YHWH’s power in the presence of such powerless idols 
as the calves.21 

Verse 26 contrasts YHWH with the powerless gods of the nations by 
employing the creation theme. In particular, it speaks of YHWH creating 
the heavens. The parallelism between the two lines appears incomplete; 
at least, the contrast between powerless idols and YHWH making the 
heavens is not obvious.22 The point of comparison that is not as clear is 
that the contrast includes the notion that other gods are not only power
less, but manmade idols. Therefore, the point of the verse runs along the 
following lines: the gods of the nations are powerless because they are 
created by human power, but YHWH is powerful since he created the 
realm beyond human power.  

I have already shown how Chronicles confirms that other gods are 
powerless. Chronicles also shows how other gods are manmade idols. 
This point is made quite clearly in the description of Sennacherib’s assault 
on Jerusalem: “They spoke of the God of Jerusalem as if he were like the 
gods of the peoples of the earth, which are the works of human hands” 
(2 Chr 32:19 NRSV). One can see this point also in 1 Chr 10:9–10: “They 
stripped him [Saul] and took his head and his armor, and sent messengers 
throughout the land of the Philistines to carry the good news to their idols 
 ,and to the people. They put his armor in the temple of their gods (עצביהם)
and fastened his head in the temple of Dagon” (NRSV). Even though the 
Chronicler mentions the Philistines’ gods, he first refers to them as 

                                                      
20 One may interpret the phrase ועמכם עגלי זהב in 2 Chr 13:8 as either convey

ing that the idols are on Israel’s side or that Israel is carrying the idols. It seems 
that the Chronicler intends to heighten the contrast between YHWH and the 
calves, so I interpret the phrase in the latter sense: Israel is bringing the calves 
with them into battle. 

21 In Kings, Jeroboam sets up the calves as images of YHWH. In Chronicles 
the calves are associated directly with illicit forms of pagan worship (cf. 2 Chr 
11:15). See further Matthew Lynch, Monotheism and Institutions in the Book of Chron
icles: Temple, Priesthood, and Kingship in PostExilic Perspective, FAT 2:64 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 182–83. 

22 This comparison is similar to what Fox calls a “disjointed proverb.” In such 
a proverb, an additional element must be inferred in order to complete the com
parison, Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 10–31, AB 18B (New Haven; London: Yale 
University, 2009), 494–98. 



 CREATION IN CHRONICLES 87 

nothing more than “their idols” (עצביהם). 
Verses 25–26 state YHWH’s unique universal supremacy by showing 

that he is to be feared above all gods, that he is powerful while other gods 
are powerless, and that he is creator while other gods are created idols. 
Furthermore, this presentation is consistent with the rest of Chronicles. 
The question remains how these verses relate to Israel’s worship. These 
verses occur in the same hymn in which 1 Chr 16:31–33 occurs. There
fore, the same narrative context applies to these verses. Since vv. 25–26 
occur as part of the inauguration of Israel’s perpetual musical worship, 
these verses also define further what Israel’s musical worship entails. In 
this case, it entails a proclamation of YHWH’s unique universal suprem
acy. These verses reinforce the need to worship YHWH exclusively since 
he is exclusively supreme. 

At the same time, these verses point to a deeper sense in which 
YHWH’s unique supremacy relates to Israel’s ritual worship. One can dis
cern this significance when comparing 1 Chr 16:25 to 2 Chr 2:4[5]. 

 
25 For great is 
the LORD, and 
greatly to be 
praised; he is to 
be revered 
above all gods. 
(NRSV) 

 יהוה גדול כי 25
 מאד ללומה

 על הוא ונורא
 אלהים כל

5 The house that I 
am about to build 
will be great, for 
our God is 
greater than other 
gods. (NRSV) 

4 והבית אׁשר אני 

 כי גדול בונה
 מכל אלהינו גדול

  האלהים

As one can see, both these texts address YHWH’s unique supremacy in 
relation to other gods. Although each verse differs in the specific attribute 
being compared (reverence or greatness), both verses indicate that 
YHWH stands superior to other gods. At the same time, the verses pre
sent an interesting association in their use of “great” (גדול). Both verses 
affirm that YHWH is great; however, 2 Chr 2:4[5] also affirms that the 
temple Solomon builds should be great. The logic of v. 4[5] appears to be 
that since YHWH is great, his temple should be great. The significance of 
this observation is heightened when one considers that 2 Chr 2:4[5] de
rives its language from Ps 135:5.23 

 
5 For I know that 
the LORD is 
great; our Lord 

 ידעתי אני כי 5
 יהוה גדול כי

 מכל ואדנינו

5 The house that I 
am about to build 
will be great, for 

 אני רׁשא והבית 4
 כי גדול בונה
 מכל אלהינו גדול

                                                      
23 See Lynch, Monotheism and Institutions, 108–10. 
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is above all gods. 
(NRSV) 

 our God is אלהים
greater than other 
gods. (NRSV) 

  האלהים

When one compares Ps 135:5 to 2 Chr 2:4[5], one notices that the temple 
has replaced YHWH in the first part of the line. The greatness that char
acterizes YHWH in his unique supremacy also characterizes his temple. 
As one examines the language of greatness throughout Chronicles, one 
finds similar attributions to both YHWH and his temple (e.g., 1 Chr 22:5; 
29:1, 11; 2 Chr 2:8[9]). These texts indicate “that the temple should be 
impressive as a fitting reflection and embodiment of YHWH’s status as 
supreme deity.”24 In this case, not only does the creation theme point to 
YHWH’s universal supremacy within the context of Israel’s ritual wor
ship, it also conveys that the temple somehow manifests this supremacy. 
I will return to this point later, but now let me summarize the passages I 
have examined. 

Up to this point, I have examined three passages in Chronicles that 
deal specifically with the creation theme. Chronicles addresses the crea
tion theme rarely, so these verses constitute the primary material for un
derstanding the Chronicler’s use of the creation theme. The content of 
these passages points to YHWH’s supremacy in different ways and with 
different emphases. Despite their differences, they employ the creation 
theme to demonstrate YHWH’s universal unique supremacy over foreign 
gods and foreign kings, both because he creates and because he rules justly 
over all creation. The contexts of these passages reveal a close association 
with Israel’s ritual worship and/or temple. These contexts may even sug
gest that the temple embodies YHWH’s unique supremacy and his uni
versal rule.25 At this point, these texts show that the Chronicler uses the 
creation theme in order to depict YHWH’s universal supremacy within 
the context of Israel’s ritual worship and/or temple. 

Having considered the way in which these texts addressing the crea
tion theme relate to YHWH’s supremacy and its association with Israel’s 
ritual worship and temple, I will now look more closely at the temple and 
its relation to creation in Chronicles. I am addressing this question be
cause it relates directly to the notion that the temple embodies YHWH’s 
supremacy in some way. 

                                                      
24 Lynch, Monotheism and Institutions, 105. 
25 I am using the term embody to signify that the temple constitutes a tangible, 

concrete form of the abstract concept of YHWH’s supremacy. 
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Chronicles contains one significant narrative of creation: the creation 
of the temple. I use “creation” loosely here because it is more appropriate 
to speak of constructing the temple than creating it. At the same time, the 
temple itself seems to be associated with creation, not so much the act of 
creating as what is created. Several elements of the temple seem to point 
to some cosmological symbolism. The bronze basin, called the sea (1 ,ים  
Kgs 7:23//2 Chr 4:2), may recall the primordial sea from which dry land 
emerged (Gen 1:6) or the rivers that flowed from Eden to water the 
ground (Gen 2:10–11). Perhaps associated with this sea, Ezekiel envisions 
a flow of water proceeding from the temple and providing life everywhere 
it goes (Ezek 47:1–12). The pillars of the temple (1 Kgs 7:15; 2 Chr 3:15–
17) may represent the pillars upon which the world itself is established.26 
By these features, the temple symbolizes the world. The Jerusalem temple 
contains many images of plant and animal life, likely pointing to an Edenic 
setting. These features of the temple seem to point to a cosmological sig
nificance for the Jerusalem temple, especially since “[i]n Egyptian and Ca
naanite tradition, cult basins (the ‘bronze sea,’ cauldron carts) and plant 
and animal symbolism (lotus, pomegranate, palmettos, bull images, etc.) 
point to the cosmological, creationmaintaining function of the sanctu
ary.”27 

At the same time, Chronicles provides few clues for the cosmological 
significance of the Jerusalem temple. In fact, the Hebrew Bible as a whole 
does not explain the specific significance for many elements in the taber
nacle or temple.28 The temple and its elements quite likely held some such 
cosmological significance; however, Chronicles does not just leave such 
cosmological significance unexpressed, it moves in a different direction. 
First, even in introducing the temple construction account (2 Chr 3:1), the 
Chronicler ties the temple to Israel’s history, especially Abraham and 
                                                      

26 Scott Hahn, The Kingdom of God as Liturgical Empire: A Theological Commentary 
on 1–2 Chronicles (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012), 118, points to several verses that 
speak of God’s establishing the world on pillars (Ps 75:3; 18:15; 82:5; 102:25; 
104:5; Isa 48:13; 51:13; Job 9:6; 26:11). 

27 Othmar Keel and Sylvia Schroer, Creation: Biblical Theologies in the Context of 
the Ancient Near East, trans. Peter Daniels (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 67. 

28 See Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible (San Fran
cisco: Harper & Row, 1985), 120–21. He points to the social dynamics that may 
have muted these elements in the Hebrew Bible’s depiction of the temple. He 
also states that such ideas may have been so familiar that they simply were not 
expressed. 
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David. He associates the temple with Abraham by mentioning Mount 
Moriah, the place where Abraham bound Isaac for sacrifice. He then as
sociates the temple building with important aspects of David’s life, espe
cially David’s decision to purchase Ornan’s threshing floor in order to 
make a sacrifice to pacify YHWH’s wrath (1 Chr 21).29 

Second, even though Chronicles does not explain the purpose for 
most of the temple’s elements, it does explain the bronze sea; it specifies 
that the sea is a basin used by the priests to wash (2 Chr 4:6). Whatever 
cosmological significance the sea may have had, the Chronicler does not 
address it. Chronicles treats other temple furnishings in a similar way: the 
Chronicler only points to their use within Israel’s ritual worship. For the 
other water basins, he points to their use in rinsing off the items used in 
burnt offerings (2 Chr 4:6). The lampstands and the tables receive no fur
ther explanation in the temple construction account; however, Chronicles 
mentions them again when speaking of Israel’s expected worship towards 
YHWH (2 Chr 13:11). The priests should tend to the lampstand so that 
it remains lit every evening and tend to the table by setting out the Bread 
of Presence every day.30 If these elements originally carried some cosmo
logical significance (e.g., the lights were associated with creation), Chron
icles does not address it. Instead, Chronicles seems to care about these 
elements only in so far as they relate to Israel’s worship. 

Generally, Chronicles does not address the cosmological significance 
of the temple or its furnishings. This fact may be surprising since else
where in Chronicles, the temple manifests YHWH’s unique universal di
vine supremacy.31 However, a look at two more passages may help clarify 

                                                      
29 See Raymond Dillard, 2 Chronicles, WBC 15 (Dallas: Word, 1987), 27; Mark 

Boda, “Legitimizing the Temple: The Chronicler’s Temple Building Account,” 
in From the Foundations to the Crenellations: Essays on Temple Building in the Ancient 
Near East and Hebrew Bible, ed. Mark Boda and Jamie Novotny, AOAT 366 (Mün
ster: UgaritVerlag, 2010), 311. 

30 Second Chronicles 13:11 refers to only one lampstand even though else
where Chronicles mentions ten (1 Chr 28:15; 2 Chr 4:7, 20). In this case, the 
Chronicler refers to only one lampstand because he intends to draw a close par
allel for the form of worship between the tabernacle and the temple. In the words 
of Abijah, he is demonstrating how Judah has preserved proper worship in line 
with Mosaic Law. 

31 I have already looked at 2 Chr 2:4[5]; however, Lynch argues for a number 
of passages that speak to the correspondence between YHWH and the temple 
(Lynch, Monotheism and Institutions, 72–136). He does not address the temple’s cos
mological symbolism; however, Lynch’s argument builds on Mark Smith’s 
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how the temple functions in this role. These passages betray a certain ret
icence to associate YHWH too closely with the temple. In both cases, 
they reflect on the nature of the temple as a dwelling place for YHWH. 

The first passage takes place during Solomon’s initial exchange with 
Huram in which Solomon communicates his desire to build YHWH a 
temple. 


4 I am now about to build a house 
for the name of the LORD my 
God and dedicate it to him for of
fering fragrant incense before 
him, and for the regular offering 
of the rows of bread, and for 
burnt offerings morning and 
evening, on the sabbaths and the 
new moons and the appointed 
festivals of the LORD our God, 
as ordained forever for Israel. 5 
The house that I am about to 
build will be great, for our God is 
greater than other gods. 6 But who 
is able to build him a house, since 
heaven, even highest heaven, can
not contain him? Who am I to 
build a house for him, except as a 
place to make offerings before 
him? (NRSV) 

 אלהי יהוה םׁשל בית בונה אני הנה 3
 סמים קטרת  לפניו להקטיר לו ׁשלהקדי

 ולערב לבקר ועלות תמיד ומערכת
 אלהינו יהוה ולמועדי יםׁשולחד בתותׁשל

 אני רׁשא והבית  4 ראלׂשי על זאת לעולם
 האלהים מכל אלהינו גדול כי גדול בונה

 מיםׁשה כי בית לו לבנות כח יעצר ומי5 
 רׁשא אני ומי הויכלכל לא מיםׁשה מיׁשו

  לפניו להקטיר אם כי בית לו אבנה
 

Solomon states that he intends to build a “house” (בית, in this case, refer
ring to a temple) for YHWH’s name, that is, a place for YHWH to dwell 
(2 Chr 2:3[4]).32 As mentioned earlier, this temple must be great because 
                                                      
discussion of the relationship between temples and the deities for which they are 
built (Mark Smith, “Like Deities, Like Temples (Like People),” in Temple and Wor
ship in Biblical Israel: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Day; 
LHBOTS 422 [New York: T&T Clark, 2005], 3–27). Smith does take up the cos
mological symbolism of the temple, but he does not address it in terms of Chron
icles. 

32 In Chronicles, the name represents YHWH’s presence. For a look at the 
role that the name of YHWH plays in Chronicles, see William Schniedewind, 
“The Evolution of Name Theology,” in The Chronicler as Theologian: Essays in Honor 
 

 

92 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW  

 

YHWH is greater than all other gods (2 Chr 2:4[5]). Such a claim suggests 
that the temple embodies YHWH’s unique supremacy. However, when 
Solomon questions whether he is worthy to build YHWH such a temple, 
he states that such a temple cannot contain YHWH. Here the text disso
ciates YHWH from the temple. Even though YHWH dwells in the tem
ple, he cannot be restricted to it. Solomon then qualifies in what way the 
temple will be a “house” for YHWH: the temple will serve as a place for 
ritual worship (2 Chr 2:5[6]).33 In fact, the statement exalting YHWH’s 
greatness above other gods occurs between two statements addressing the 
nature of the temple as a place for Israel’s worship. Verse 3[4] points to 
the particular responsibility that Israel has to carry out its ritual worship 
in the temple (i.e., offering incense, bread, and burnt offerings regularly). 
Verse 5[6] speaks more generally, describing the temple as the place for 
offering incense. Later in the narrative, YHWH confirms this perspective 
on the temple as a place for ritual worship when YHWH accepts the tem
ple as a house for sacrifice (2 ,זבח Chr 7:12). In this light, the greatness of 
the temple, reflecting YHWH’s unique universal supremacy, takes place 
in the context of what is particularly Israel’s ritual worship. 

The next passage to examine takes place after Solomon completes the 
temple and moves the ark into it. Solomon first responds by claiming that 
he has built YHWH an exalted house ( זבל בית ), his eternal dwelling place, 
that is, the place of his eternal enthronement (מכון  לׁשבתך עולמים).34 Here 
Solomon makes a significant claim for the temple as YHWH’s dwelling 
place since the phrase “dwelling place” ( בתׁש מכון ) elsewhere refers to 
heaven (see especially Ps 33:13–14 and 2 Chr 6:30, 33, 39). However, 
Chronicles qualifies YHWH’s dwelling by including another question that 
Solomon asks concerning the nature of the temple. Solomon questions 
whether God will really dwell ( בׁשי ) on earth with human beings since even 
the heavens cannot contain him. The answer in context is clearly negative. 
This passage further dissociates YHWH from the temple since it calls into 
question not just Solomon as the builder of a temple for YHWH but the 
very nature of the temple itself as a place where YHWH dwells. 

Drawing on this dissociation, the text presents the temple from a 

                                                      
of Ralph W. Klein, JSOT 371 (London, New York: T&T Clark, 2003), 228–39. 

33 The verb קטר in the Hiphil can function metaphorically for other types of 
priestly or Levitical ritual service (e.g., 2 Chr 29:11); see Lynch, Monotheism and 
Institutions, 112 n. 146. 

34 The phrase מכון ׁשבת (“dwelling place”) carries the connotation of sitting 
upon a throne (cf. Ps 89:14; 97:2). 
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different point of view. Rather than focusing on the temple as the place 
where YHWH dwells, the rest of Solomon’s prayer focuses on the temple 
as a place where YHWH directs his special attention (see especially 2 Chr 
6:20, 40). Solomon requests that YHWH will pay special attention to the 
temple so that whenever someone prays at or toward it, YHWH will no
tice the prayer and answer, not from the temple, but from heaven. It is as 
though the temple serves as a kind of “conduit through which messages 
pass from earth to heaven.”35 In this way, the temple still plays a crucial 
role in the dynamic relationship between YHWH and Israel. At the same 
time, Chronicles qualifies the nature of that crucial role so that YHWH is 
not depicted in any way as limited or confined to the temple. 

Having examined these two passages that betray a certain reticence to 
associate YHWH too closely with the temple, I return to the question 
regarding the cosmological significance of the temple. As mentioned, 
Chronicles does connect YHWH’s greatness to the temple’s greatness. 
However, these passages help refine the way in which the temple embod
ies YHWH’s greatness. The temple does so as a place for Israel’s ritual 
worship. In particular, when one examines all the passages considered so 
far, this ritual worship specifically entails the regular worship service of 
the priests and Levites. Even though Chronicles recognizes that YHWH 
dwells within the temple, it focuses on what is particularly Israel’s respon
sibility for ritual worship. There appears to be a type of reciprocal rela
tionship. The priests and Levites perform their duties at the temple be
cause YHWH dwells there; at the same time, YHWH dwells there because 
the priests and Levites perform their sacred duties there.36 In contrast, the 
Chronicler struggles with the temple as a house for YHWH, with accom
panying cosmological symbols and signs.  

How the Chronicler takes up the creation theme points to an under
lying tension that the Chronicler manages.37 On the one hand, YHWH is 
universally supreme. He is supreme above all (even in the divine realm), 
created the cosmos, and rules over the entire cosmos. On the other hand, 
YHWH is particularly bound to Israel. He is Israel’s God. The ark and 
the temple manifest his presence among his people. However, even in 
these, the Chronicler is reticent to associate them too closely with YHWH 
or his presence. Instead, he ties them more closely to Israel’s ritual 
                                                      

35 See Levenson, Sinai and Zion, 125. 
36 Michael Hundley, Gods in Dwellings: Temples and Divine Presence in the Ancient 

Near East, WAW 3 (Atlanta: SBL, 2013), 366, points out the consistent need 
within ancient Near Eastern temples for the priests to maintain the sacred area.  

37 See Lynch, Monotheism and Institutions, 266–70. 
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worship. Chronicles suggests that as Israel carries out its obligation of 
worship, according to the regulations set out by YHWH,38 this worship 
testifies not only that YHWH is Israel’s God but that he is universally 
supreme, surpassing all nations and their gods. 

Chronicles stresses that this worship takes place in the temple. In par
ticular, Chronicles emphasizes the role that the temple plays in unifying 
Israel’s ritual worship. At the Jerusalem temple, the sacrificial worship 
taking place at the wilderness tabernacle stationed in Gibeon is united 
with the musical service taking place at the tent housing the ark in Jerusa
lem (1 Chr 16:37–43; 2 Chr 5:12–13). The temple is the acceptable place 
for the priests and Levites to carry out their work of attending to YHWH 
(2 Chr 2:3[4]; 5:11–14). The temple houses the altar where YHWH ac
cepts animal sacrifices (2 Chr 7:1–3). The temple is the destination for 
Israel’s pilgrimage festivals, as exemplified in their observance of the Feast 
of Booths (2 Chr 7:8–10). All these elements point to the significance of 
the temple, not because the temple itself bears symbols of cosmological 
significance, but because the worship that takes place there bears witness 
to YHWH’s universal supremacy. 



It is probably not that surprising that the Chronicler utilizes the theme 
of creation to affirm YHWH’s universal supremacy. What may be more 
surprising is that the Chronicler views the particular Israelite ritual wor
ship as manifesting this universal supremacy. In the postexilic situation, 
the temple was an important avenue for worshiping YHWH and experi
encing his blessing (cf. Haggai and Zechariah), or at least it should have 
been. The Chronicler focused Israel’s identity as a people on their rela
tionship with YHWH mediated through the Law of Moses and the Jeru
salem temple with its cultic personnel. At the same time, this focus on the 
particular expressions of worshiping YHWH within the land of the Per
sian province Yehud did not exclude those beyond the boundaries of Ye
hud from worshiping YHWH. Instead, the particular regulations of wor
ship, the particular personnel of worship, the particular place of 
worship—all these promoted worshiping YHWH exclusively since he 
alone is supreme. The very fact that they worshiped YHWH through their 
properly ordained means testified that YHWH is supreme, above all other 
                                                      

38 Chronicles emphasizes this point especially with the ark. After David’s 
failed attempt to bring the ark to Jerusalem, David recognizes that Israel did not 
carry out this duty according to the regulation (1 Chr 15:13). In this case, David 
is demonstrating a knowledge of Mosaic Law and applying it properly (Knoppers, 
I Chronicles 10–29, 618, 632). 
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gods, reigning over the nations and the cosmos.
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Professor David Toshio Tsumura [DTT] is one of the world’s leading experts on 
Ancient Near Eastern cosmology. He has published a range of academic works on 
Hebrew and Ugaritic poetry, Semitic linguistics, the books of Samuel, and Gen 1–11. 
With more than forty years of experience at Japan Bible Seminary (Tokyo), he is an 
accomplished teacher with a heart for the church in Japan. 

Would you please narrate for us your journey into academics? What began your interest 
in biblical studies and the Ancient Near East? What (and who) were some of your 
most important early influences? 

My mother started going to church when I was in kindergarten. It was 
one started by a British faith mission, the Japan Evangelistic Band. I went 
regularly after that and was baptized at the age of fourteen. I attended 
Hitotsubashi University, one of the top universities in Japan, and majored 
in economics. My father ran a small factory and had great expectations 
that I, his only son, would be active in the business world. However, dur
ing college the Lord put the burden in my heart to study the Bible deeply 
and use my knowledge to train ministers in Japan, where the theological 
education was still a new area. My father in particular opposed my deci
sion as a foolish choice rejecting a promising future, but I persisted. 

One pastor encouraged me to go into the specialized study of the Bi
ble, but some were concerned that too much academic pursuit might 
make me stray from a spiritual life. Therefore, how to balance academic 
life and spiritual life has always been a major concern of mine. During my 
college days I was exposed to a number of intellectual Christian students. 
So, I wanted to study the Bible in its original language, and in my junior 
year began studying Greek and read Plato’s Kriton. After graduating from 
college, I entered Asbury Theological Seminary in the US, and my 
knowledge of classical Greek helped me in studying Koine Greek (NT & 
LXX). I studied Hebrew and Aramaic as well as the Ionian Greek of 
Herodotus independently. At Asbury Dr. Dennis F. Kinlaw, a pupil of 
Dr. Cyrus H. Gordon, ignited my interest in the study of the Old Testa
ment in the Ancient Near Eastern context. I chose the topic of my grad
uation thesis—“creation and chaos” in Gen 1:2—influenced by his class, 
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and it has remained my lifelong pursuit.1  

Would you tell us about your spiritual and church background? In what ways do you 
see this aspect of your life intersecting with your vocation as a biblical scholar? 

The Lord has guided my life according to his plan and purpose. When 
I was seven years old, I lost most of the eyesight in my right eye in an 
accident. As both my mother and I were attending church, even then I 
wondered why God allowed this injury to happen, but the Lord kept re
minding me of his promise, that is, “My grace is sufficient to you.” I used 
my only good eye to pursue my scholarly work, and throughout my aca
demic life the Lord has taught me to trust on him. When I was in graduate 
school at Brandeis, I even thought of changing my specialty from OT to 
NT so that I could be less involved in language learning. But the Lord 
helped me through the difficult task of learning various languages with 
difficult writing systems and scripts such as Akkadian, Ugaritic, Aramaic, 
Arabic as well as Hebrew, despite my weak eye. 

What big questions have defined your career? How has your approach to biblical studies 
helped address these? 

Since I studied the social science (economics) for my bachelor’s de
gree, at first, I wanted to study Christian social ethics to help churches in 
Japan. But while I was studying in the seminary, I realized that it was more 
necessary that I study biblical theology and base it on a sound exegesis of 
the Bible in its cultural context. Along the way, I noted that ancient Isra
elite prophets faced socioreligious problems in the context of ancient 
Canaan. The focus of my scholarly research began to change from the 
problem of the modern church to that of the ancient Israelites. So, I chose 
the Ancient Near East, the world of the Bible, as my specialized field.  

What do you see as the difference between contextual and comparative approaches with 
regard to assessing similarities and differences between the Bible and the ANE? What 
is the place of these methodologies for proper biblical interpretation? What pitfalls 
should be avoided? 

From my mentor Cyrus H. Gordon, under whom I finished my PhD 
thesis “The Ugaritic Drama of the Good Gods: A Philological Study” 
(Brandeis University, 1973), as well as from my research at Harvard Uni
versity and Tyndale House in Cambridge, UK, and from my teaching at 
University of Tsukuba, I have learned during the past half century that 
                                                      

1 Professor Tsumura’s most complete treatment of this topic is Creation and 
Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf Theory in the Old Testament (Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 2005). 
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the OT should be studied contextually, comparatively, and contrastively. When 
we look at the Bible in its ANE context, due to the similar cosmologies 
of the various peoples, it is easy to see too many similarities in their 
worldview. Due to the similar linguistic and cultural expressions of the 
Bible and other ANE cultures, we modern people easily take these simi
larities as conceptual similarities. However, we should carefully distin
guish between worldview and cosmologies because the linguistic similar
ities of cosmologies are not necessarily identical with the conceptual 
similarities, which are deeply influenced by and connected to their 
worldview.  

Also, I learned through study for my dissertation that one should read 
religious texts philologically before one can say anything about an ancient 
religion itself. Therefore, my approach to the ANE is mainly linguistic 
and philological. Through my teaching at the University of Tsukuba as 
well as through discussions with my wife Susan, who is a linguist, I have 
learned linguistic theory. So, I think that one of my major responsibilities 
as a biblical scholar is as an intermediary translator between biblical schol
ars and linguists. 

In a recent article, you voice concern that “many scholars . . . [put] too much emphasis 
on the contrast between a modern scientific worldview and ancient cosmologies.”2 What 
are the results of this situation as you see it? That is to say, how would you summarize 
for a theologically minded reader in particular what is lost in focusing too much on these 
differences? 

If we emphasize too much the contrast between the modern scientific 
worldview and ancient cosmologies, one may miss the differences existing 
even among ancient worldviews, including differences between the Bible 
and the rest of the ANE. For a comparative study, unless one compares 
similar items and identifies their differences, the study is meaningless. So, 
it is our duty to find similarities between ancient cultures and, then as the 
result of comparison, to find also differences between them (contras
tively). Just because there are similarities among ancient cultures and cos
mologies, one must also observe the distinctive features among them. 
Theologically speaking, the human problems of modern people are not 
so different from those of ancient people, while their views of the natural 
world are very different. 

                                                      
2 “Rediscovery of the Ancient Near East and Its Implications for Genesis 1–

2,” in Since the Beginning: Interpreting Genesis 1 and 2 through the Ages, ed. Kyle R. 
Greenwood (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), 236. 
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What has been your vision for training pastors and missionaries at Japan Bible Sem
inary? What are some of the biggest challenges to making disciples in your context? 

My vision for equipping pastors and missionaries has been to train 
them to read the Bible, especially the OT, in its cultural context, in par
ticular in the Canaanite context. I have taught the OT at Japan Bible Sem
inary for fortyfive years asking two questions of my students: 

1. What is the uniqueness of the biblical message in the context of 
the ancient pagan religion of Canaan?  

2. What is the uniqueness of the biblical message in the context of 
the modern pagan religion of Japan?  

These two questions go side by side. The more we learn the basic features 
of the Canaanite polytheistic religion, the more we notice how similar the 
Canaanite religion is to the Japanese polytheistic religious traditions. Jap
anese Christians are called to be messengers of Christ, just as the prophets 
of Yahweh were the messengers of Yahweh to Israelites who were actu
ally practicing Canaanite polytheism under the guise of Yahweh worship.  

While for the Western Christians the similarities between the Bible and 
the ANE might be a surprise and pose problems difficult to accept, for 
the Asian polytheists the differences in the midst of the similarities are a 
surprise and eyeopening experience. From the study of the prophets of 
the Lord such as Hosea and Amos who confronted the distorted Yah
wism of northern Israel, the Christians in Japan can learn how to deal with 
the polytheistic religious traditions. 

The biggest challenges to making disciples in our present context is to 
have Christians grow in the grace of Christ so that they may live according 
to what they believe in the midst of the polytheistic “secularism” of modern 
Japan, where polytheism in the forms of solar worship, ancestor worship, 
and nature worship is a daytoday challenge. (All three of these religions 
are still actively practiced daily in the three imperial shrines of the Palace 
under the guidance of the head priest, the tenno, the Japanese emperor.) 
Christians, a small minority (less than 1 percent of population), are called 
to give witness to Christ and his salvation and live realistically and firmly 
according to the word of God. 

We appreciate you taking the time to dialogue about these important issues and sharing 
your story. Thank you, Professor Tsumura.  
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Marieke Dhont. Style and Context of Old Greek Job. Supplements to the 
Journal for the Study of Judaism 183. Leiden: Brill, 2017. x + 409 pp. 
Hardback. ISBN 9789004358485. $159.00. 

In her study of Old Greek Job (GJ), Marieke Dhont approaches this 
translation as “an artefact of Hellenistic Jewish literature, and a product 
of an intercultural context in which Jews did not simply adopt elements 
commonly associated with Hellenism, but in which Hellenism, in turn, is 
approached as a culturally diverse environment that includes Judaism and 
that undergoes change as Judaism evolves” (p. 4). 

Dhont’s argument in Style and Context of Old Greek Job unfolds across 
nine chapters: 1 through 3 devoted to method and theory, 4 through 8 to 
a demonstration of GJ’s style and rhetoric, and the final chapter to situat
ing GJ in its literary environment. This book is not a study in translation 
technique containing, for example, an exhaustive analysis of the Hebrew 
infinitive construct into Greek, though Dhont touches on the subject (pp. 
18–33). Rather, Dhont applies Polysystem Theory (PST) to show where 
GJ fits on the literary landscape.  

Within PST, literature, like any sociosemiotic system, is an integral 
part of society. Through PST, Dhont imagines literary texts as artefacts 
of a polysystem, which is conceptualized by oppositions (center/periph
ery, primary/secondary repertoires, canonized/noncanonized, pp. 61–
63) and includes translations as an integral part (p. 64). All polysystems 
have hierarchies with various strata. Thus, Dhont envisions Job as part of 
the JewishGreek literary polysystem, a subsystem of the Hellenistic 
Greek literary polysystem containing overlapping categories of literature 
and translated texts (p. 73). This polysystem developed from the third 
century BCE to the second century CE with the Greek Pentateuch for its 
fount, and from this source, Jews rendered other scriptural texts into 
Greek and composed original works in Greek also (p. 74). In short, the 
repertoire expanded. Furthermore, translation technique developed (p. 
81) as also did style (p. 83) within the JewishGreek polysystem, as Greek 
Proverbs, Job, and Isaiah show. 

Moving on from method and theory, Dhont’s work demonstrates lin
guistic and stylistic features with a view to showing GJ’s place in the Jew
ishGreek polysystem. In chapter 4, she shows how the translator em
ployed both Septuagintal and natural Greek language by analyzing (1) 
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word order (e.g., the position of the genitive before and after its anteced
ent), (2) syntactic and grammatical features (e.g., parataxis and hypotaxis 
[primarily through the use of participles]), (3) words typical of koine 
Greek, (4) the sparing use of transliteration (reserved for the names of 
Job and his friends), and (5) Septuagintalisms (e.g., ἡ ὑπ’ οὐρανόν [lit. the 
one under heaven, i.e., “the world”]). 

In chapter 5, Dhont believes elements of high register Greek in Job 
“indicate . . . the repertoire of options from which a JewishGreek trans
lator could choose during the translation process had expanded” (p. 178). 
She points inter alia to (1) higher register vocabulary used exclusively or 
predominantly by Greek poets, (2) more natural Greek use of the opta
tive, and (3) rhetorical features on the colonic level. Dhont also mentions 
GJ’s exclusive use of ναίω (“to dwell”) in 22:12 (pp. 145–46), but the point 
might be more appreciated, if she had mentioned that early reception of 
classical and biblical works already shows its rarity by supplying οἰκέω (“to 
dwell”) to explain it (e.g., in scholia to Homer and Isidore of Pelusium). 

Dhont treats the method and study of rhetorical features in GJ in 
chapter 6. Although these rhetorical features (e.g., anaphora [repetitions 
at the beginning of two cola]) were not explicitly named until the second 
century, Dhont is correct to point out that an earlier author may have had 
notions of certain rhetorical devices without having thought about them 
systematically or theoretically (p. 191).  

Chapter 7 turns to an analysis of GJ’s use of these rhetorical devices. 
Dhont notes that the Hebrew, of course, has many repetitions of its own, 
but sometimes the Greek will employ variatio so the repetition in the 
source is obscured (p. 234), while at other times the Greek employs rep
etition and obscures the variatio in the Hebrew (p. 236). Furthermore, the 
translator will use these rhetorical devices as part of his method for para
phrasis, as in Job 23:8–10 (pp. 237–38). 

Chapter 8 shows how GJ combines these rhetorical devices over three 
cola or more. But does the use of these rhetorical devices and higher reg
ister Greek mean GJ was composed as poetry (pp. 298–302)? If poetry is 
determined only by consideration of a text’s meter according to the Hel
lenistic macrosystem, then, no. But Dhont notes early MSS that arrange 
cola stichometrically. She could also have mentioned that several church 
fathers, like Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350 CE), list Job among the five books 
written “in verse.” Thus, from the viewpoint of reception, Dhont ques
tions the functionality of the distinction between prose and poetry in de
scribing LXX translations. Perhaps, in the JewishGreek polysystem, the 
notion of poetry might have been different than the notion of poetry in 
the macrosystem, and therefore GJ could have been read as poetry (p. 
301). 
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After her analysis of the language and rhetoric of GJ, Dhont returns 

to polysystem theory for a framework to locate GJ in its literary environ
ment. Furthermore, she comments on why Job would be translated in the 
first place, anchoring the cause in second temple interest in the figure of 
Job and in the translator’s view of the sanctity of the text of Job (pp. 327, 
329–30).  

In conclusion, I note a couple of mistakes:  

 there is no genitive absolute construction in Job 38:8 on p. 
109—ἐκπορευοένη is a circumstantial participle in the nomina
tive case. 

 The pronoun τοῦτ’ in GJ 40:19 is neuter singular, indicating 
that the instances of αὐτοῦ/αὐτῷ in vv. 16–23 are also genitive 
neuter singular—not masculine as Dhont says (p. 277). Thus 
grammatically, there is good reason to think that “the wild 
beasts” of v. 15a is still the antecedent in vv. 16–23, and a new 
section begins in v. 25 with the introduction to the “dragon.” 

Dhont has provided a work that should push the field of Septuagint 
studies past analysis of “free” or “literal” translations. Her work not only 
analyzes the language and rhetoric of GJ but also situates it as an ancient 
translation in a wider context or polysystem. It is a welcome contribution 
to the field and will be important to the ongoing discussion of Greek Job 
and the LXX for some time. 

John D. Meade 
Phoenix, Arizona 

Brandon D. Smith and Everett Berry. They Spoke of Me: How Jesus Un
locks the Old Testament. Spring Hill, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2018. 
239 pp. Paperback. ISBN 9781948022019. $12.97. 

Understanding and interpreting the Old Testament in light of Jesus is 
a difficult yet essential task for every Christian. Brandon D. Smith and 
Everett Berry have written They Spoke of Me to address this dilemma. In 
this wellorganized, concise, and insightful work, the authors show the 
believer how Jesus is the key to understanding the OT through the lens 
of nine OT examples. They draw several helpful parallels between these 
OT examples and Jesus and are often quite successful in showing that the 
OT is indeed unlocked by Jesus. For these reasons, and despite a few areas 
for improvement, the book will be enjoyed by many laypeople. 

The book’s organization is straightforward. First, the authors 
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introduce their goal and methodology (chapter 1). Second, they demon
strate their central claim (that Jesus unlocks the OT) by means of investi
gating nine OT examples (chapters 2 through 10). Third, the book ends 
with a conclusion that restates the authors’ purpose and an encourage
ment for the reader to follow that paradigm in their own reading of the 
OT (chapter 11).  

The bulk of the book is spent discussing the nine OT examples. These 
discussions follow the same basic organizational pattern. First, each chap
ter begins with an illustration. Second, the authors discuss the OT exam
ple in its literary and historical context. Third, the authors discuss how the 
OT example ultimately points to Jesus. The latter element typically ac
counts for half of each chapter. An exception is the discussion of the 
Temple. Here, the historical focus covers approximately fourteen pages 
while the discussion of Jesus accounts for approximately five. In any 
event, the authors’ discussion of how Jesus unlocks many OT themes 
centers on parallels and on the correspondence between the OT example 
and Jesus.  

The book has many strengths. In particular, the book is organized well. 
For example, the chapters are outlined systematically and simply. The 
book begins with an introduction, continues with a body, and ends with 
a conclusion that restates the authors’ purpose. Second, one often finds 
that the illustration used at the beginning of each chapter is revisited at 
the chapter’s conclusion. This helpful technique is found in chapter 2 
where the authors discuss humanity. Third, the book is organized graph
ically like an outline. The strength of this is that the reader can quickly 
distinguish main points from subordinate points by simply referring to 
the headings.  

Another strength of the book is the insightful and concise coverage of 
the OT examples. The discussions weave together details apparent to 
most readers along with details that depend on knowledge of historical 
backgrounds. The combination of obvious details together with less ob
vious ones is found in the authors’ discussion of the Davidic kings, for 
instance. The authors begin this discussion by tracing the history of the 
covenants. Such details are often observations easily deduced from the 
biblical text (pp. 134–37), yet the authors insightfully mention that 
“through the Exodus, the Lord showed his superiority over all of Egypt’s 
gods and laid claim to Israel as his people” (p. 135). The fact that the 
plagues demonstrate that the Lord is God and not the Egyptian deities 
may not be immediately apparent when reading the biblical data but is 
clearly operative when one accounts for the nature of the plagues against 
the text’s historical background. Overall, the authors remind the reader of 
many items already known, while introducing new insights.  
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Despite these and many other strengths, there are a few areas for im

provement. First, the book could benefit from more biblical references. 
For example, the discussion of how Jesus is a priest of a better covenant 
would benefit from intext citations of Hebrews 7–8. Indeed, the discus
sion clearly depends on and alludes to this passage and draws many help
ful points from it, but since the authors do not provide citations in the 
discussion, the reader is forced to assume the validity of the authors’ state
ments (pp. 81–82). This tendency is also seen on pages 173–74, where the 
authors include the point that Jesus often referred to himself as a temple, 
but unfortunately, they do not provide biblical support for this claim.  

A second area for improvement would be the discussion questions. 
Including such questions is at first glance a great addition to the book 
since its goal is immensely practical—teaching believers to read the OT 
in light of Christ. However, one is a bit disappointed that the same three 
general discussion questions supplement each chapter. More specific 
questions tailored to each chapter’s content would have served the reader 
better.  

Overall, They Spoke of Me is a wellorganized, concise, and insightful 
book that explores how Jesus unlocks the OT. For these reasons, many 
laypeople will greatly benefit from this book and learn to interpret their 
OT more faithfully. Indeed, the noticeable deficiencies, some of which 
are mentioned above, do not ultimately detract from the authors’ overall 
goal. I would thus recommend this book to most laypeople with confi
dence.  

Anthony Ferguson  
Beaumont, California 

Paula Fredriksen. Paul: The Pagans’ Apostle. New Haven: Yale Univer
sity Press, 2017. xii + 319 pp. Hardback. ISBN 9780300225884. 
$33.25. 

Paula Fredriksen is the Aurelio Professor of Scripture emerita at Boston 
University and currently serves as a member of the Humanities Faculty at 
Hebrew University in Jerusalem. She is a prominent history of religions 
scholar having written From Jesus to Christ: The Origins of the New Testament 
Images of Jesus; Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews; Sin: The Early History of an 
Idea; and When Christians Were Jews: The First Generation.  

In Paul: The Pagans’ Apostle Fredriksen locates the impetus of Paul’s 
mission to the ethnē both in the mission and message of Jesus and in the 
traditions about Jesus’s resurrection. In order to understand the scope and 
nature of Paul’s mission, Fredriksen argues that Paul’s undisputed letters 
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must be properly situated in their two “generative contexts”—Second 
Temple Judaism and the GrecoRoman cities (p. 7).  

The first chapter examines the history of interaction between Israel 
and the nations. Fredriksen describes the complex relationship among Is
rael, the nations, and Israel’s god (using the lowercase “god” through
out). Emphasis is placed on the stories from Jewish literature and their 
influence on Jewish/ethnē relations, especially as they offer insight into the 
anticipated eschatological implications of the distinction between Israel 
and the ethnē. 

In chapter 2, Fredriksen attempts to provide clarity about the way that 
the diaspora community lived among the nations. She explains that dias
pora Jews had a sense of a doubleidentity, one associated with their city 
of residence, or “fatherland,” and the other connected to Jerusalem as the 
“mother city” (p. 48). Discussing the difficulty of translating ethnē with a 
single English word, she explains, “there was no such thing as a religiously 
‘neutral’ ethnicity,” and she frequently uses the terms “nations,” “gen
tiles,” and “pagans” interchangeably throughout the book. Her preferred 
term for nonJewish Christians is “expagan pagans” which captures both 
the religious and ethnic aspects (p. 34).  

The third and fourth chapters situate Paul’s mission in the complex 
diaspora context, identifying the source of the persecution that Paul faced 
as originating among the Jewish diaspora community due to his upsetting 
the delicate balance between Jews and ethnē. Paul’s mission, she argues, 
radically insisted that pagans who followed Jesus and the Jewish god re
main pagans in the sense of maintaining many of their traditional practices 
but removing the worship of other “lower gods.” However, Paul is not 
embracing an antiJewish/antiLaw position in doing so. Rather, Paul in
sists that Jews should continue fulfilling the Jewish law while pagans do 
not attempt to “become Jews” by taking on the responsibility of Jewish 
law. 

The final chapter focuses on the message of Paul’s mission. This chap
ter reveals Fredriksen’s background in the history of religions. She at
tempts to separate the religion that Paul practiced and preached from the 
theology that later developed from his writings. In her effort to do so, she 
commits basic errors in Greek translation and exegesis and generally over
states her case. One example of this is that she inserts an indefinite article 
in Phil 2:6 where the Greek text lacks an article indicating that Jesus was 
“in the form of a god” rather than “in the form of God” (p. 138). Second, 
she argues that Rom 1:4 refers to the general resurrection (“by the resur
rection of the dead”) rather than the resurrection of Jesus (“by resurrection 
from the dead”) based on inserting a definite article where the Greek text 
lacks one (p. 142). Her purpose in doing this is to show that readers 
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should not interpret Paul through the later creedal formulas of the church. 
Her conclusions often derive less from the evidence that she presents 
than from her presupposition that later theological development radically 
changed the message and theology of Paul. 

Fredriksen is successful in raising two important issues related to both 
theology and mission. The first regards properly situating Paul within the 
complex world of the first century. She demonstrates that both the anti
Jewish Paul and the “New Perspective” are far too narrow to fully explain 
both Paul’s identity and his mission. The second issue relates to finding 
an adequate translation for ethnē. No single English word readily incorpo
rates the entire semantic range of the Greek term. Any attempt to define 
ethnē with a primary or even a single aspect falls short of conveying the 
full complexity of the term. These issues demand further exploration. 

Despite the importance of the issues that Fredriksen raises, her reluc
tance to use the word ethnē throughout the text in place of the numerous 
potential English translations creates confusion in her argument. The 
reader is left to figure out from the context whether she intends to com
municate something important by the chosen term or if she is simply re
sorting to conventional translations.  

Throughout the book, she raises several valid points, frequently pre
sents evidence that requires further examination, and challenges the status 
quo. However, she often overlooks or ignores evidence and arguments 
that challenge her presuppositions. She rarely engages viewpoints that dif
fer from her own, and her bibliography lacks significant works relevant to 
Paul’s identity and mission. Fredriksen presents an argument that should 
be engaged even though she falls short of successfully proving her thesis. 

Matthew Hirt 
 Henderson, North Carolina 

Abner Chou. The Hermeneutics of the Biblical Writers: Learning to Interpret 
Scripture from the Prophets and Apostles. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2018. 251 
pp. Paperback. ISBN 9780825443244. $23.99. 

In conservative biblical scholarship some of the most controversial 
issues are hermeneutics, the apostolic hermeneutic, and intertextuality. In 
this book, Abner Chou attempts to tackle all three topics concisely. His 
wellrounded work will probably leave a mark on these fields because it is 
written with a style, vocabulary, and clarity that is easily accessible to a 
wider audience, while presenting refreshing research. It builds upon many 
other conservative scholars’ works while also incorporating helpful in
sights from nonevangelical writers.  
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One of the most interesting aspects of Chou’s research is the starting 
point from which he seeks to unveil how the apostles used the Old Tes
tament. Chou states, “While it may appear completely counterintuitive, I 
suggest an investigation of the Apostles’ use of the Old Testament begins 
in the Old Testament itself” (p. 20). By this Chou means that the apostles 
were simply using the same hermeneutic that the prophets themselves had 
passed down to later generations. Chou next states his thesis plainly: “The 
prophetic hermeneutic continues into the apostolic hermeneutic, which is 
the Christian hermeneutic” (p. 22). 

Although scholars have produced tomes of research on the herme
neutic of the apostles, what is often overlooked, and also makes Chou’s 
argument attractive, is that he first examines how the prophets themselves 
interpreted Scripture as the starting point for the apostolic hermeneutic. 
Chou next argues that the prophets were scholarly exegetes and theologi
ans. What he means by this is that the prophets were thoroughly im
mersed in the Torah, its theology, and any previously available revelation. 
Not only this, but they simply built upon and expanded the theology and 
logic contained within the Torah itself. This expansion of and building 
upon previous theology and revelation is what Chou defines as intertextu
ality. This definition of intertextuality is very different from Julia Kristiva’s 
deconstructionist, postmodern concept of intertextuality, since Chou’s 
view is diachronic in its nature. In other words, Chou’s intertextuality 
simply refers to later prophetic authors’ usage of and building upon the 
concepts and theology of earlier authors (this is similar to what some 
scholars refer to as innerbiblical exegesis). Not only did the prophets build 
upon earlier theology, but they “accurately maintained both the main 
ideas of Scripture as well as its particulars” (p. 63). With this in mind, 
Chou lands his methodological plane by arguing that the apostles simply 
maintained the same hermeneutic laid down by the prophets.  

Chou’s thesis is not a new one, but it is a breath of fresh air for con
servative scholars who are not convinced that the apostles had some sort 
of special and divinely sanctioned hermeneutic that allowed them to play 
fast and loose with previous revelation. Chou further strengthens his the
sis by attempting to explain many of the passages in the New Testament 
that at first glance seem to misuse the Old Testament. He tackles passages 
such as Matthew’s infamous virgin birth quotation of Isa 7:14, his “Out 
of Egypt I called my Son” quotation from Hos 11:1, his use of Jer 31:15, 
“Rachel weeping for her children,” as predictive of Herod’s slaughter of 
the children in Bethlehem, and his quotation of Zech 11:4–9 in relation 
to the death of Judas. Chou also unpacks Paul’s reference to “the Rock” 
as Christ in 1 Cor 10:4, Paul’s use of Christ as “the seed” in Gal 3:16, 
Paul’s use of the Torah and Isa 54:1 in an allegorical sense in Gal 4:21–
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31, Peter’s use of the Psalms in Acts 2:26–28, James’s use of Amos 9:11–
12 in Acts 15:15–17 concerning the “fallen booth of David,” and many 
other wellknown examples. 

What makes Chou’s book stand out is that he not only defines his 
methodology and hermeneutic clearly, he also applies it intentionally to 
many of the most difficult passages in the New Testament. Then, in the 
latter half of the book, Chou takes time to explain the implications of his 
hermeneutic upon the following topics: Christology, Ecclesiology, Soteri
ology, Morality and the Mosaic Law, Hermeneutics in general, Messiah in 
the OT, and the Christian’s application of the Bible for life today. In fact, 
he is courageous enough to show how the implication of his hermeneutic 
gives a wellneeded rebuke to the American church on the topics of ho
mosexuality and gender roles.  

Although Chou succeeds in writing a concise and wellarticulated book 
with the purpose of tackling these tough topics, his work still needs to be 
followed by a larger tome that handles the details of his thesis with more 
thorough interaction. Nevertheless, this work would benefit any con
servative scholar who desires to understand the apostolic hermeneutic 
and carefully handle the Scriptures.  

Caleb L. Fordham 
Wake Forest, North Carolina 

Craig A. Carter. Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tradition: Recovering the 
Genius of Premodern Exegesis. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018. xxiv 
+ 279 pp. Paperback. ISBN 9780801098727. $27.99. 

Interpreting Scripture correctly is imperative for both Christian 
preachers and Christian scholars. In Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tra
dition: Recovering the Genius of Premodern Exegesis, Craig A. Carter sets out to 
determine whether interpreters should follow the hermeneutics of the 
academy or the practice of the Great Tradition. He argues that the classi
cal approach allows for a sensus plenior (i.e., a fuller sense or deeper mean
ing) under the guidance of the Holy Spirit; however, the academy has 
abandoned that approach as a result of the Enlightenment. 

Part One serves as the foundation for Carter’s argument. The Bible is 
sacred Scripture, not just another book. Because the Bible is inspired, a 
special hermeneutic is required. In the wake of the Enlightenment, the 
academy moved away from believing in the supernatural ability of God. 
As a result, the Bible lost its place as inspired Scripture.  

Carter suggests that interpreters need to understand the theological 
metaphysics of the Great Tradition. What the Bible teaches about God, 
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his nature, and the world as a whole should determine our interpretation. 
This approach, Carter argues, is that of the Great Tradition, which he 
identifies as Christian Platonism. In his view, Christian Platonism is the 
theological metaphysics of true, biblical faith coming out of the Nicene 
Creed. 

The Nicene Creed served as the foundation of the early church’s ap
proach to interpretation. The early church believed in the authority of 
Scripture. It endorsed both a literal and spiritual sense of Scripture. The 
early church approached the Bible as a unified book of two Testaments, 
Old and New. It confessed the dual authorship of the Bible. Finally, the 
early church saw Christ as the focus of the Bible as a whole.  

Yet this approach to hermeneutics fell from prominence as the effects 
of the Enlightenment took hold. Carter argues that the modern approach 
of historicalcritical analysis reduced the Bible to an ordinary book that 
could be interpreted without regard to its inspiration and authority. The 
belief is that the academy offers a more scientific, modern approach, 
whereas the Great Tradition’s approach was premodern and therefore 
incorrect. Carter argues that such an academic approach should be aban
doned.  

Part Two offers a way to recover premodern exegesis. Carter suggests 
three areas to consider and supports each with works from Ambrose, Jus
tin Martyr, Irenaeus, Augustine, and John Calvin. The areas to be recov
ered are: (1) we must read the Bible as a unity centered on Jesus Christ, 
(2) we should let the literal sense control all meaning, and (3) we should 
see and hear Christ in the OT. Carter develops each of these areas in sep
arate chapters. 

Carter concludes the book by showing how modern scholars have in
terpreted Isa 53. Some follow the historicalcritical approach while others 
fall in line with premodern exegesis. The book concludes with a look at 
D. A. Carson’s and Kevin J. Vanhoozer’s presentations of the theological 
interpretation of Scripture. Carter offers their approaches as samples that 
support his overall argument.  

Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tradition urges a return to the more 
traditional approach of interpreting the Bible—that of Jesus, the apostles, 
and the early years of the church through the Reformation. As a whole, 
Carter offers a cogent argument. However, parts of his book leave the 
reader unsettled. A case in point is his affirmation of Christian Platonism. 
He offers a clear explanation of the concept, but too much ambiguity on 
Platonism itself may cloud the reader’s understanding.  

Another critique is his understanding of allegory, typology, and pros
opology. The book offers allegory as a legitimate form of interpretation. 
The patristic era featured a lot of allegories—some done well, some 
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poorly. But should we use allegory today? Conversely, the book seems to 
look negatively on typology even though it was used in the NT. Carter 
seems to endorse a method faithful to Jesus and the apostles on one hand, 
but not on the other. Finally, the reader will need to contemplate Carter’s 
prosopological exegetical approach. Should we really hear Christ speak in 
the OT, or should we read that passage typologically?  

This book offers much for the preacher and the scholar. The reviews 
of the Enlightenment and early Christian doctrine are helpful. Carter’s 
work with key figures like Augustine and Calvin support his argument and 
help the reader grapple with the past effectively. While one may disagree 
with parts of Carter’s analysis, his critical engagement is worth the effort. 

Carter is not suggesting modern interpreters discard careful study of 
the text, archaeological findings, textual criticism, and the like. But he is 
arguing that in concert with those approaches we continue to follow the 
longstanding models of exegesis endorsed by the church. The church to
day needs to reclaim a premodern exegesis that sees Christ as the herme
neutical key to the Bible. The academy would do well to follow suit. Inter
preting Scripture with the Great Tradition points us in the right direction even 
with a few bumps in the road.  

Christopher N. Dickerson 
Fayetteville, North Carolina 

Keith D. Stanglin. The Letter and Spirit of Biblical Interpretation: From the 
Early Church to Modern Practice. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018. 
xi + 274 pp. Paperback. ISBN 9780801049682. $26.99.  

Keith Stanglin currently serves as professor of Scripture and Historical 
Theology at the Austin Graduate School of Theology. He has authored 
and coauthored numerous books in his chosen fields of historical theol
ogy and hermeneutics. His purpose in writing The Letter and Spirit of Biblical 
Interpretation is to make a case for a balanced hermeneutic, based on a his
toricalgrammatical study of the text of Scripture as well as a theological 
interpretation of the Word. It is his contention that these two lenses for 
the study of Scripture can and should be applied with balance and re
straint, thereby offering a harmonious and theologically accurate under
standing of the biblical text.  

Stanglin employs a rather comprehensive study of the history of bib
lical interpretation to demonstrate a methodological and philosophical 
evolution away from an emphasis on the spirit of the text toward the letter 
of the text. Walking the reader through the history of the Christian 
church, Stanglin shows how students of Scripture in premodern times 
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focused on the spirit of the text, even to the extremes of the quadriga (its 
fourfold sense) and allegorical interpretation. He further notes that mod
ern times have seen a preponderance of literal studies, focusing on the 
historical and textual evidence but leading to an often sterile and dry read
ing of the Word of God. 

Stanglin uses an illustration he admits is rather extreme to explain the 
difference between the letter and the spirit of biblical interpretation. He 
contrasts the study of the human body from the viewpoint of the careful 
investigation conducted by newlyweds on their honeymoon, as opposed 
to the careful clinical investigation conducted by a scientist on a cadaver. 
Both investigations lead to accurate and valid determinations and yet are 
conducted with vastly different motivations and relationships to the ob
ject of their study. The biblical text can be treated likewise in the example 
of the “kiss” found in Song 1:2. However, the historicalcritical method 
of biblical study will carve up the word “kiss” like a coroner would cut a 
cadaver, thus stripping the text from any feelings of love and passion the 
author of the text intended. Similarly, a study of the text so focused on its 
emotions and symbols could lead to cases of extreme allegory and eise
gesis, thereby overloading the text with unintended meaning. Stanglin 
thus hopes for a hermeneutical method that allows room for both the 
letter and spirit to coexist and together bring forth the meaning of Scripture 
with the application of proper controls. 

On the basis of the historical overview alone, The Letter and Spirit of 
Biblical Interpretation is helpful and deserves to be read by anyone who de
sires a better grasp of the history of hermeneutics. The scarlet thread that 
is the spirit and the letter of interpretation also adds to the existing bibliog
raphy in terms of its balance and intellectual integrity. Nevertheless, there 
are some aspects of Stanglin’s prescription for a harmonious application 
of both the spirit and the letter that leave the reader wanting. While Stan
glin’s argument is purely historical and rational, in his “way forward” he 
advocates for a healthy balance between the analogia scripturae and the 
analogia fidei. Here he puts forth that equal and careful attention should be 
paid to the rule of faith and to the unity of the Scriptures to understand a 
given text. Yet he seems to imply that the theological tradition and the 
text of Scripture stand on equal footing. Stanglin does not clarify this 
enough and leaves the door open for abuse. In a similar way, apart from 
some examples of literal and allegorical interpretations, there are next to 
no biblical arguments for a theological reading. To be fair though, Stan
glin writes from his field of expertise and seems determined to offer a 
historical theological argument. 

A final matter of concern is that more than once Stanglin uses terms 
and expressions popular among the Theological Interpretation of 
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Scripture (TIS) movement. The very thesis of his book is to reclaim emo
tion in hermeneutics and to allow the historic Christian tradition to func
tion as a confirmation of exegetical conclusions. While these are strong 
elements in TIS ranks, Stanglin does not clearly identify with this move
ment apart from some allusions. Unfortunately, he fails to situate himself 
within this debate but at the same time takes a strong stance in favor of 
key aspects of TIS. Reading this book in the context of the current TIS 
debate, the reader is left seeing him as noncommittal and yet involved in 
the debate at the same time. 

Apart from this final matter of clarity, The Letter and Spirit of Biblical 
Interpretation deserves to be read and reread by all students of Scripture 
and biblicalstudies: Stanglin’s perspective offers a comprehensive yet re
freshing overview of the history of hermeneutics. 

Adrian Coetzer 
Marietta, Georgia 

Chris E. W. Green. The End Is Music: A Companion to Robert W. Jenson’s 
Theology. Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2018. 118 pp. Paperback. ISBN 978
1498290821. $17.00. 

Robert Jenson’s theological project, especially as seen in his Systematic 
Theology, is thought provoking and imaginative and wrestles with the im
portant issues in theology. Despite these strengths, one can easily argue 
that his theological project has not received the attention it deserves. 
While Jenson’s theology has been the subject of many essays, articles, dis
sertations, and books, it is difficult to find resources that introduce Jen
son’s theological project to both students and scholars. Chris E. W. Green 
satisfies a need in this area with his insightful (and charitable) introduction 
to Robert Jenson’s theology, The End Is Music. 

In the preface of his book, Green writes that he tries “to describe his 
[Jenson’s] work as charitably and faithfully as I can so that it appears in 
its own best light and as a gift to the church” (p. vii). Green attempts to 
introduce readers to Jenson’s theology by giving an account of the differ
ent issues Jenson tackles. This review will highlight some of the key ideas 
Green engages and expounds from Jenson’s theology. 

Commenting on the distinctives in Jenson’s doctrine of God and the 
identification of God, Green points out that in Jenson’s theology, “God’s 
own life has a narrative structure: this is the significance of the Trinitarian 
relations. Therefore, as God happens to creation, history itself becomes 
meaningful and storyable” (p. 16). Green continues, “In Jenson’s vision, 
God is identifiable with and by the events in our history because God’s 
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own life is event” (p. 16). Green insightfully points out a crucial distinctive 
of Jenson’s theology here. For Jenson, God is identified with and by the 
events God does in history. This identification is not only how we can 
identify God, but history especially in its dramatic coherence also has sig
nificance for God himself. Green articulates Jenson’s motivations clearly 
when he says, “To identify the gospel’s God, we must identify Jesus. And 
to do that, we have to acknowledge the ways that God’s selfrevelation is 
temporally structured. The temptation is to abstract to a timeless God, a 
God beyond our history, a God unaffected by what happens in time. But 
such a God could not and would not take on flesh as one of us” (p. 19). 
A distinctive in Jenson’s theological project is thus the attempt to disman
tle theological systems that fall prey to the temptation which tries to ab
stract God from the events of history. Green is able to highlight Jenson’s 
thought at these points and helps the reader make sense of Jenson’s Trin
itarian maneuvers. 

Jenson’s eschewal of an abstract, timeless God has certainly attracted 
criticism. Jenson’s understanding of God and how he identifies himself 
with and by his interaction with creation has led some to say that Jenson 
blurs the distinction between the Creator and his creatures. Yet, Green 
points out that “As he [Jenson] maintains at every turn, there is God and 
there is everything else. ‘Before there is the creature, there is God and 
nothing. And this nothing is not the kind that can be the antecedent of 
something. God and only God is the creature’s antecedent’” (p. 55). 
Green further maintains that “In Jenson’s account, then, the Crea
tor/creature difference is one that God makes just by being God” (p. 56). 
Green’s defense of Jenson at this point is worth noting because it attempts 
to present Jenson’s theological project in its best light. Green highlights 
how Jenson affirms the Creator/creature difference while at the same 
time holding that God is identifiable with and by his interactions with his 
creatures. While this may not appease all of Jenson’s critics, Green has 
provided an account of Jenson’s theological project that seeks to capture 
the different things Jenson attempted to affirm in his own theology. 

While The End Is Music capably and sympathetically presents Jenson’s 
theological project, one wishes that Green would have provided a deeper 
engagement with Jenson’s critics. Showing exactly where and how Jen
son’s critics are misguided may have been helpful. Lastly, Green mentions 
in his preface, “Of course, it goes without saying that I do find serious 
problems with some of Jenson’s theological claims and maneuvers” (p. 
viii). It would have been intriguing to see where the author of this book 
would criticize Jenson. Yet, pointing out Green’s limitations here goes 
beyond the boundaries established by the book and its author. In sum, 
this book is to be recommended to students and scholars who need an 
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introduction to Jenson’s theological work. Furthermore, it is helpful to 
those interested in modern Trinitarian thought given that it introduces a 
significant modern Trinitarian theologian.  

Brian Min 
Raleigh, North Carolina 

Derek C. Hatch. Thinking with the Church: Toward a Renewal of Baptist 
Theology. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017. 210 pp. Paperback. ISBN 
9781532611162. $20.80.  

In Thinking with the Church: Toward a Renewal of Baptist Theology, Derek 
Hatch lends a helping hand to Baptists considering the role of tradition 
in theological reflection. Hatch is Associate Professor of Christian Studies 
at Howard Payne University, where he has served since completing his 
PhD from the University of Dayton in 2011. Hatch proposes Baptists 
embrace a theological method of ressourcement, defined as “a return to the 
sources of the Christian faith in order to discover . . . a more robust vision 
for theological renewal” (p. 9). He argues for his thesis in two parts. First, 
he considers the impact of Dortian Calvinism on Baptist theology and 
encourages Baptists to reconsider the connection between ontology and 
theological language. Second, he assesses three Baptist hallmarks: Iner
rancy of Scripture, Soul Competency, and Religious Liberty.  

Hatch begins by recounting stories of Baptist students who encounter 
Reformed thought in college and whose theological conversations are 
peppered with chatter of Calvinism’s infamous TULIP. These discussions 
problematically make the five points of Dortian Calvinism an abstracted, 
conceptual framework for the whole of Christian theology. Correctively, 
Hatch revisits key historical sources and argues Baptists must recover the
ological language rooted in ontology, as opposed to conceptual abstrac
tions. As a foil for resurgent Calvinism, he traces the relationship between 
divine sovereignty and human responsibility in the Catholic Church, in
troducing French Jesuit Henri de Lubac as his paradigmatic model for 
theological ressourcement. For Baptists to embrace De Lubac’s model re
quires “a fullblown embrace of the Christian tradition, especially as em
bodied by other Christian groups, including Catholics” (p. 44). Hatch crit
ically interacts with nineteenth and twentiethcentury Baptist theologians 
whom he argues failed to embrace tradition, urging contemporary Bap
tists to follow De Lubac’s lead. 

The second section begins by explicating Baptist views on inerrancy. 
Hatch critiques Biblicism in Baptist thought, concluding that Baptists 
have practiced reading the Scriptures “in isolation from other aspects of 
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Christianity” (p. 78). To explain, he traces the relationship between the 
Bible and the church through the writings of the early church. He lands 
with De Lubac’s appropriation of the fourfold sense of Scripture as a 
model for Baptists to move beyond Biblicism. Next, Hatch considers soul 
competency. He introduces E. Y. Mullins’s six axioms of New Testament 
Christianity and determines that the unifying theme of all six is that “no 
authority other than God stands above each individual Christian” (p. 107). 
According to Hatch, Mullins subordinated his ecclesiology to his empha
sis on the individual. Hatch responds to Mullins’s error by urging Baptists 
to be more like De Lubac and emphasize the church’s participation in the 
Trinity in their ecclesiology. Finally, Hatch assesses religious liberty. He 
looks to E. Y. Mullins and G. W. Truett as Baptist exemplars, teasing out 
their relationships with the United States of the early twentieth century. 
He then introduces American Jesuit John Courtney Murray and Dignitatis 
Humanae, which both, unlike Baptists, provide a theological argument for 
religious liberty grounded in the Scriptures but growing out of a high view 
of Christian discipleship and the church. In this way, Hatch encourages 
Baptists to reconsider the theological mooring for religious liberty. 

Hatch wades into waters not often traversed by juxtaposing Baptist 
and Catholic thought favorably. His efforts to find a more valued place 
for tradition in Baptist theological development are both helpful and in
structive. While a growing number of theologians are considering theo
logical ressourcement, Hatch’s extended interaction with twentiethcentury 
Catholicism distinguishes his work from others in the field. Further, this 
work shines brightest as Hatch recounts the contours of twentiethcen
tury Baptist thought. His ability to critique the impact of Mullins, Truett, 
and others provides a valuable guide for the novice and a robust conver
sation partner for the expert.  

On the other hand, it would have been helpful for Hatch to clarify his 
intended audience. He aims his text at Baptists in general. Given the di
versity among contemporary Baptists, it would have served his readers for 
him to delineate precisely to which Baptists he refers. Also, Hatch offers 
little substantive interaction with more recent Baptist scholarship. There 
is a growing number of sympathetic Baptist thinkers who would affirm 
Hatch’s emphasis on connecting Baptists to a broader, Trinitarian tradi
tion, for example the late Stanley Grenz, Stephen Holmes, Timothy 
George, and David S. Dockery, among others. Similarly, while De Lubac 
proved a fruitful conversation partner, there have been other movements 
since the Nouvelle Theologie, many of them Protestant, calling for ressource
ment. Though Hatch shows readers the genuine value and even necessity 
of interaction with Roman Catholic brethren, occasionally it seemed un
clear what place the distinguishing marks of Protestantism have in 
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theological development. Locating this project in the wider Protestant 
conversation may have helped bring clarity. Hatch’s voice is one among a 
growing many however, and his ability to interact with twentiethcentury 
Baptist voices gives this particular project a unique timbre to lend to the 
ressourcement discussion.  

Christine E. Thornton 
Wake Forest, North Carolina 

Michael Horton. Justification (2 vols.). New Studies in Dogmatics, ed. 
Michael Allen and Scott R. Swain. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018. 
928 pp. Paperback. ISBN 978–0310597254. $80.00. 

Since the 1977 publication of E. P. Sanders’s Paul and Palestinian Juda
ism, scholarly discussions of Pauline themes revolving around the doctrine 
of justification have been lively. If one is relatively new to this fortyyear 
conversation, Michael Horton’s Justification represents a great place to 
begin; it signifies an immense and helpful expansion of a 2011 dialogue in 
which he was one of nine scholars whose conversation manifested in 
James K. Beilby and Paul R. Eddy’s Justification: Five Views. 

Horton is the J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology 
and Apologetics at Westminster Seminary California, a prolific and award
winning author, and host for the White Horse Inn radio program. Justification 
fits within a larger theological scheme represented by his The Christian 
Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way, which assumes a Re
formed, covenantal aspect of theology with a catholic, analogical tone. He 
confesses to being “deeply impressed by the Trinitarian and Christocen
tric coherence of the ecumenical creeds” (p. 2:51). 

Volume One of Horton’s Justification takes a diachronic look at the 
doctrine of justification from the Patristic era to the Reformation. He de
scribes how several of the significant theologians of this time period un
derstood the “great exchange.” However, his methodology (for both vol
umes) is fourfold: (1) Deductive, as he recognizes that a “syllabi of 
quotations have limited value” (p. 1:75); (2) Inductive, since he showcases 
Augustine’s understanding of this doctrine as both an event and a process, 
contra his own (Reformation) perspective of justification (pp. 1:84–91); 
(3) Summary, because he helpfully summarizes the work of others (e.g., 
Nick Needham’s twentyeightpage essay, “Justification in the Early 
Church Fathers,” which sets the field for Horton’s third chapter, “Justifi
cation in the Ancient Church”; pp. 1:75–91); and (4) Constructive, as Hor
ton provides helpful observations on Origen’s understanding of justifica
tion, which would otherwise be foreign for his Protestant readers (pp. 
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1:54–66).  
Horton understands Origen’s perspective, along with the perspectives 

of Augustine and the Medieval Theology he observes (pp. 1:84–162), to 
provide key beliefs that the Romanists adhered to during the sixteenth
century divide over this doctrine. Similarly, he catalogues “key [patristic] 
components of what would become the Reformation interpretation” of 
justification (p. 1:75). So, if we say Horton relies on Patristic scholars like 
Needham for learned assessments of the ancient church, we must say 
Horton is that voice with respect to the Reformation, and he rightfully 
knows this time as central to understanding the great divide in Western 
Christianity.  

In his first volume, Horton is most at home in chapters 6 through 12, 
which primarily cover the period between Luther’s 95 Theses (1517) and 
the Council of Trent (1545–63). These chapters represent 60 percent of 
Volume One but only fiftysix years of the considerable history it covers. 
Here he quotes from primary sources rather than secondary, more than 
elsewhere in this volume. And, his conclusion of this book both summa
rizes and sets the pitch for where he has landed in the CatholicProtestant 
divide and where he will lead his readers in Volume Two of Justification. 
With respect to old and new perspectives of Paul, “The enduring merits 
of the Reformation’s exegetical, theological, and pastoral legacy” still mat
ter to us today (pp. 1:38, 375), and the Reformers’ forensic understanding 
of the justification of the ungodly provides security, rest, and the 
knowledge that allows Christians to neither work toward their justification 
nor ask foremost how an ethic can be derived from this doctrine (p. 
1:374). 

In the second volume of Justification, Horton principally takes a syn
chronic, contemporary look at this doctrine from 1977 until now. His 
thoughts here revolve primarily around discussions within Protestantism 
(e.g., perspectives new and old, apocalyptic, covenantal, or forensic). He 
incorporates systematic theology and biblical theology in this discussion 
of justification, as he exegetically explores what Paul means by way of this 
term. His culminating chapter, “Union with Christ: Justification and the 
Great Exchange,” roots this exchange not in justification but in union 
with Christ as an “umbrella motif,” encompassing all the components of 
redemption (pp. 1:40; 2:449). That shows he has truly taken up the mantle 
of his predecessor at Westminster, John Murray (the author of Redemption: 
Accomplished and Applied).  

Consequently, Horton’s understanding of justification is driven not by 
anthropology but by Trinitarian theology, as was also the case for the Pa
tristic Fathers, and this soteriological stance enables him to find solidarity 
with others in Orthodoxy, Catholicism, and Protestantism—both past 



 BOOK REVIEWS 119 
 

and present. However, he differs from these three traditions by his un
derstanding of the when, what, and where of this union: It “is the inter
section between justification and sanctification” where justification is 
strictly forensic; it provides a duplex beneficium (twofold benefit) of “justi
fication and renewal” (pp. 2:468–69); and it differs from those in the Bap
tist tradition since Horton (with Calvin) “does not see circumcision or 
baptism as an external sign of inward grace . . . but as the . . . real partici
pation in the apocalyptic inbreaking of the kingdom of God,” the place 
where union in Christ takes place (pp. 2:481, 485). 

The publication of Justification begins a new series, New Studies in 
Dogmatics, which aims to provide helpful treatments of major theological 
subjects, written between the level of introductory and advanced mono
graphs. Horton’s work more than hits this goal. 

Peter Dubbelman 
Apex, North Carolina 

Edmon Gallagher and John Meade. The Biblical Canon Lists from Early 
Christianity. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017. xxii + 337 pp. 
Hardback. ISBN: 9780198792499. $46.95.  

Edmon Gallagher and John Meade wrote The Biblical Canon Lists from 
Early Christianity (BCLEC) to provide scholars and interested laypersons 
with direct access to the ancient Jewish and Christian canon lists. BCLEC 
is a reference work containing the original text and modern English trans
lations of a few ancient Jewish canon lists (Josephus and Baba Bathra 14b) 
and every Christian canon list until the early fifth century. Gallagher and 
Meade supply commentary on the canon lists to assist the reader’s en
gagement with the primary sources, but their chief aim is that readers 
would study the lists themselves and process their own questions about 
the history of the biblical canon in conversation with the ancient church. 
It is the contention of this reviewer that they accomplished their goal.  

Gallagher and Meade recognize that the canon lists are not the only 
sources of knowledge for canon studies. However, they claim that “the 
lists are the best sources for telling us specifically which books early Chris
tians considered canonical” (p. xviii). Their presentation of these sources 
begins with an introductory chapter, “The Development of the Biblical 
Canon,” followed by chapters on the Jewish Lists; Greek Christian Lists; 
Latin Christian Lists; The Syriac Christian List; Selected Greek, Syriac, 
Latin, and Hebrew Manuscripts; and an appendix on the Antilegomena 
and the More Prominent Apocrypha. This review first surveys a variety 
of positive features of BCLEC, followed by a few points of critique.  
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BCLEC devotes significant space to the purpose of the canon lists. 
For example, Melito’s Old Testament canon list outlines the books that 
contain messianic prophecies that would be useful in evangelizing Jews 
(p. 79). Eusebius’s lists appear to have the purpose of delineating which 
books early Christians received as Scripture and, therefore, which books 
his contemporaries should receive as Scripture (pp. 99–110). Athanasius 
compiled his list “to protect the church against heresy” (p. 120). His 
canon list showed which books refuted the early heresies (e.g., Maniche
ans, Montanists, Arians, etc.). Gregory of Nazianus delineated the canon
ical books to point to the inspired Scriptures that encourage piety and 
protect against false teaching (p. 143). BCLEC helpfully highlights the 
diverse reasons for the production of the canon lists.  

BCLEC (implicitly) encourages serious selfreflection among evangel
ical Protestant readers about the use of noncanonical texts in the church. 
Athanasius, for example, had a threefold system of religious literature: ca
nonical texts, ecclesiastical texts, and apocryphal texts. He even encour
aged the use of noncanonical texts in the discipleship of new converts 
(pp. 127–29). Evangelical Protestants tend to be either ignorant or leery 
of noncanonical texts. However, the model of Athanasius (and others), 
outlined in BCLEC, implicitly challenges evangelical Protestant concern 
and (perhaps unintentionally) invites them to reflect on their knowledge 
and use of noncanonical texts.  

BCLEC also contains salutary examples of ancient (imaginative!) in
terpretation in the canon lists. In their discussion of Epiphanius’s canon 
lists, Gallagher and Meade note the divergent placement of Job (p. 170). 
Epiphanius placed Job after Ruth in one list and before Judges in another 
list. Gallagher and Meade suggest that this evidence places the historical 
figure Job in the time period of the Judges. However, in another of his 
lists, Epiphanius places Job after Deuteronomy which may indicate that 
Moses authored Job and that he lived in the time of the patriarchs. 

The extensive analytical footnotes merit a final commendation of 
BCLEC. These footnotes comment on the text and translation of the 
canon lists and offer extensive secondary literature on the canon list under 
discussion. They frequently present a range of interpretive options and 
exercise caution where caution is due. For example, regarding the devel
opment of the tripartite division of the Hebrew canon, Meade and Gal
lagher write, “The prologue to Sirach convinces most scholars that some 
sort of tripartite arrangement dates to at least the second century BCE, 
perhaps alongside other arrangements. It is difficult to say more” (p. 17).  

Readers are bound to quibble with certain arguments presented 
throughout the work (e.g., the hesitation to clearly identify Luke 24:44 as 
a testimony to a tripartite canon). However, since the primary purpose of 
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BCLEC is to present data, there are only a limited number of arguments 
to disagree with. BCLEC accomplished its goal, but it also left the present 
reviewer wanting more. Further work on the biblical canon from these 
two scholars is a desideratum. Their focus on a neglected element of 
canon studies could be usefully placed into a more general introduction 
to the canon debate. Such work could help students and scholars assimi
late their research into the broader discussion of the biblical canon. That 
they have produced such a useful work on one element of the canon de
bate, suggests that they may have more to contribute to the field of canon 
studies. 

Robb Coleman 
Wake Forest, North Carolina 

Brent Nongbri. God’s Library: The Archaeology of the Earliest Christian 
Manuscripts. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018. xii + 403 pp. 
Hardback. ISBN 9780300215410. $35.00. 

Despite continual scholarly interest in the early witnesses to the New 
Testament, much remains unknown about the discovery and original state 
of several of the earliest and most important Greek manuscripts. In this 
informative and illuminating work, Brent Nongbri contends that limita
tions in our knowledge about the original physical features of various 
manuscripts have not discouraged some from making what he regards as 
unjustified deductions about their date of origin and other matters. From 
his perspective, a “lack of consideration of the books as physical objects 
. . . has resulted in implausibly precise (and often implausibly early) dates 
being assigned to a number of important manuscripts” (p. 11). Tradition
ally, manuscripts have been dated largely on the basis of paleographical 
analysis. As he explains, however, this type of analysis is not always relia
ble and often provides only limited insight pertaining to a manuscript’s 
probable date of origin. With this limitation in view, Nongbri calls for 
“greater attention to the books themselves as artifacts [and] to the archae
ology of early Christian manuscripts” (p. 11).  

The first chapter aims in part to “provide sufficient information for a 
good working knowledge of early book production” (p. 21). Those who 
could benefit from a primer on ancient writing materials and literary con
ventions will find this chapter to be of great value. One of the chapter’s 
strengths is its treatment of the early use of the codex and the manner in 
which it was constructed.  

Chapter 2 considers the numerous challenges associated with the da
ting of ancient manuscripts. In addition to accounting for the 
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conventional methods that have been employed, Nongbri offers a judi
cious assessment of the discipline of paleography and concludes that it “is 
by its very nature a subjective undertaking. . . . When early Christian man
uscripts are concerned,” he writes, “paleographic dating can devolve into 
little more than an exercise in wishful thinking” (p. 72). Then, as a helpful 
supplement to paleography, Nongbri considers the value of radiocarbon 
analysis (pp. 72–80). 

Chapter 3 provides readers with keen historical insights pertaining to 
several Greek manuscripts discovered in Egypt during the “golden age” 
of discoveries, which he identifies as the period between 1860 and 1960. 
Nongbri describes the typical locations in which manuscripts are often 
discovered and why reliable information about several discoveries has 
proven elusive. His account of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi man
uscripts (pp. 108–15) serves as an example of the many challenges asso
ciated with the dating of manuscripts and establishing what may be known 
of their original features. The chapter concludes with the somber assess
ment that “reliable knowledge about discoveries of early Christian books 
is extremely difficult to come by” given that many of them were not dis
covered by professional archaeologists (p. 115). 

Chapters 4 through 6 analyze what now appears certain and what re
mains unclear about some of the more remarkable discoveries that took 
place in Egypt during the last century. In chapter 4, Nongbri discusses the 
Beatty Biblical Papyri, a collection of Greek manuscripts acquired by the 
American businessman A. Chester Beatty (1875–1968) during the 1940s. 
In his investigation of the discovery of the codices that comprise this col
lection, Nongbri observes that “questions about the provenance of the 
manuscripts have never been answered in a satisfactory way” (p. 118). In 
addition to the Beatty Biblical Papyri, Nongbri recounts the discovery of 
the Bodmer collection (chapter 5) and the large Oxyrynchus collection 
(chapter 6). Among other things, he observes that the records of Grenfell 
and Hunt, the two leading scholars overseeing the excavations at Oxyryn
chus, are in many respects vague and unhelpful.  

Finally, chapter 7 discusses the “Magdalen” papyrus (P64/LDAB 
2936), a manuscript some believe once included P4 and P67 before it was 
divided into smaller fragments. Nongbri’s account of the history of this 
codex provides an apt illustration that scholars have, at least on certain 
occasions, reached hasty and unwarranted conclusions about the dating 
of manuscripts or have subscribed to dubious theories regarding their dis
covery. On the basis of his examination of some of the most significant 
discoveries, Nongbri concludes that “few Christian books may be as old 
as the second century, [and] none of them must be that old, not even the 
celebrated fragment of the fourth gospel in the John Rylands Library” (p. 
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269). 
The volume makes several noteworthy contributions. Few recent 

works provide such extensive information about the discovery of notable 
collections of ancient manuscripts in Egypt. Much of the information an
alyzed in the volume is not easily accessible and undoubtedly required 
extensive research into archives and unpublished sources housed in vari
ous locations around the world. Nongbri’s careful and evenhanded study 
of the discovery of several manuscripts makes a compelling case that 
many longstanding assumptions about the dating and provenance of 
some important witnesses to the New Testament may be misguided, or at 
the very least, cannot be made with full certainty.  

Although Nongbri’s work effectively draws attention to the most 
daunting challenges associated with the study of ancient manuscripts, the 
book should be read with a proper perspective. Some readers may be in
clined to conclude that little may be determined about the dating or prov
enance of all the early witnesses to the New Testament as a result of a 
lack of reliable information pertaining to the discovery and archaeology 
of some witnesses. In certain instances, it may indeed be the case that 
scholars have reached hasty and unwarranted conclusions relating to mat
ters of provenance and dating. It should be kept in mind, however, that 
while we may not know all that we would like about the background and 
original state of every manuscript, there is certainly reason to be impressed 
about the overall progress made in the discipline of textual criticism and 
the study of ancient witnesses of the New Testament. One may thus be 
optimistic about the prospect for continual advancements in the future. 

Benjamin Laird 
Lynchburg, Virginia  

Brian J. Wright. Communal Reading in the Time of Jesus: A Window into 
Early Christian Reading Practices. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017. xxvi + 293 
pp. Hardback. ISBN 9781506432502. $39.00. 

Brian J. Wright’s Communal Reading in the Time of Jesus is a welcome con
tribution to the world of academic publishing. Whereas most scholarly 
books simply respond to familiar arguments, Wright presents ground
breaking work that will reshape the way researchers think of how early 
Christian communities heard the word of God, and the quality controls 
they employed to preserve the manuscript tradition. 

Wright’s argument is that communal reading events were widespread 
in the firstcentury GrecoRoman context in which Christianity flour
ished. Groups listened to the reading of texts, such as those of Epictetus 
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and Seneca the Younger. One should not assume that low literacy rates 
in the ancient world meant that people were ignorant of texts. Quite the 
opposite was true. Communal reading gave people access to literature. It 
was fashionable. It was the way people heard philosophers, caught up on 
the latest news, or became acquainted with cultural ideas of the day. Chris
tianity was birthed in this environment. It is therefore no surprise that 
followers of Jesus valued the public reading of sacred texts. The apostle 
Paul, for example, calls Timothy to devote himself to the “communal 
reading of Scripture” (1 Tim 4:13). 

Wright points out that the first century provided an exceptional envi
ronment for communal reading to thrive. The economic and cultural con
text of the ancient Mediterranean prospered during the Pax Romana, 
which was stable enough to promote and spread public reading events. 
The settings could be indoor or outdoor, in sacred or nonsacred spaces, 
and practiced by Christians and nonChristians. The participants included 
people from various segments of society, not just the wealthy and elite. 
Public reading was therefore practiced in diverse settings—standing, sit
ting, dining, and even while bathing and swimming—and was experienced 
by people of various social strata, flourishing during a time of economic 
and cultural prosperity.   

One of the most impressive aspects of Wright’s work is the number 
of firstcentury Greek and Roman authors he examines, such as Ovid, 
Strabo, Statius, Petronius, Celsus, Seneca the Elder, Quintilian, Quintius 
Curtius Rufus, and Dio Chrysostom, all of whom testify to the popularity 
of communal reading. He also examines firstcentury Jewish authors, such 
as Philo and Josephus, showing that they expected texts to be read in 
communal settings. Wright leaves little doubt that the context in which 
the New Testament was written supported and encouraged the public 
reading of literature. 

Another place where Wright shines is in arguing that firstcentury au
thors and audiences exhibited quality control over their texts. Some of the 
controls they exhibited were examining different manuscripts (Strabo), 
disposing of manuscripts with errors (Seneca), and making corrections 
(Celsus). Wright also shows that Persius and Dio Chrysostom opined that 
quality controls should be implemented in communal reading events. An
cient people, then, were not uncritical listeners. Many heard texts recited 
(usually more than once) and could detect an incorrect reading. So, inac
curate texts were even disposed of or corrected. These common practices 
also apply to early Christians who sought to control their textual tradi
tions. 

The capstone of Wright’s book is his analysis of communal reading in 
all twentyseven books of the New Testament, which makes a convincing 
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case that Christian communities practiced the public reading of their texts. 
Some of his most persuasive evidence is from the Pauline epistles, such 
as Col 4:16: “And when this letter has been read among you, have it also 
read in the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter 
from Laodicea” (ESV). Yet, Wright also appeals to passages that “as
sume” communal reading. For example, in commenting on 3 John, 
Wright contends, “The elder, then, can only hope Gaius will read it to 
them [the church] communally” (p. 193). There is no clear evidence for 
public reading in 3 John though, only the expectation that this is what the 
author would have wanted. Wright does examine passages that clearly 
support public reading in early Christian communities—and proves his 
point! However, appealing to passages that only “assume” communal 
reading is not convincing. 

Another fruitful aspect of the book is the argument that a speaker 
would assume that his listeners would be able to recognize “quotes and 
allusions” they had already heard communally (p. 118). Otherwise stated, 
speakers assumed that their audiences had a “shared background” con
sisting of texts they had heard at previous communal reading events, 
which enabled them to hear resonances of such texts. This suggests that 
listeners of Scripture may have had more than just the immediate context 
in mind; they had an entire imagination that could be awakened by 
“words” that reminded them of other reading contexts. 

Wright’s work is groundbreaking and deserves a wide audience. He 
convincingly shows that communal reading events in the first century 
were widespread and people exhibited quality controls over their texts. 
People could be illiterate and still be knowledgeable of books—and even 
the correct versions. Christian communities functioned similarly, listening 
to the Scriptures and being aware of genuine readings. Thus, there is the 
strong possibility that the earliest Christian communities displayed con
scious quality control over their manuscript traditions, being so familiar 
with texts that they could identify an inaccurate reading when they heard 
one. This raises a couple of important questions. Should textual critics see 
Christian communities as the driving force behind manuscript correc
tions? Or should textual critics envision that corrections were the exclu
sive work of an individual? Wright’s conclusions seem to tip the scales in 
favor of the former. 

Miguel G. Echevarria 
Wake Forest, North Carolina 
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Michael Massing. Fatal Discord: Erasmus, Luther, and the Fight for the West
ern Mind. New York: HarperCollins, 2018. xvi + 987 pp. Hardback. 
ISBN 978–0060517601. $45.00. 

Given all that has been published on the Reformation, can one more 
book about it be helpful? This one is. Michael Massing is an accomplished 
writer: He is the former executive editor of Columbia Journalism Review, au
thor of several celebrated books, and a fellow for both the MacArthur 
and Leon Levy Centers for writing. This successful journalist makes his
tory come alive, meticulously and skillfully presenting the drama between 
connected lives and countries, and capturing the emerging, merging, and 
digressing ideas (and rulers) of the time. He intermingles two biographical 
accounts from sixteenthcentury Europe—Erasmus of Rotterdam, Hol
land, and Luther of Wittenberg, Germany—whose lives, he argues, have 
significantly impacted the Western mind, albeit in different ways. His abil
ity to portray the Diet of Worms “as one of history’s transformative mo
ments” may equal the best that has been written about this event (p. 461). 
Certain readers of this book will therefore eagerly turn its pages until they 
have finished it.  

Massing’s book is perhaps most valuable to those who start reading it 
from a similar place to the author’s when he began writing it. He confesses 
to being “raised in a middleclass Jewish neighborhood . . . about Christi
anity, I had learned nothing . . . the question nagged: How did a small 
underground sect that had splintered off from Judaism and been so 
fiercely persecuted by Rome manage, in the course of four centuries, to 
conquer the empire and replace it as Europe’s organizing force?” (pp. 
823–24). This question narrowed to a smaller one with a defined answer: 
Why is Erasmus so little known today? “The source of his obscurity be
came clear: Martin Luther” (p. 824). 

Massing answers the question on Erasmus’s obscurity with an end goal 
in mind: “Examining [Luther’s] life can help shed light on the origins of 
modernday evangelicalism. And studying Erasmus’s life can help unlock 
the origins of modernday humanism” (p. xv). This perspective is im
portant for Massing, who understands that “the rivalry between Erasmus 
and Luther—between humanism and evangelicalism . . . continues to 
shape our world” (p. xvi); Erasmus’s tradition has carried forward in Eu
rope, Luther’s in America (pp. xiii). This perspective, which Massing de
fends in the last two chapters of Fatal Discord, verifies what some may 
have suspected: Massing writes a tendentious, presentist view of “two en
during, fundamental, and often colliding traditions of philosophical and 
religious thought” in order to “restore Erasmus to his proper place in the 
Western tradition” (cover flap). Nonetheless, his related question is 
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valid—on the repercussions of Erasmus’s and Luther’s ideas on Europe 
and America—although addressed only briefly (pp. 783–821). 

Arguably Massing provides important warnings to today’s reader by 
way of subtle observations: “The pathway that Luther forged out of his 
own spiritual crisis . . . continues to provide a lifeline to many millions of 
Americans” (p. 821; e.g., salvation by faith alone, Lutherinspired individ
ualism, and the priesthood of all believers); unlike Luther, “Erasmus failed 
to find a way to communicate his ideals to the masses. He wrote in Latin 
for a highly educated slice of society. He and his fellow humanists rarely 
mingled with ordinary people and had only limited knowledge of their 
attitudes, needs, and appetites” (p. 799). Moreover, Luther was willing to 
die for his ideas, Erasmus was not (p. 478). But make no mistake about 
Massing’s intentions; for him, Erasmus’s viewpoints receive little consid
eration. His ideals “deserve to be revived” (xi), by those who are “able to 
do a better job of making the case” than Erasmus did (p. 779). 

For Reformation scholars, this book should be shorter. Massing’s abil
ity, however, to gather a host of professionals to help him along his dis
coveries (e.g., Volker Leppin and Christine Helmer, both of whom are 
Lutheran scholars) has kept him from wandering astray and makes the 
work a tour de force. Though he is not an expert of the material he presents, 
he has mastered it. In turn, he functions as an enthusiastic travel guide for 
the intelligent, inquisitive person who is not a scholar of the Reformation 
but wants either to understand it better or know the organizing forces 
behind the Western mind. This effort includes explanations of important 
topics (e.g., the making of the Vulgate, its reception, use, and mistakes; 
pp. 44–45, 92–93, 102–3, 243–56) and people (e.g., the apostle Paul’s the
ology and missionary trips; pp. 222–35). His starting point for the book 
also causes him to empathetically “make the opaque clear, spell out the 
implicit” (p. 825) while not denigrating Christianity. I thus wholeheartedly 
recommend Fatal Discord to this type of person. 

Peter Dubbelman 
Apex, North Carolina  

John Piper. Expository Exultation: Christian Preaching as Worship. 
Wheaton: Crossway, 2017. 328 pp. Hardback. ISBN 978
1433561139. $29.99 USD. 

As the third volume in a trilogy on Scripture, Expository Exultation 
crowns John Piper’s majestic vision for the place of the Bible in the life 
of the church. A Peculiar Glory (Crossway, 2017) lays out the unique su
pernatural essence of Scripture. Reading the Bible Supernaturally (Crossway, 
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2017) teaches a hermeneutic that finds the glory of God through all of 
Scripture. Expository Exultation moves beyond these two volumes to the 
craft of the preacher in bringing God’s word to God’s people. The thesis 
of this book is that preaching is a vital part of congregational worship that 
should focus on the glory of God, the cross of Christ, and faithful obedi
ence as the natural result. 

After a brief introduction, the book is divided in seven parts with two 
to seven chapters in each. Part One describes the corporate worship ser
vice, defending the importance of local congregations gathering together 
for the express purpose of worship. Piper then argues for the centrality 
of expository preaching to corporate worship, based on the model of 
Paul’s preaching, the place of preaching in church history, and as a witness 
to the delight of the Trinity in the glory of the Godhead. In Part Three, 
the argument shifts to the power of preaching to teach others and lead 
others in worship, something that Piper associates with the work of the 
Holy Spirit in and through the preacher. Piper then discusses the im
portance of clear thinking and careful preparation in Part Four. He also 
discusses the danger of relying on natural eloquence. 

Part Five continues with consideration of the natural preparations of 
good preaching, such as focusing on the text and pointing to reality in the 
text. In Part Six, Piper digs into the meat of his argument, which is con
sumed with the reality that Christians experience. He develops a canonical 
vision of reality which preachers must proclaim and emphasizes both the 
glory of God and the Cross as central elements of all biblical preaching, 
which leads to application in faithful obedience. The final three chapters, 
which comprise Part Seven, show how the attributes discussed in the pre
vious section can be applied even to Old Testament passages. 

There will be few surprises in this volume for those who have read the 
previous two books in the sequence or for those who have listened to 
Piper or read his previous books. Expository Exultation is both an explana
tion for Piper’s thirtyyear pastoral ministry and the culmination of it. This 
is not an academic book but almost a devotional book on the act of proc
lamation of God’s word. It makes very little use of resources other than 
the Bible, but the volume is well thought through. Rather than try to place 
his own perspective within the field of literature, Piper aims to outline his 
motivation for expository preaching. 

Essentially, Expository Exultation is a pastoral book for pastors. There 
is little in the way of stepbystep instructions of young pastors trying to 
figure out how to perform their craft. Instead, Piper’s book will encourage 
those early in their careers and powerfully support men later in their pas
toral ministries as they may begin to wonder whether the hours of prepa
ration for and weekly delivery of sermons have been worth the effort. 
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Too often, the signs of encouragement from the congregation are slow in 
showing, but Piper’s book is an invitation to continue in the belief that 
the discipline of preaching matters and that the content of Scripture is of 
great significance. For the discouraged pastor, Expository Exultation may 
well breathe new life that gets him through another Monday letdown. 

This volume will best be read by those familiar with Piper already or 
in concert with the earlier two books in the trilogy. Someone who is en
countering Piper for the first time may miss or not fully appreciate some 
of the characteristic mannerisms of the prose. This is a volume that speaks 
with Piper’s voice. The trilogy as a whole largely encapsulates Piper’s en
tire ministry: He has written three volumes on the nature of the Bible, 
how to read it, and how to lead others into deeper worship of the Triune 
God through the proclamation of it. He wrestles with dependence on 
God and the importance of preparation. Piper treats questions about the 
truthfulness of Scripture seriously, but without falling into a well of per
petual analysis. This book, and indeed the entire trilogy, is about getting 
more people to rightly worship the Creator by pointing them toward him 
through the miraculous gift of Scripture. 

Whether one agrees with Piper in every detail or not, Expository Exul
tation is worth reading. It has a narrower audience than the previous two 
volumes in the trilogy, being more focused on the preaching work of the 
pastor, but it is a book alive with joy in knowing Christ and dripping with 
the hope that others may know him more fully. It would make an excel
lent supplementary text in a preaching course, an encouraging gift for a 
pastor, and a helpful resource for a minister questioning his calling. 

Andrew J. Spencer 
Monroe, Michigan 

Joshua D. Chatraw and Mark D. Allen. Apologetics at the Cross: An Intro
duction for Christian Witness. Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2017.
329 pp. Hardback. ISBN9780310524687. $34.99.

Josh Chatraw and Mark Allen enter into the contemporary discussion 
of Christian Apologetics in Apologetics at the Cross: An Introduction for Chris
tian Witness. Though the book provides instruction for developing argu
ments for Christianity, the primary aim of the book is to provide an anal
ysis of, a defense of, and instruction about apologetics.  

The authors’ overall aim is to present and defend an approach to apol
ogetics they refer to as apologetics at the cross. The book is divided into three 
main parts. Part One considers the biblical and historical underpinnings 
of apologetics. Chapters 1 and 2 look at apologetics in the Bible, 
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considering fifteen categories of biblical apologetics, including common
place apologetic categories like “Miracles and Acts of Power” and lesser
emphasized categories like “Christians as Good Citizens with Exemplary 
Character and Love.” Chapters 3 and 4 provide a history of apologetics 
from the early church through the twentieth century. The authors assert 
that while our contemporary apologetic work should fit our context, this 
work “should be built on the foundation of Scripture and our ancestors 
in the faith on whose shoulders we stand” (p. 62). 

Part Two considers important theological components of apologetics. 
Chapter 5 overviews apologetic methods. Chapters 6 through 9 lay out 
four implications of what it means to be crossfocused in apologetics. 
Chapter 6 emphasizes the importance of living out the gospel for the 
apologetic enterprise and addresses other key apologetic issues, such as 
the role of the Holy Spirit in apologetics. Chapter 7 exposits humility as 
an apologetic virtue. Chapter 8 emphasizes that humans are not just ra
tional beings; we are also desiring beings. Our apologetic must accordingly 
interact with the narrative/story of the person we are engaging and appeal 
to their imagination and emotion (not only their reason). Chapter 9 con
siders the ministry of the apostle Paul, specifically what he teaches in 1 
Cor 9:19–23 and draws out lessons on contextualization from the ser
mons of Peter and Paul in Acts. The authors emphasize the importance 
of culture in shaping prerational assumptions we bring to interpreting 
reality, describing the apologist’s task of leading people to examine and 
question their “cultural plausibility structure.”   

Part Three of the book focuses on the practice of apologetics. Chapter 
10 instructs on how to engage in the particular context of twentyfirst
century “late modernism” (the authors’ preferred term rather than post
modernism). The common factor of late modernism is a continuation of 
modernism’s focus on the self with a rejection of the high expectations of 
the reach of human reason. The model for engagement commended by 
the authors is termed “inside out.” Christians should seek to understand 
and critique their interlocutor’s worldview (inside) by (1) discerning which 
tenets can be affirmed and which should be challenged and (2) drawing 
out the implications of the worldview. The apologist should also present 
the Christian worldview (outside), showing (1) where the nonChristian 
worldview borrows from the Christian view and (2) how Christianity bet
ter explains our experience as humans. Chapter 11 applies the inside out 
method to four features of late modern western culture: “modern plural
ism,” “the ethics of authenticity,” “religious lethargy,” and “the therapeu
tic turn.” Chapter 12 responds to eight significant objections to the Chris
tian faith, including the argument from evil and the charge of the Bible’s 
unreliability. Finally, chapter 13 succinctly overviews “signs” pointing to 



 BOOK REVIEWS 131 
 

the existence of God, articulates Christianity’s story of reality pointing to 
its beauty, and then makes the case for the resurrection of Jesus to support 
the truth of Christianity.  

There is much to appreciate in this work. Chatraw and Allen have built 
on the work of Charles Taylor, James K. A. Smith, Alister McGrath, Tim 
Keller, and others, emphasizing that worldview commitments are more 
than rational posits formed on the basis of explicit arguments, while not 
swinging to the other end of the spectrum and advocating that reasons 
and evidence are unimportant for Christian commitment. The most val
uable section of the book in my view is the development of the “inside 
out” approach to apologetics in chapter 10 and the engagement with the 
ideas of late modernism in chapter 11.  

I do have a concern, or at least a comment, concerning the usage of 
this book. I question if this book would serve the purpose of being a 
primary textbook for an apologetics class at the university or seminary 
level. The book focuses on questions about apologetics—what it is and 
why Christians should engage in it, what the Bible and church history can 
tell us about how to engage in it, and how Christians should go about 
practicing it in the twentyfirstcentury context. Because of this, the two 
foundational tasks of apologetics—developing (1) responses to criticisms 
of Christianity and (2) the positive case for the truth of Christianity—
receive only one chapter each. So for example, in addressing the criticism 
“The Christian doctrine of the Trinity is confusing and illogical,” the au
thors do not articulate the important distinction that Christians affirm 
God is one in essence or nature, whereas God is three in person. This omis
sion is likely the result of giving only about two pages to this objection. 
As another example, the case for the resurrection of Jesus is given only 
seven pages; this seems inadequate for a thorough study of this central 
apologetic topic. (In contrast, the resurrection receives sixtyeight pages 
in William Lane Craig’s Reasonable Faith [3rd ed., Crossway: 2008].)  

I nevertheless commend this book as an excellent resource for those 
who want to learn about the discipline of apologetics and for those who 
want to engage successfully with our contemporary latemodern culture. 
It would serve as an excellent supplementary textbook for an apologetics 
class, and would be an excellent resource for pastors and teachers in the 
local church.  

Ross Parker 
Charleston, South Carolina 
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J. P. Moreland. Scientism and Secularism: Learning to Respond to a Dangerous 
Ideology. Wheaton: Crossway, 2018. 222 pp. Paperback. ISBN 978
1433556906. $16.99.  

J. P. Moreland is distinguished professor of philosophy at Biola Uni
versity. He has authored, edited, or contributed to over ninety books, pri
marily in the areas of philosophy, ethics, and apologetics. In Scientism and 
Secularism Moreland explains what scientism is and why it is such a perni
cious ideology.  

Scientism is the view that only science—particularly the hard sciences 
(physics, chemistry, geology, biology, etc.)—provides real or reliable 
knowledge. Scientism exists in strong and weak versions. Strong scientism 
argues that science alone provides information worthy to be called 
knowledge. The weak version makes the more modest claim of the supe
riority of science over all other endeavors to gather knowledge such as 
theology and philosophy. Therefore, weak scientism argues that science 
should be the final authority over the other disciplines, that is, science 
should provide the plausibility structures for what can and cannot be held 
as reasonable in theology and philosophy. In strong scientism however, 
theology and philosophy are simply considered to be dead.      

The irony of these claims, as Moreland effectively demonstrates, is that 
scientism itself is a philosophical position rather than a scientific one. Nor 
can scientism be demonstrated or derived scientifically. As a philosophy, 
scientism operates as an epistemology (i.e., a theory of knowledge)—and 
not a very good one at that. The scientism proponent is like a white su
premacist who does not know about his African ancestry. He is unaware 
of what his viewpoint does to his own standing.  

Another recent book, Understanding Scientific Theories of Origins by Robert 
C. Bishop et al., unintentionally illustrates Moreland’s point. The authors’ 
purpose for the book is to present a Christian approach to the natural 
sciences, and for the most part they fulfill that goal. However, when dis
cussing the presuppositions for doing science, they make a remarkable 
claim. First they argue that the scientific enterprise requires belief that the 
external world exists, that sense perception and reason are basically relia
ble, and that nature behaves uniformly, consistently, and intelligibly. So 
far so good. But then they make the claim that “the knowledge of nature 
is largely worldview independent.” They do not seem to be aware that 
they are presenting a worldview themselves, one that is very much in
formed by biblical theism.  

In any event, Moreland explores the impact that scientism has had on 
modern culture. He explains how scientism shifted religion and ethics to 
the realm of blind faith; it reduced the meaning of life from the search for 
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truth to the pursuit of satiating desire; it turned virtue into “donoharm” 
minimalism; and redefined free will from a power to choose to the per
mission to do whatever one wants. In effect, Moreland presents scientism 
as the unseen fashioner of much of today’s modern culture. Because of 
the pervasive nature of scientism, most do not realize the impact it has on 
their thinking, including most within the church.   

In sum, scientism expelled Christian theism from the academy, to the 
detriment of the Church and the academy. Scientism declares the super
natural impossible by definition, and this creates obvious challenges to 
the Church. But scientism also damages the academy. In the materialist 
world of scientism, there is no transcendent truth to unify the university 
and no common ethic to guide the students. Universal tolerance becomes 
the only goal, with morality redefined as morale. Finally, scientism harms 
science itself. Good science requires integrity (i.e., the belief that misrep
resenting experimental data is immoral), rationality (i.e., the belief that 
embracing something illogical is irrational), and beauty (i.e., the belief that 
truth is elegant, and therefore worthy of pursuit). Scientism undercuts all 
these essential features.  

Moreland also gives examples of nonscientific knowledge. Science 
depends on the laws of logic and upon mathematics—both are prior to 
science, and not the other way around. Most scientists do not spend much 
time thinking about the philosophy of science, but scientific best practices 
are predicated on a wellthoughtout philosophy. Much nonscientific 
knowledge, such as moral knowledge, is actually more stable than scien
tific knowledge. Moreland points out, as an example, that 150 years from 
now we may have a very different understanding of the electron, but we 
will still think it wrong to torture babies. 

Moreland has written at a level that is accessible to pastors, students, 
and interested laypersons. Scientism and Secularism is a great resource for 
the young person endeavoring to enter the STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics) disciplines. Science is a great gift to human
ity. Moreland shows how we can enjoy science without worshipping it. 

Ken Keathley 
Wake Forest, North Carolina 

 


