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Preface
The Lexham Bible Dictionary (LBD) is crafted for
a broad audience: the pastor, the scholar, and
the curious explorer. LBD is an academic-level
resource, but entries always start by laying the
foundation for understanding. A curious explorer
might need only the initial definition of an article,
while a pastor might read half the entry and an
academic might mull over the entire article. LBD
is designed to help you interact with the biblical
text no matter what level of knowledge you have
when you start. And as you grow in your study of
Scripture, there will always be something new to
discover.
Vision
Lexham Bible Dictionary is engaged with the best
and most recent scholarship and committed to the
authority of the Bible. This is a key tenet of the
project: to learn from and wrestle with the full
breadth of biblical scholarship, while standing in
the rich tradition of the faith summarized by the
ancient Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds.
Scope
The Lexham Bible Dictionary includes:
• exhaustive coverage of biblical people, places,
and events in their cultural contexts;
• detailed coverage of ancient texts and documents that influenced the Bible’s context;

• clear identification of every person, place, and
ancient document related to the Bible—resulting in one article per person, for example,
rather than one article on multiple people who
share the same name;
• deep exploration of the Bible’s context, textual
development, and the process of canonization;
• academic-level content that is written to be accessible for anyone;
• a critical, unbiased approach to every entry, so
that readers can consider the interpretive options and make up their own minds.
Lexham Bible Dictionary is your starting point for
biblical studies, from roughly 3,000 bc to ad 200.
It also selectively covers topics from after ad 200
when these documents, people, or events relate to
research on the biblical text. This includes a body
of articles that address ancient texts themselves—
not only those that were deemed authoritative for
the Church through the process of canonization,
but also many nonbiblical texts (up to the fourth
century ad). These documents, such as the writings known as the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
and the New Testament Apocrypha, often surface
in discussions about biblical figures and ancient
teachings. LBD also includes selected coverage of
the church fathers insofar as they relate to pioneering biblical interpretation or the shape of the
canon.
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Creating Lexham Bible Dictionary
Lexham Bible Dictionary is the product of collaboration with scholars from around the world. The dictionary comprises over 4.5 million words in more
than 7,000 articles by over 700 contributors from
a wide variety of cultures and backgrounds—the
equivalent of six encyclopedia-sized volumes in
print.
Lexham Bible Dictionary was built using the
technology and databases that power Logos Bible
Software. By having a comprehensive database of
every person and place in the Bible at our fingertips and the library and research power of Logos
Bible Software, we were able to create a truly
unique and thoroughly reviewed project. What
used to take weeks, we could now do in minutes.
This, combined with innovative project management and a very large number of contributors, accelerated the standard 10- to 15-year timeframe for
a project like this to 5 years.
Our editorial team sorted the entries into individual people, places, documents, events, and
types of literature. In the process, we generated
over 4,500 short articles. For these entries our
major contributors and editors gathered common
knowledge into a concise reference format, often
reworking data either from the Bible Knowledge Database that drives features of Logos Bible
Software and/or from the public domain. For the
approximately 2,000 longer-form articles, individual contributors retained a certain amount of
flexibility in matters like an article’s overall focus,
areas of emphasis, and style of citing extrabiblical
resources.
Lexham Press is committed to continually improving the Lexham Bible Dictionary. The digital
edition will stay up-to-date as scholarship moves
forward and new discoveries are made.
Using Lexham Bible Dictionary
Designed as a digital resource, LBD seamlessly
integrates with Logos Bible Software. Each article contains links to all Scripture references,
additional links to resources in the Logos Bible
Software ecosystem, and even more links that are
hand-curated to help connect you with related
topics and background material. Some of these
links occur directly in the body text, while others
2

are included in a Related Articles section at the
end of the entry.
Lexham Bible Dictionary is easy to navigate:
The digital data built into each article results in a
dictionary that can automatically suggest multiple
equivalent terms/titles for any topic you’re searching for—and some data works behind the scenes
to take you straight from the Bible text to the exact
person or place you’re looking up. Although other
books in the Logos Bible Software platform have
similar functionality, LBD is the first resource built
from scratch with this technology in mind—making it more useful than any other dictionary in
your library.
Lexham Bible Dictionary clearly identifies and
labels ancient documents related to the Bible,
along with ancient literature written contemporaneously or in the earliest years of the canon’s
reception. When applicable, entries explain how
an ancient document was received throughout
history and often suggest how to apply the particular writing to study of the Bible’s context. In
articles overviewing specific types of literature
and historical and scholarly concepts, LBD defines
the relevant terminology, editorial approach, and
categorization methods used throughout the resource. These articles also cross-reference related
articles, either within the article itself or in a separate section at the end. The key entries that utilize this feature are:
• Jesus Christ
• Christianity
• Old Testament
• New Testament
• Manuscripts
• Bible, Texts and Versions of
• Canon, Overview of the
• Bible Background Literature
• Ancient Near Eastern Texts
• Israel, History of, Overview
• Semitic Languages
• Apocrypha, Old Testament
• Deuterocanonical
• Extrabiblical
• Pseudepigrapha, Old Testament
• Dead Sea Scrolls, Nonbiblical
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• Early Christian Literature
• Apostolic Fathers
• Church Fathers
• Creeds and Confessions
• Apostles’ Creed
• Nicene Creed
• Rabbinic Literature
• Apocrypha, New Testament
• Nag Hammadi Codices
• Biblical Criticism
These entries are great places to get started, especially if you are new to the academic field of biblical studies.

Our Hope for You
When we set out to create Lexham Bible Dictionary
in 2010, our primary goal was to develop the Bible
dictionary we always wanted. We believed that
a resource uniting scholarship and faith would
make God’s Word more approachable and more
understandable—all for the sake of Christ’s gospel
reaching more people. Without a doubt, we have
seen God act on our behalf multiple times to bring
this project to fruition. He has shown His faithfulness time and again. We are grateful for the opportunity to present the Lexham Bible Dictionary to the
Church, and we hope that our efforts will lead you
deeper into the Bible and into friendship with its
Author.
With much love for Christ and His work in all
of us,
John D. Barry, Editor
On behalf of the Lexham Bible Dictionary team
Summer 2015, Bellingham, WA
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Overview Articles
The Lexham Bible Dictionary doesn’t just answer the questions you have, but also
acts as a gateway to the field of biblical studies.

CANON, NEW TESTAMENT A collection of 27
writings universally accepted by the Church as inspired by God and authoritative. These 27 writings
are historically understood by the Church to be
written by Jesus’ apostles or their associates, orthodox in their teachings, traditionally used by the
Church, and fitting for wide usage, especially in
worship settings and discipleship.

Definition
The term “canon” comes from the Greek word κανών (kanōn), which refers to an instrument used as
a measuring rod in architecture. The word came
to pertain to a rule, norm, or criterion by which to
measure the worth, truth, and moral value of an
idea. In the context of sacred writings, it refers to
a collection of works regarded as normative for
belief and practice.
The books of the New Testament recognized as
authoritative by churches around the world are:

Gospels

History

Letters of Paul

Catholic Letters

Apocalypse

Matthew

Acts of the Apostles

Romans

Hebrews

Revelation

Mark

1 Corinthians

James

Luke

2 Corinthians

1 Peter

John

Galatians

2 Peter

Ephesians

1 John

Philippians

2 John

Colossians

3 John

1 Thessalonians

Jude

2 Thessalonians

Overview Articles
1 Timothy
2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon

Christian churches universally recognize this list
of 27 books as authoritative and the limit of the
New Testament. (The only exception may be the
Ethiopian Orthodox church, which also adopted
a broad canon; yet practically speaking, the additional books of its broad canon do not have the
same authoritative level as the 27 books. For further details on canon traditions among Christian
churches, see these articles: Canon of the Bible,
Traditions of the; New Testament.)

sayings of Jesus may have been transmitted not
just orally but also in written form. The New Testament letters also attest to their own circulation,
which confirms that house churches exchanged
teachings and admonitions in written form (Col
4:16; Rev 2–3).
For the first 30 years or so, the Christian faith
relied mainly on the kerygma, the proclamation
of the faith by preachers who either knew Jesus
or directly knew the apostles. In his instruction
regarding the Lord’s Supper, Paul indicated that
The Role of Oral Tradition
Christ’s sayings had already gained popularity and
Early Christians originally relied heavily on oral
validity among new believers (1 Cor 11:23–26).
tradition to circulate stories from the life and min(For further details on oral tradition and posistry of Jesus. Four main factors played a role in
sible shared sources among the Synoptic Gospels,
delaying Jesus’ followers from preserving his life
see these articles: Oral Tradition; Gospels, Synopand teachings in a written form:
tic; Q Source; Q Source, Critical Issues.)
Following the deaths of Paul and Peter, which
1. Few people in this period were educated. It is
may
have occurred during the Neronian perseculikely that less than 10 percent of early Christion (Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1), the Church came to retians had some level of literacy—a percentage
alize that it had to collect and record Jesus’ teachconsistent with the rest of society (Gamble,
ings
while the earliest believers were still alive.
Books and Readers, 5). As a result, people during
It seems that Mark (who was Peter’s interpreter
this time maintained oral tradition.
according to Papias, as recorded in Eusebius, Hist.
2. Writing materials and scribal labor were execcl. 3.39.15), then Matthew, Luke, and John initiatpensive (Van Der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 19).
ed the Gospels as theological, Graeco-Roman biog3. Early Christians expected Jesus to return very
raphies.
Although the Gospel writers chose which
soon. As a result, they initially were not constories to include or omit, organized the materials
cerned with preserving a written tradition for
chronologically or thematically, and adapted and
future generations.
4. Early Christians had access to living witnesses edited the stories to fit their intended audiences,
they remained true to the oral tradition they acwho had personal knowledge of Christ.
quired directly from Jesus Himself or His eyewitDespite these hindrances, several Christian docnesses. They established that Christian preaching
uments possibly circulated shortly after Jesus’
rested on sure historical premises (see Luke 1:1–4;
departure, including notes that Jesus’ followers
compare Acts 1:1–5).
may have written and collected during his minisEarly Christians exhorted one another to read
try. Indeed, the Synoptic Gospels show evidences
the apostolic writings publicly for edification,
of interrelated material that suggests that the
rebuke, encouragement, and doctrine. The docu5
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ments that later became the New Testament bear
witness to the authority they had in the early
Church:
• Paul asked that his letters circulate among the
churches (Col 4:16), affirming the authority of
his exhortations.
• The author of 2 Peter recognized the authority
of Paul’s letters (2 Pet 3:15) and equated them
with Scripture.
• Some New Testament books claim divine authority for their message (e.g., John, Hebrews,
Rev 1:1–3).
However, not all groups agreed on the interpretation of these writings. Certain groups deviated so
far in their interpretations that they were deemed
heretical by the early church fathers.
The Role of the Heresies
The rise of heresies in the second century seems
to have accelerated the formation of the New Testament canon.
Marcionism
In some regards, Marcionism initiated the question of the inclusion or exclusion of certain books.
The heretical leader Marcion (ad 160), who considered the Hebrew God to be barbaric, acknowledged as canonical only a variant of the Gospel
of Luke and 10 of Paul’s letters. This drastic move
in some ways forced the Church to become fully
conscious of its inheritance of apostolic teachings
and writings, and to clarify its view on the Jewish
Scriptures. At this point, the Church essentially
agreed to keep the Old Testament as part of Christian sacred readings.
For further details on Marcion and why the
early church deemed him heretical, see these articles: Marcion; Gospel of Marcion.
Montanism
The heretical viewpoint of Montanism may have
also compelled the Church to take steps toward a
closed canon. Eusebius, in his Chronicle, records
that the movement began in ad 172 (Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 1114). Montanus
claimed that the age of revelation continued in
his own day and that he himself was the Paraclete
6

described in John’s Gospel. With his two prophetesses, Prisca and Maximilla, he led a religion
marked by ecstatic outbursts, speaking in tongues,
and prophetic utterances. He established a new
community in Phrygia, where his disciples awaited the coming of the new Jerusalem (Eusebius,
Hist. eccl. 5.16). The movement spread rapidly and,
at least temporarily, won over the Church leader
Tertullian, with the result that he was also deemed
heretical. It appears that Montanism caused the
Church to determine the limits of divine authority.
The prominence of apostolic writings for living
the “rule of faith” became evident.
For further details on Montanism and why the
early church rejected it as heretical, see this article: Montanus.
Gnosticism
A third heresy, Gnosticism, seems to have intensified the Church’s interest in genuine apostolic
traditions and writings and compelled Christians
to think more about orthodoxy as a concept. Although New Testament documents acknowledged
that Jesus communicated special teachings only
known to His most trusted disciples (e.g., the
Transfiguration, the messianic secret in Mark, and
the parables explained only to the Twelve), gnostic
claims were absent from the four Gospels, Acts,
and Paul’s letters. Gnosticism thus developed its
own corpus of literature to communicate what it
claimed to be the secret teachings of Jesus and other viewpoints.
But even before this, some of the New Testament documents (Colossians, 1 Timothy, Titus, 1
John) responded to the infiltration of false teachers with what may be termed a “pre-gnostic” agenda. The New Testament writers denounced the
dualistic belief system of pre-gnosticism—which
created a chasm between God and the material
world—and spoke against those who denied the
incarnation and full deity of Christ. The New Testament’s emphasis on Jesus’ saving act also speaks
against the complex salvation system Gnosticism
developed that relied on election through special
gnosis (knowledge). The denunciation in the New
Testament became even more fully developed in
the writings of certain church fathers, who
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dedicated entire works to refuting Gnosticism
(e.g., Irenaeus, Against Heresies).
For its defense, the Church developed a clearer
creedal system of truth, began delineating more
precisely which writings were authoritative, decreed the permanent value of the Old Testament,
and refined its relationship with Judaism. To determine what really constituted a true Gospel and
genuine apostolic writing and to guard against
misinterpretation, the Church appealed to the
“rule of faith”: The content of any given document
had to coincide with the basic Christian tradition
and be in agreement with Jewish Scriptures. The
basics of the “rule of faith” are reflected in the Apostolic Creed.
For further details on early Christian creeds
and the Rule of Faith, see these articles: Christianity, Apostles’ Creed, Nicene Creed, and Creeds and
Confessions.
For further details on Gnosticism and why the
early church fathers deemed it heretical, see this
article: Gnosticism.

cited should also be taken into consideration.
At the beginning of the second century, Papias
indicated that he preferred oral material “from the
voice which yet lives and remains” (Fragments of
Papias, according to Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39) as
long as it was orthodox. The Hellenistic apostolic
fathers, such as Clement of Rome (ad 96), Ignatius
of Antioch (ad 35–107), and Polycarp of Smyrna
(ca. ad 69–135), who likely knew the Apostle John,
followed Papias’ path. They mentioned Paul’s Letters and confirmed the authority of Jesus’ sayings
(Polycarp, Letter to the Philippians 7.1–2). Basilides
of Alexandria (ad 117–138) was possibly the first
one to attest to the divine authority of the New
Testament works. By the middle of the second
century ad, early church writers quoted most New
Testament books, regarded the Gospels as Scripture, and frequently alluded to Paul’s work. However, it seems that Justin Martyr (ad 100–165) and
other apologists still regarded the Old Testament
as their primary authority.
The Muratorian canon (ad 160) contains the
oldest known formal list of the New Testament.
The Role of the Church Fathers
Although the document was altered and the list reAs the early church fathers’ responses to heresy
mains incomplete, it includes the four Gospels, 13
demonstrates, the Church developed a “canon
Pauline Letters, 1 and 2 John, Jude, and Revelation,
consciousness” over time. In addition, the works
alongside Wisdom of Solomon and the Apocalypse
of the ante-Nicene fathers demonstrate that the
of Peter. When Tatian (mid-second century ad)
notion of Scriptures preceded the concept of
wrote the Diatessaron, a harmony of the four cacanonicity. Yet, although the list of authoritative
nonical Gospels, he verified that these documents
writings showed a certain degree of fluidity for
had become authoritative among all other gospels
the first three centuries, the Church demonstrated in circulation. Irenaeus of Lyons (ad 130–200) was
early on a selective attitude toward its collection of also adamant about the exclusivity of the four
writings.
Gospels (Irenaeus, Haer. 3.11.8). Of the 27 books, he
The church fathers preserved a large portion
omitted only Philemon, James, 2 Peter, 3 John, and
of the Christian sacred texts in their own works.
Jude. He also regarded the New Testament writThey quoted, adapted, or alluded to specific sayings as more important than the Old Testament.
ings or passages, and thereby mentioned many of
He defended their authenticity, declared them
the New Testament books, mainly for ethical and
normative and necessary to close the gap between
moral exhortations or for doctrinal propositions
prophecy and oral tradition, and used them to
(see Biblia Patristica). However, the absence of a
combat heresies. By the end of the second century
quotation of any particular New Testament docu- ad, the main outline of the New Testament was
ment in a church father’s work does not necessari- clear: the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
ly indicate that it was irrelevant, depreciated, dis- John, Acts, 13 Pauline Letters, 1 Peter, 1 and 2 John,
approved, or unused at that time; rather, it implies Jude, Revelation, and a few disputed books.
that the text did not apply to the Father’s specific
The church fathers of the third century autopic. Conversely, the fact that a text is cited does
thenticated this trend. Clement of Alexandria (ad
not always indicate authority. The way a work is
7

Lexham Bible Dictionary
150–215) quoted from all New Testament books
• officialization, meaning it became part of an
except James, 2 Peter, and 3 John. Tertullian of
official collection
Carthage (ad 160–225) was the first to use the term
“New Testament” to refer to the collection of Chris- The designation “criteria of canonicity” is a modtian writings. Origen (ad 185–254) organized them ern classification based on observations from the
church fathers’ writings (Gamble, New Testament
in three categories:
Canon). The Christian community did not explic1. The acknowledged books—the four Gospels,
itly create these criteria as a set of standards by
Acts, 13 Pauline Letters, 1 Peter, 1 John, and Rev- which it would canonize or reject specific books
elation
and letters. They were principles or attributes that
2. The disputed works—James, Hebrews, 2 Peter, guided the Church in its investigation of Scripture
2 and 3 John, Jude, and the Shepherd of Hermas (Kruger, Canon Revisited). In fact, every canonized
3. The rejected documents—all the rest
book did not include all criteria (e.g., Hebrews).
Likewise, certain books like the Shepherd of HerIn the fourth century, Eusebius of Caesarea (ad
mas exhibited more than one criterion yet were
260–340) used the same division as Origen but
not canonized. The criterion of apostolicity (implaced the Shepherd of Hermas among the rejected
plying antiquity) played one of the most importwritings and Hebrews among the accepted ones.
ant roles, since the Church wanted to ensure that
Athanasius (ad 296–373) was the first to use the
the stories about Jesus and his followers were auword “canon” to refer to the list of 27 New Testathentic and reliable.
ment books in his 39th Festal Letter of 367, a list
The early Christians also appealed to the inthat Jerome (ad 345–420) and Augustine (ad 354–
ternal testimony of the Scriptures; this can be
430) substantiated.
thought of as the self-authenticating mark of
Although debates concerning the canon perScripture (see Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Resisted in certain communities, the New Testament ligion, I.vii.1, 2, 5). This idea supposes that the canwas in essence solidified by the end of the fourth
onized books bear evidence in themselves of their
century. For further details on the timeline of can- divine imprint. Since the church fathers used the
on formation, see this article: Canon, Timeline of
term “Scripture” broadly to refer to a wide range
Formation of.
of literature, including their own works, the criterion of inspiration was not necessarily the priToward Canonization
mary marker of canonicity; instead the books conFrom the writings of the Fathers, one can deduce
sidered were presupposed to be inspired (Allert,
that a document was eventually canonized if it
Formation of the New Testament Canon). In a sense,
met the following criteria:
all external and internal criteria worked together
• apostolicity, meaning it was written by an
as a “web of mutually reinforcing beliefs” (Kruger,
apostle or someone closely associated with an
Canon Revisited).
apostle
Solidifying the Canon
• orthodoxy, meaning it was considered to be in
Although books like the Didache (ad 50–120) and
line with the “rule of faith”—Core Christian
the Shepherd of Hermas (ad 100–160) were widely
beliefs as taught by the apostles and in accord
used and prized in Christian circles, they never
with the Old Testament writings
reached the level of respect and veneration that
• catholicity, meaning it gained widespread acthe
final 27 books received. In the same way, many
ceptance throughout Christendom
gospels and acts written after the canonical collec• traditional usage, meaning it was read as
tion
were not included in the canon because they
Scripture in public worship and discussed in
violated multiple criteria of canonization or were
Christian literature as Scripture
understood to be forgeries. The lack of a document
• antiquity, meaning it was written as close as
being from antiquity (the apostolic period) is ofpossible to the original events
8
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ten cited in these discussions. Of the works often
referred to in modern biblical scholarship as “New
Testament Apocrypha”:
• Most were written in the second century or
later and were thus removed from the original
events and the testimony of eyewitnesses.
• Many reveal influences that disagree with the
rule of faith, such as Gnosticism.
• Many were not recognized universally by the
Church and therefore were not used as revered
writings by all Christians.
In addition, many of the works sensationalized in
modern discussions, such as most of those from
the Nag Hammadi Library, were never even part of
canon discussions, which indicates that they were
never widely authoritative in the early church period.
Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and
others testify that nearly all of the apocryphal
works were disputed throughout Christendom;
the exceptions are few. The records of these
church fathers probably represents the practice of
the Church at large, since they traveled extensively to glean information about Christian tradition.
Eventually, when threatened with their lives,
Christians had to choose which books they were
willing to recant and which ones they were willing
to die for (see Augustine, Brev. coll. 3.13.25 [CSEL
53.73–75]; Augustine, Cresc. 3.27.30; Eusebius, Hist.
eccl. 8.2.1; and the Acts of the Christian Martyrs, 315).
They preserved the 27 books (Raquel, “Authors or
Preservers?” 173–85).
By the end of the fourth century, two factors
helped finalize the scope of the canon:
• The church councils officialized the list of authoritative Scriptures, meaning they essentially recognized (officially) the practices of the
churches they represented.
• The technology of bookmaking permitted the
production of volumes large enough to contain
all Christian scriptures (Gamble, The New Testament Canon, 67). The Christian community
came to think of its collection of writings as
one sacred document.

These two markers stabilized the process of canonization. With these two tangible markers, the
historic Christian community closed its list of sacred texts.
(For a full discussion of books included in early
Christian Bibles, but later excluded, see this article: Canon, Books in Codices.)
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Terminology: Christianity, Christian, Christ
The term “Christianity” is the English rendering
of the Greek Χριστιανισμός (Christianismos) and is
first attested around ad 110 in writings of Ignatius
of Antioch (Magn. 10.1, 3; Phld. 6.1; Rom. 3.3). The
word is an expansion of “Christian” (Χριστιανός,
Christianos; Ign. Magn. 4; Rom. 3.2; Pol. 7.3), which
was initially used for members of the Jesus movement in Antioch in the ad 30s and 40s (Acts 11:26;
26:28; compare 1 Pet 4:16; and Suetonius, Claudius
25.4).
“Christianity” and “Christian” are derived from
the Greek Χριστός (Christos), “Christ,” indicating
that Christianity as a religion is founded on the
person and teaching of Jesus Christ, held to be
the Messiah of Israel. For Ignatius, and Christian
leaders before him, Jesus the Christ is the defining
center of the new faith (Ign. Phld. 6.1; 1 Cor 3:11;
compare 1:23, 30; John 3:16; 14:6; 20:31; Acts 4:12).
Christianity was initially a movement within
Judaism, with both Jesus and his earliest followers
being Jewish. At Christianity’s beginnings, it can
be understood as a kind of Jewish sectarian movement, and such it is natural to relate early Christianity with (early or rabbinic) Judaism. However,
Christianity did emerge relatively early on as its
own religion. In this regard, from his rather poSylvie T. Raquel lemical Gentile-Christian perspective, the church
father Ignatius directly connects and contrasts
“Christianity” (Χριστιανισμός, Christianismos) with
“Judaism” (Ἰουδαϊσμός, Ioudaismos): “It is utterly
CHRISTIANITY The beliefs, practices, and soabsurd to profess Jesus Christ and to practice Jucio-cultural expressions of the Jesus community
daism. For Christianity did not believe in Judaism,
and the wider Christian religion and culture. The
but Judaism in Christianity, in which every tongue
key phenomenon of Christianity emerged from
believed and was brought together to God” (Magn.
the early beginnings of the Jesus movement to the 10.3, trans. Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, 209). In the
subsequent formation of Eastern and Western
work of church father Eusebius, as well, the term
Christendom and its broader impacts on society
“Christianity” pertains to issues of distinctively
and culture.
Christian identity, such as “the doctrine” and “proThis article discusses key characteristics and
fession of Christianity” (Hist. eccl. 4.15.21; 8.2.4).
defining features of Christianity from the first
But Christianity is not the only early name for
century to the early third century, including the
the Jesus movement. The earliest Christian comteaching and healing activity of Jesus Christ, the
munity basically began with the calling of the first
significance of his death and resurrection, the
disciples to follow Jesus (Hengel, “Eye-witness
parting of ways with Judaism, and some distincmemory,” 75), and the Jesus movement is also retively Christian beliefs and practices.
ferred to in the New Testament as “the disciples”
(μαθητής, mathētēs; e.g., Acts 11:26), “the church”
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(ἐκκλησία, ekklēsia; e.g., Gal 1:13; 1 Cor 1:2), and “the
second place after the unchangeable and eternal
Way” (ὁδός, hodos; e.g., Acts 9:2).
God, the Creator of the world” (1 Apol. 13; Hengel,
(For further details on the use of “the Way” to
Crucifixion, 1).
describe the early Jesus movement, see this article:
Being a follower of Jesus, in turn, meant ridiWay, The.)
cule, suffering, and persecution (Mark 10:39, 13:9–
Other names or descriptive titles used to refer
13; Acts 8:1–3, 17:32; 2 Cor 11:24–25; 1 Pet 4:12–19).
to Christians include “believers” (πιστός, pistos; 2
Christians early on also experienced martyrdom
Cor 6:15; 1 Tim 4:10), “saints”/“holy ones” (ἅγιος,
in both the East (Judaea; Acts 7:54–60) and West
hagios; Eph 1:1; Rev 8:4), “brothers (and sisters)”
(Rome; Josephus, Ant. 20.200; Tacitus, Annals
(ἀδελφός, adelphos; Heb 2:11–12; Jas 4:11), and
15.44).
“sons”/“children of God” (υἱοὶ, huioi/τέκνα θεοῦ, tekChristianity’s humble entry on the ancient
na theou; Rom 8:14, 16).
Jewish and Graeco-Roman arena was extraordinary. The early Christians, under persecution,
Humble Beginnings and Christianity’s Message sought to spread the saving message of Jesus: that
of Salvation
he was not just crucified, but resurrected, and all
Christianity entered the scene of religions, faiths, may experience the salvation and life he offers
and worldviews in utter humility, with its mesby entering into relationship with him. As John’s
sianic leader increasingly opposed (Mark 2:1–3:6;
Gospel says: “For God so loved the world, that he
11:18). Jesus and most of his disciples were from
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him
impoverished backgrounds (e.g., fishermen) or
should not perish but have eternal life. For God did
were viewed as people of disrespected status (e.g., not send his Son into the world to condemn the
a tax collector); the entire movement was unexworld, but in order that the world might be saved
pected (Mark 1:16–20; 2:14). Jesus himself even
through him” (John 3:16–17 ESV).
grew up in the rural and fishing region of Galilee,
It is the power of this message that kept the
presumably as a carpenter following his adopted
early Christians moving forward, as well as the
father’s trade, in the small village of Nazareth;
work of the Holy Spirit among them. Paul prothere is nothing notable about this in the percepclaims: “Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all.
tion of Jewish leaders of the time (Mark 1:9; John
For we have already charged that all, both Jews
6:42; compare John 1:46). Jesus even describes him- and Greeks, are under sin … But now the righself as someone who has “nowhere to lay his head,” teousness of God has been manifested apart from
meaning he is essentially homeless or at the very
the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear
least a traveling teacher who does not plan to setwitness to it—the righteousness of God through
tle down during his ministry years (Luke 9:58).
faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there
(For further information on Nazareth, Galilee,
is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short
and Jesus’ earliest disciples, see these articles: Gal- of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace
ilee; Nazareth; Twelve, The.)
as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ
Following a public ministry career spanJesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by
ning roughly three years (ca. ad 27/28–30), Jesus
his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show
was executed by Jewish and Roman authorities
God’s righteousness, because in his divine forthrough crucifixion (Mark 14–15). Proclaiming a
bearance he had passed over former sins. It was to
Messiah who was executed as a political criminal
show his righteousness at the present time, so that
presented a considerable challenge to the early
he might be just and the justifier of the one who
Christians. Jesus’ crucifixion became an obstacle
has faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:9, 21–26 ESV).
to outsiders from the beginning—in Paul’s words,
The earliest Christians were also inspired to go
“a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Genforward by the fact that many of them had firsttiles” (1 Cor 1:23). Justin Martyr (ca. ad 150) caphand experience with Jesus. From early on, miratures this attitude well: “They say that our madness cles performed by Jesus, and in Jesus’ name, served
consists in the fact that we put a crucified man in
11
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as signs of God’s work among the new faith, and
it was Jesus’ teachings that served as the basis for
the entire life of the early church.

4:40; 5:34, 36; 9:23–24; 9:42; 10:52; John 1:12; 3:16–18;
11:25; 20:31).
The structuring of Jesus’ activity in “word”
(proclamation of the kingdom as the gift of God’s
Jesus as Teacher and Healer
grace) and “deed” (miracles/deeds as the embodThe theme of amazement at Jesus’ teaching and
iment of the message of God’s kingdom) was a
healing activity characterizes Mark, presumably
common way of approaching Jesus’ teaching minthe earliest written Gospel (Mark 1:27, 2:12, 5:42,
istry in early Christianity (Hagner, The New Testa11:18; 12:17). The other Synoptic Gospels (Matment, 70; Matt 10:1–42; Papias, according to Eusebithew and Luke) also present Jesus as a uniqueus, Hist. Eccl. 3.39.15). The kingdom also is a theme
ly equipped teacher who evokes astonishment
of Jesus’ parables, which reveal and conceal “the
among his hearers (Matt 7:28–29; 8:27; 9:8; Luke
secret of the kingdom of God” (Mark 4:11). Cen5:9; 9:43). Jesus’ public ministry is characterized
tral areas of teaching, ranging from the values of
by teaching linked to healings, exorcisms, and oth- the kingdom to elaboration of the end times, are
er deeds of power. Accordingly, the compressed
thematically presented most distinctively in Matphrasings of the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5–7)
thew’s Gospel (e.g., Matt 5:1–7:29; 9:35–11:1; 13:1–53;
are followed by a series of miracles (Matt 8–10).
18:1–19:2; 24:3–25:46). A further area of interest
The content of these sections is probably the focus for Matthew and other early Christian writers
of Jesus’ reply to John’s disciples in the subsequent concerns the corporate resurrection of the dead,
passage: “Go and tell … what you hear and see: the
which itself finds its rooting in Jesus’ death and
blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers resurrection (Matt 22:23–33; compare John 11:1–44).
are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised,
and the poor have good news brought to them”
Resurrection Belief and Gospel
(Matt 11:2–6 NRSV, emphasis added; compare the
“Christianity—at least the Christianity of the New
similar wording in the so-called “Messianic Apoc- Testament—is a religion of resurrection; and it is
alypse,” 4Q521, found at Qumran; see also Keener,
this to a greater extent than is any other religion”
Miracles).
(Evans, Resurrection, 1). According to the Apostle
At the heart of Jesus’ activity is preaching and
Paul, Jesus’ resurrection is central to the new faith:
teaching of the “kingdom of God” (or “kingdom
“If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile
of heaven” in Matthew; Mark 1:14–15; Matt 4:17),
and you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:17). Resurwhich is not mainly to be thought of as a place but rection belief—the confession that God has raised
rather “as the experience of an era in which a new Jesus from the dead—is without doubt one of the
relationship with God, based on the new saving ac- most distinctive features of earliest Christianity
tivity of God in Jesus, is made possible. At its heart (Novakovic, Raised from the Dead, 1).
is the idea of the restoration of the perfect rule or
The resurrection texts in the New Testament
reign (hence ‘kingdom’) of God—that is, the recov- fall into three categories:
ery of what was lost through the sin of the garden
• the primitive formulas and confessions about
of Eden” (Hagner, The New Testament, 68; compare
the resurrection (1 Cor 15:3–8; compare Acts
Stanton, “Message and Miracles,” 57–61).
13:28–31);
The kingdom is both a present (Matt 12:28) and
• the stories of Jesus appearing to others (1 Cor
future reality (Matt 8:11; 26:29) and draws near
15:5–8; Matt 28:8–10, 16–20; Mark 16:9–15; Luke
with the advent of Jesus, who unveils its presence
24:34–49; John 20:11–28; 21:1–17); and
and character (Green, “Kingdom,” 475). In John’s
Gospel “God’s kingdom” (John 3:3, 5) is even known • the traditions about the empty tomb (Matt
28:1–15; Mark 16:1–8; Luke 23:55–24:12; John
as Jesus’ kingdom (John 18:36; Green, “Kingdom,”
20:1–10; Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 229; see also
479). The kingdom is intimately related to Jesus’
Licona, The Resurrection).
own person, and the Gospels encourage faith in
him and his kingdom message (e.g., Mark 1:15; 2:5;
12

Overview Articles
The creed-like, pre-Pauline formula in 1 Cor
15:3—presumably passed on to Paul in the mid30s ad—stresses the close connection between
Christ’s death and resurrection and the significance of these events. “For I passed on to you as of
first importance what I also received, that Christ
died for our sins according to the scriptures, and
that he was buried, and that he was raised up on
the third day according to the scriptures, and that
he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve, then he
appeared to more than five hundred brothers at
once, the majority of whom remain until now, but
some have fallen asleep.” (1 Cor 15:3–6 LEB).
The centrality of this formulaic language is
further underscored by Paul, as he refers to it as
the “gospel” (εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion; 1 Cor 15:1)—denoting the message of salvation (Thiselton, First
Epistle to the Corinthians, 1184–85; compare Rom
1:16; Eph 1:13; Titus 2:11). “For the righteousness of
God is revealed in it from faith to faith” (Rom 1:17
LEB; compare Rom 3:20–26; 4:6–8; 5:6–11; 2 Cor 5:21;
Gal 2:16; Westerholm, Justification, 65–74). This
gospel includes the resurrection of Jesus, and—at
his anticipated future return—the general resurrection (Matt 22:30–32; John 5:24–29; 6:39–40; Acts
4:2; 1 Cor. 6:14, 15:21; 2 Cor 4:14; Phil 3:10–11; 1 Thess
4:13–17; 1 Clem. 24.1; Keener, Acts, 2:1132). As Jenson explains: “In that the gospel always somehow
makes the claim that Jesus is risen, the gospel is a
message about … [this] alleged event. That is, the
gospel is a piece of news” (Jenson, Triune, 14).
The New Testament testifies to several early
formulas and confessions about the resurrection
(e.g., Mark 16:6; Acts 2:22–24; 3:15; 4:10; Rom 4:25;
8:34; 1 Cor 15:3–8; 1 Thess 4:14). The simple sentence “God raised Jesus (or Christ) from the dead”
occurs relatively frequently (Rom 4:24; 6:4; 8:11;
Gal 1:1; Eph 1:20; Col 2:12; 1 Thess 1:10; 1 Pet 1:21)
and probably goes back to the earliest Aramaic-speaking community (Allison, Resurrecting Jesus,
229–31). “God raised Jesus from the dead” is an assertion without warrant in that neither Judaism of
the time or Graeco-Roman belief required the doctrine of resurrection; the claim also does not serve
an apologetic purpose, but instead is a faith claim
(Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 230). Interestingly, the
formula also “resembles clauses from standard

Jewish confessional statements, such as the last
line of the Shema (‘I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of Egypt‘; compare Num 15:41)”
(Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 229; Wengst, Christologische Formeln, 27–48; compare Exod 16:6; Deut
8:14; Jer 16:14). In this regard and others, Jenson
defines the God of Christianity as “whoever raised
Jesus from the dead, having before raised Israel
from Egypt.… The Resurrection concentrated
God’s identification with Israel in this one Israelite
[Jesus of Nazareth]” (Jenson, Triune, 63, 91).
Early Christian confessional language secured
a principal place for the new resurrection belief:
“If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord
and believe in your heart that God raised him from
the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10:9 ESV).
Jesus-Devotion and Early Christology
The core characteristics of Christian beliefs
formed around Jesus’ resurrection and messianic
claim, as proclaimed by the apostles (compare
Bird, Jesus is the Christ, 6–10; Hengel and Schwemer,
Paul, 284). Assurance of the resurrection is taken
to authenticate Jesus as “the messianic Son of David” (Bockmuehl, “Resurrection,” 112; Acts 2:31–36;
13:34–37; Rom 1:3–4; 2 Tim 2:8; Rev 22:16) and “the
firstfruits of those who have died” (1 Cor 15:20;
compare Matt 27:52–53; Rev 1:5). Moreover, early
Christians claimed that “God has raised, exalted
and established [Jesus] as the Son of God empowered by the Spirit” (Bockmuehl, “Resurrection,”
112; compare Rom 1:4; Phil 2:9–10; Matt 28:18).
The most important christological development of the early church included the view that Jesus is Messiah, Son of God, Lord and God (YHWH).
This must have occurred very rapidly, primarily in
Judaea and arguably during the first months and
years of the Christian movement (Hengel, Between
Jesus and Paul, 42). That is, this development did
not take place primarily on Hellenistic Gentile
ground or as an extended process over several decades (compare e.g., Bousset, Kyrios Christos; Die
Religion; for critique of Bousset, see Hurtado, One
God, One Lord). Thus, some scholars conclude that
“the earliest Christology was already the highest
Christology … a fully divine Christology” (Bauckham, God Crucified, viii; Caird, New Testament
Theology, 343; for a different view, see Dunn, Did
13
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Early Christians). It seems that very early on, Jesus
was conceived in categories reserved for the God
of Israel, even before any of the New Testament
writings were authored (compare Barnett, Birth of
Christianity, 2).
We see this to be the case in the first Christians
gathering in Jesus’ name to worship. They sang
hymns about Jesus (Col 3:16–17; Eph 5:18–20; Rev
15:3–4; compare Phil 2:5–11), prayed to Jesus (Rom
1:8–10; 2 Cor 12:2–10; Acts 7:59–60; Hurtado, One
God, 101–08), and ascribed important titles to Jesus (e.g., “Christ,” “Son of God,” “Lord”). Baptism,
the communal initiation rite, was performed “in”
or “into the name of Jesus” (Acts 2:38; 10:48; 19:5;
Gal 3:27). “Confessing” (ὁμολογέω, homologeō, homologeo) Jesus made up a central part of Christian
identity (Rom 10:9–13; Matt 10:32; John 9:22; 1 John
4:2–3; Hurtado, One God, 11, 108–13).
Hengel and Schwemer describe the emergence
of these beliefs and practices as “not a ‘quite rapid development,’ but an ‘explosion’ ” (Hengel and
Schwemer, Paul, 283–84; compare Bird, Jesus is
the Christ, 8–9). We see that Paul applies Old Testament Yahweh-language to Jesus (Rom 10:12–13
[Joel 2:32]; 1 Cor 1:31 [Jer 9:23–24]; Phil 2:10–11 [Isa
45:23–25]; Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ, 112; Capes, Old
Testament Yahweh Texts). Thus, the earliest Christians included Jesus “in the unique divine identity”
(Bauckham, God Crucified, viii). The hymn in Phil
2:5–11 expresses such an understanding of Jesus, as
does 1 Cor 8:4–6, which is a Christian modification
of the Shema—the Jewish confession that “the
Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut 6:4). Paul
maintains this monotheism in 1 Cor 8:4–6, alluding
to Deut 6:4, while at the same time including Jesus
in “the unique identity of the one God” affirmed in
the Shema (Bauckham, God Crucified, 38).
The “one God, the Father,” and the “one Lord,
Jesus Christ,” (1 Cor 8:6; compare Phil 2:5–11; Titus
2:11–4; John 1:1–2; 14:10) are two “persons,” yet they
share in the unique identity of the one Lord and
God. A binitarian devotional structure of earliest
Christianity is indicated in these texts and elsewhere in early Christian literature. In addition,
this binitarian pattern is extended to an incipient
triadic/Trinitarian devotional structure, such as
when Jesus’ remarks in John’s Gospel are taken
14

into account (compare also Matt 3:16–17; 28:18–20;
1 Cor 12:4–6; 1 Clem. 46:6). In John’s Gospel, all
within one passage, Jesus equates or associates his
disciples seeing him with the Holy Spirit’s coming,
and also notes that he is in God the Father: “And I
will ask the Father, and he will give you another
Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of
truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it
neither sees him nor knows him. You know him,
for he dwells with you and will be in you. I will
not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Yet a
little while and the world will see me no more, but
you will see me. Because I live, you also will live. In
that day you will know that I am in my Father, and
you in me, and I in you” (John 14:16–20 ESV).
Regarding the shared identity of God the Father and Jesus the Son, in the New Testament
“ ‘God’ is so closely linked with Jesus and Jesus
so closely linked with ‘God’ that one cannot adequately identify the one without reference to the
other” (Hurtado, God, 43). This is seen especially
in passages like Thomas’ confession upon touching the resurrected Jesus: “My Lord and my God!”
(John 20:28). The birth of such high Christology is inseparable from the birth of Christianity
(Barnett, Birth of Christianity, 8), affecting at the
core what it means to be Christian, and also how
Christianity’s Jewish past and identity may be understood. The worship of a crucified and risen Jesus—a man of living memory—as the incarnation
of a pre-existent divine being (John 1:1–2, 14; 8:58;
Phil 2:6–7) “represents a quantum leap beyond any
form of Second Temple Judaism” (Harlow, “Early
Judaism,” 417).
(For further information on the development
of early Christianity, see this article: Christianity,
Overview of Early.)
Jewish or Christian Identity?
Beginning as a type of messianic renewal movement within Judaism, Christianity initially retained much of its Jewish character (Harlow, “Early Judaism”). Jesus’ mission was first of all to Israel
(Matt 15:24; however, compare Matt 28:16–20), and
his ministry largely fit within the domains of Judaism, even if he did pose substantial challenges
to Jewish leaders and Jewish identity (see Mark
2:1–12; 7:19b; 11:15–18; 14:62–64).
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Christians of Jewish origin were a significant
presence in the emerging Christian churches for
several centuries (Marcus, “Jewish Christianity,”
87; Skarsaune and Hvalvik, “Jewish Believers”).
Some Jewish believers in Jesus, at least for a time,
insisted on full observance of the Mosaic law by
everyone who claimed to be a disciple of Jesus—
the Jewish Messiah (Marcus, “Jewish Christianity,”
88; compare Acts 15:1). Early Jewish followers, like
Peter and Paul, similarly shaped their lives according to Jewish law (including food laws and male
circumcision) and tradition (Acts 5:21, 25; 21:24–26;
Phil 3:4–6); yet these Jewish practices were increasingly viewed with ambiguity (Acts 10:9–29;
1 Cor 9:20–21; Gal 2:11–14; Phil 3:7–9). Whether the
Matthean community should be described as a
Torah-observant community is debated among
scholars (compare, e.g., Matt 5:21–48; 7:12; 8:21–22;
11:11–15; 12:1–8, 9–14; 22:34–40; Deines, “Not the
Law,” 58–84), but that is a possibility, even if a less
likely one. A perpetual Torah observance among
early Christians is especially unlikely since in
Matthew, Jesus directly makes the claim that he
does not abolish but fulfills the Law (Matt 5:17–20;
compare Deines, “Not the Law but the Messiah,”
73–82; Phil 2:5–11). What this means in Torah-like
practice for early believers is seen in Jesus’ later
statement: “You shall love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your
neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt
22:37–40 ESV). This seems to be how they viewed
themselves as living the purpose of the Law, via
Christ (compare Paul’s letter to the Galatians).
Nevertheless, the Jewishness of earliest Christianity cannot be underestimated.
As the Gentile (non-Jewish) mission commenced and was successful in Antioch and elsewhere (Acts 11:19–26; 13:2–3; 14:26–27), and as the
number of Gentile believers became significant,
some followers required that Gentile Christians
should be circumcised (Acts 15:1; Gal 2:12), while
others, like Paul, did not (Gal 5:1–6). Around ad
48, a compromise was reached over the issue of

circumcision and Torah-observance at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1–35). According to Acts (and
possibly also Gal 2:1–10), the church, led by God’s
Spirit (Acts 15:8, 28), endorsed the Gentile mission
without the requirement of circumcision (compare Keener, Acts, 3:3763). The Council’s letter—
which some presumably regarded as somehow
a regional or temporary solution (compare Acts
15:23; Keener, Acts, 3:3967)—was addressed to local
Gentile churches. It decreed: “You [Gentile brothers and sisters] are to abstain from food sacrificed
to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled
animals and from sexual immorality. You will do
well to avoid these things” (Acts 15:29 NIV).
The Jerusalem Council, as described by Luke
near the center of Acts, proved important for the
Gentile mission, elaborated in the latter half of
the book. Through the intense Pauline mission to
Gentiles, Christianity reached Lycia, Galatia, Asia,
Macedonia, and Achaia, and new churches were
established throughout the provinces.
The earliest Christians thought of themselves
as members of a “new covenant” community, living in light of fulfillment of the Scriptures in Jesus, who was born of a virgin, suffered, died, was
resurrected, and ascended to heaven (Heb 8; 2 Cor
3 [Jer 31:31–34]; e.g., Matt 1:23 [Isa 7:14; compare
9:2–7]; John 19–20 [Isa 52:13–53:12]; also see Matt
28). In this regard, there was already a type of division between Christianity and Judaism at large:
Christians understood the Scriptures of the Old
Testament to be primarily fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth, whom they proclaimed as Son of God and
Messiah (Matt 5:17; Luke 24:44–49).
As for the “parting of the ways” between
church and synagogue, it may be described as a
process that was extended over several decades,
and which varied depending on geographical location and other factors (compare Dunn, Partings
of the Ways, 301–38; Boyarin, Border Lines, 37–73).
However, due to “the degree of newness in the
gospel,” it was not possible for Christianity to continue as a movement within Judaism (Hagner, The
New Testament, 388).
Already in the first century, Christianity separated from its Jewish matrix in significant respects. As Harlow points out, demographically the
15
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Jesus movement had become largely non-Jewish
an awe-inspiring element of the faith, as wonders
by the late first century; in terms of social identity, and signs (miracles) happen and people voluntariPauline and other Christian communities soon be- ly change their lifestyle for the betterment of othcame separated from the Jewish synagogue comers (compare Acts 4:32–37; 5:12–16; 6:1–7).
munities; and theologically, with regard to coveThe practices of the early church were in dinant election (e.g., acceptance of Gentiles without rect alignment with Jesus’ teaching: “Whoever has
circumcision as a requirement) and monotheism
my commandments and keeps them, he it is who
(inclusion of Christ in the divine identity), church loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my
and synagogue parted ways in the ad 30s and 40s
Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to
(Harlow, “Early Judaism,” 417). The label “Chrishim” (John 14:21 ESV; compare 1 John 4:10–13).
tian” (compare Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 Pet 4:16) was in- This is explained practically in the book of James:
troduced as the Christian movement increasingly “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the
came to be perceived as a distinct socioreligious
Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their
group—described by some as a “third race” (tertiaffliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the
um genus)—alongside Jews and Gentiles (Schnelle, world” (Jas 1:27 ESV; compare Phil 2:12–13). ChrisTheology, 196; Skarsaune, In the Shadow, 62).
tianity is marked early on by its saving message
(For further information on the relationship
as taught by the apostles, the ongoing work of the
between Judaism and Christianity in the early
Holy Spirit in miraculous ways, and the self-sacrichurch, see this article: Jewish-Christian Relations ficial nature of its followers.
in the Early Church.)
As the church spread out from Jerusalem to the
world, Antioch of Syria was the communal center
Mission, the Practice of Christianity, and
that became more immediately involved in the
Prominent Early Churches
organized mission to Gentiles, not least by sendThe leading and most prominent community of
ing Paul and Barnabas (and various associates) on
earliest Christianity was the Jerusalem church.
missionary journeys (Acts 13:2–3; 15:36–16:5). A sigAccording to the opening chapters of Acts, its
nificant step forward in Paul’s universal mission
leaders engaged in prayer (Acts 1:14), restored the
is reached as he crosses Asia Minor and enters
12 apostles (1:15–26), and appealed to all Israel to
modern-day Europe (Acts 16:6–11; Rom 15:14–21).
join the Way (2:36–41). The core profile of regular
The gospel reaching the ends of the earth was a
community life is summarized in Acts 2:42–47
key part of Christianity since its inception, as Je(ESV): “And they devoted themselves to the apossus taught this principle: “All authority in heaven
tles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking
and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore
of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon evand make disciples of all nations, baptizing them
ery soul, and many wonders and signs were being in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
done through the apostles. And all who believed
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I
were together and had all things in common. And
have commanded you. And behold, I am with you
they were selling their possessions and belongalways, to the end of the age” (Matt 28:18–20 ESV;
ings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any
compare 2 Pet 3:9).
had need. And day by day, attending the temple
The earliest Christians strove to live the mestogether and breaking bread in their homes, they
sage of Christ, to love God and to love others in
received their food with glad and generous hearts, unity (Phil 2:1–2; 3:10; Eph 4:1–16) by practicing
praising God and having favor with all the peoself-sacrifice in a spirit of thankfulness to God
ple. And the Lord added to their number day by
(Phil 2:17–18; 2 Thess 2:13). They did this because
day those who were being saved.” Here the early
the resurrection was real to them, as was the tanchurch is reflecting both the proclamation of Jesus gible presence of God’s kingdom. It was by the
(the “word” aspect of their faith) and living the
Holy Spirit’s power that they lived this message,
message of Jesus (the “deed” aspect). There is also
using the gifts of the Spirit that acknowledged this
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power (Acts 1:8; 19:11–12; Rom 1:2–6; 1 Cor 4:20; 12;
Col 1:13; Heb 2:4).
The early church understood themselves, as a
community, to be the very body of Christ on earth
and believed they were citizens of heaven (1 Cor
12:12, 27; Phil 3:20). For example, Paul believed
so much in the present work of Christ on earth
that he proclaimed the church is God’s temple
and the Spirit of God dwells in them (1 Cor 3:16)
and says literally: “If anyone in Christ, new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). In the work of Christ on earth,
the early church saw a type of first fruits of new
creation, looking forward to the day that Christ
would return again and make all things new (Rom
8:23; 2 Thess 2:13; Rev 21). This drove the church
to stand against all spiritual and religious powers
that opposed the principles of the gospel and the
reign of Christ (Phil 1:27; 3:20; 2 Cor 4:18; Rom
8:38; although they did not oppose legitimate or
God-ordained authority [compare Rom 13]). Early
Christians confessed that Christ would come again,
at an unknown future time, to judge the living and
the dead, as well as usher in the fullness of God’s
kingdom (Matt 24:36; 2 Pet 3:1–13; Jude 2–23; compare the Nicene Creed and Apostles’ Creed).
Church Organization
As part of Paul’s missionary strategy—presumably
adapting a synagogue leadership model—”elders”
were appointed for the newly formed local
churches (Acts 14:23). Leadership structures apparently varied somewhat between the communities (Keener, Acts, 2:2184–89). Nevertheless, fairly
solid structures soon emerged (Acts 14:23; 20:17;
21:18; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:1–13; Titus 1:5–9; Jas 5:14; 1 Pet
5:1, 5). Early on, there are elders and deacons, with
the term “overseers” (bishops) used rather synonymously for elders (compare Acts 20:17, 28; Titus
1:5–9). There also may be other church offices at
work, within or in conjunction with, this overall
structure (1 Cor 12:28; Eph 4:11).
With a church leadership structure similar to
that found in Phil 1:1, 1 Clement (ca. ad 96) connects the church offices to the overall work of the
apostles: “The apostles … preaching the good news
that the kingdom of God was about to come … appointed their first fruits, when they had tested
them by the Spirit, to be bishops [overseers] and

deacons for the future believers” (1 Clem 42.1–4,
trans. Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, 101).
By the time of Ignatius of Antioch the main
office-holders are the bishops (ἐπίσκοπος, episkopos;
“overseer”), the presbyters (πρεσβύτερος, presbyteros; “elder”) including a council of elders (πρεσβυτέριον, presbyterion), and the deacons (διάκονος,
diakonos; Magn. 6.1; 13.1; Trall. 2.2–3, 3.1; Phld. praescr., 7.1; Eph. 2.2, 4.1, 20.2; Magn. 7.1; Löhr, “Epistles
of Ignatius,” 106). Thus, by this point, the roles of
bishop (overseer) and elder seem to be partly distinguished.
(For further information on early church offices, see this article: Early Church Governance.)
Worship and Bible
In terms of further community organization as
well as Christian self-definition, the change from
Sabbath (Saturday) to Sunday (“the Lord’s Day,”
compare Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; Rev 1:10) as the primary day for corporate worship was significant
for Christian identity (Did. 14.1–2; Ign. Magn. 9.1;
compare Pliny the Younger, Epistles 10.96; Bokedal,
Formation, 258–64).
Second-century communities seem to have
combined and adapted key features of Jewish worship as the basis for Christian Sunday gatherings.
This can be seen in the threefold combination
of official prayer (paralleling prayer previously
carried out daily in the temple), Scripture reading
with exposition (aligning with what took place
every Sabbath in the synagogue), and celebration
of the Lord’s Supper (corresponding to the annual
Jewish celebration of the Passover; Skarsaune, In
the Shadow, 378–79; Bokedal, Formation, 260). Justin Martyr’s First Apology testifies to this Sunday
worship practice in the church at Rome in the
early to mid-second century ad (1 Apol. 67.3–7).
This structure for worship became the standard in
subsequent Christian worship: Scripture reading,
expository sermon, common prayer; bringing forward bread and wine, Eucharistic prayer, partaking of bread and wine, and bringing donations for
the poor (Skarsaune, In the Shadow, 384). Christian
communities profiled themselves vis-à-vis the
synagogue in additional respects. Early Christian
communities also shared in a meal together (1 Cor
11:21).
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With regard to their Scriptures, many early
layers of the New Testament literature, we also
Christians primarily adopted the Greek transfind examples of baptism “in” or “into Jesus’ name”
lation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint, al(Acts 2:38; 10:48; 19:5; Rom 6:3; Gal 3:27; compare 1
though they certainly affirmed the Hebrew Bible
Cor 1:15).
alongside it. Early Christians also introduced soIn the earliest extant catechetical work,
called nomina sacra (“sacred names”)—highlighted Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, written by
short forms (designated by an overbar) of a group Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. ad 125–202), the so-called
of sacred words in their Scriptures. Editions of
Rule of Faith (regula fidei) is presented as a form
the Christian Scriptures thus became distinctively of creedal summary of the Christian faith (often
different from those of the synagogue and othoccurring in a format similar to the later creeds,
er literature. The scribal system of nomina sacra
such as the Apostles’ Creed; compare Irenaeus,
embraced the Greek words for “Jesus,” “Christ,”
Haer. 1.10.1; Tertullian, Prax. 2). Irenaeus notes that
“Lord,” “God,” “Spirit,” “Father,” “Son,” “man,”
this creedal summary is what those who are bapand “cross,” and a few additional terms (Bokedal,
tized, and so initiated into the Christian communiFormation, 83–123). The special demarcations of
ty, have “received” (Irenaeus, Haer. 1.9.4). Irenaeus’
particularly the first four or five of these (“Jecatechesis states: “We must keep strictly, without
sus,” “Christ,” “Lord,” “God,” “Spirit”)—which are
deviation, the Rule of Faith, and carry out the
rather consistently highlighted in basically all
commands of God, believing in God, and fearing
Greek Christian Old and New Testament manuHim, because He is Lord, and loving Him, because
scripts (close to 100 percent consistency, e.g., in
He is Father.… Now, this is what faith does for us,
Codex Sinaiticus)—indicate a dyadic/binitarian,
… it admonishes us to remember that we have reand more importantly triadic/Trinitarian, visual
ceived baptism for remission of sins in the name
textual structure grafted into the Greek Chrisof God the Father, and in the name of Jesus Christ,
tian manuscript tradition from apostolic and
the Son of God, who became incarnate and died
sub-apostolic times onward (Bokedal, Formation,
and was raised, and in the Holy Spirit of God; and
83–123). In addition, early Christians abandoned
that this baptism is the seal of eternal life and is
the standard Jewish scriptural format of the scroll rebirth unto God” (Irenaeus, Dem., 3; trans. Joseph
and instead began to use the codex form for their
P. Smith, modified).
Scriptures—which was a book format, with texts
The characteristic structure of the Rule of
on both sides of the sheet and bound together. The Faith also is found elsewhere in Irenaeus and
codex was arguably more portable than scrolls and other contemporary church teachers (e.g., Irenaetherefore the superior format for Christian misus, Haer. 1.10.1; Tertullian, Praescr. 13). Irenaeus
sionaries, messengers, and travelers (Bokedal, For- assumes a close relationship between the Rule
mation, 136). Eventually the technology emerged
of Faith and Scripture. Reading the Scriptures
in a viable fashion for transmitting the entire Old
theologically, he can say of the four Evangelists
and New Testament, as in the large fourth- and
that they “have all declared to us that there is one
fifth-century Bible codices.
God, Creator of heaven and earth, announced by
(For information on the process of canonizathe Law and the Prophets; and one Christ, the Son
tion and the important place of the Bible in the
of God” (Haer. 1.1.2). Here he basically equates
early church, see these articles: Canon, Overview
the Gospel accounts with a Rule-of-Faith scheme,
of the; Canon, New Testament.)
which those who are baptized would recognize.
The writings of Irenaeus’ contemporary,
Baptism and Rule of Faith
church father Clement of Alexandria (ca. ad
Baptism in the Triune Name characterizes Chris150–215/21), reflect a similar interest in linking
tianity from early on, as testified by Matthew
Scripture and the Rule of Faith (or the Ecclesiasti(28:20) and the Didache (7.1, 3): “baptize in the
cal Rule, as he also calls it). Clement describes the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Rule as “the agreement and unity of the Law and
Spirit” (see further Justin, 1 Apol., 61, 65). In earlier
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the Prophets with the Testament delivered at the
coming of the Lord” (Strom. 6.15.125.3). As such, it
provides the key hermeneutical guideline for his
Scripture principle and theology of Scripture:
“For we have the Lord as the first principle of our
teaching, leading us to knowledge, from beginning to end, in many and various ways through
the Prophets, through the Gospel and through the
blessed Apostles.… We obtain from the Scriptures
themselves a perfect demonstration concerning
the Scriptures” (Strom. 7.16.95–96, ANF 2:551; Bokedal, “Rule of Faith”).
(For further information on early Christian
creedal-like statements and creeds, see this article: Creeds and Confessions.)
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ISRAELITE RELIGION A survey of the religion
of ancient Israel as gleaned from archaeological
and extrabiblical evidence of actual practices rather than biblical evidence of prescribed practices

Overview Articles
(which are discussed under Israelite Worship and
Theology, Old Testament).
Defining Israelite Religion
Two questions factor into defining “Israelite religion.” First, there is the question of “religion”
itself. The definition of religion is controversial
and not agreed upon. A basic definition such as
that found in Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary provides the following as the first two glosses
on the noun, religion: “the belief in a god or in a
group of gods”; “an organized system of beliefs,
ceremonies, and rules to worship a god or group
of gods” (Merriam-Webster.com, s.v. “religion”).
While this definition can be criticized, its brevity
and general conformity to what most would understand by the term serves as a useful starting
point.
Ancient Israelite religion considers the god
or gods this nation and its people worshiped and
the beliefs, ceremonies, and rules they applied in
their practice of religion. Ancient Israel includes
the people who identified themselves as Israelites
or Judaeans and who lived in the period between
their emergence as a people, sometime between
1450 and 1200 bc, and their demise as a relatively
independent kingdom in 586 bc. Although important witnesses in and outside of the Old Testament occur before and after this period, these
dates enable an examination of the people or
nation known as Israel. The Israelites settled and
flourished as one or two independent states in the
southern Levant, an area identified as southern
Canaan in the late second millennium bc and later
as Israel and/or Judah. At times this included additional regions to the south (the modern Negev), to
the east (parts of modern Jordan), and to the north
(southern Lebanon).
A second part of the definition of Israelite religion is the need to distinguish it from the study of
Old Testament theology and worship. While these
would strictly fall under the category of religion,
they are so important to the Old Testament and
its study that they need to be studied separately.
Although an oversimplification, the easiest way
to distinguish these observes that Old Testament
theology and worship indicates what Israel was
expected to believe and to do in order to proper-

ly worship their God. It is primarily found in the
descriptions and information of the Bible. On the
other hand, the religion of Israel considers what
this ancient people actually believed and did in
terms of carrying out matters related to their beliefs. While this area may overlap with the biblical
record, it considers major areas preserved in evidence outside the Bible, including the written and
archaeological records that have been studied and
examined, and that touch upon matters of religion
in the region inhabited by the ancient Israelites.
Old Testament theology and worship consider
what Israelites were supposed to believe and do;
the religion of Israel considers what they actually
did believe and do.
Introduction
Given this understanding, the study of Israelite
religion will focus primarily on the extrabiblical
evidence. To be sure, the ceremonial instructions
of Leviticus, the temple descriptions of 1 Kgs 5–8,
the praises of the Psalms, and the indictments in
the Prophets against false religion may all contribute to our understanding of Israelite religion.
However, these largely overlap with the theological and worship categories already noted. Our concern will be to examine the considerable amount
of extrabiblical evidence in order to survey Israelite religion.
This evidence falls into four major areas: the
material culture, the iconography, the inscriptions,
and the personal names (this discussion summarizes Hess, Israelite Religions, 209–355). Across
this examination of the material, many scholarly
questions have arisen. Of these, the dominant
one is the manner in which belief in a single deity
emerged. Monotheism as a philosophical concept
seems not to have appeared before the advent of
Classical Greek philosophy. However, the view
that there was a single deity who was alone to be
worshiped finds witness in the biblical texts. Was
this a true expression of some of Israelite religion
and, if so, how early can it be traced? For some, the
position of belief in a single deity, as found for example in the Ten Commandments (Exod 20; Deut
5), did not appear before the end of the seventh
century or later in the period following the exile
(after 586 bc). In this understanding, earlier Israel
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was polytheistic—a nation worshiping multiple
Canaanite deities with no representatives who
could be labeled as believers in a single God to the
exclusion of all others (Niehr, “ ‘Israelite’ Religion
and ‘Canaanite’ Religion,” 31–32).
This view of a late development of belief in
a single god became prominent at the end of the
20th century due to two factors: a suspicious reading of the claims of the Bible regarding religious
belief and practice in early Israel, and the discovery and publication of texts that identify Yahweh
(Israel’s God) and the goddess Asherah as a divine
couple. While this article will not critique the hermeneutical issues surrounding the former point
and the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, it will
address this point by focusing attention on the extrabiblical evidence. The latter point will emerge
as the extrabiblical data is reviewed. However, we
will focus especially on that evidence that represents anomalous religious practice in the region
of Israel, different from the surrounding peoples
and their generally accepted polytheistic practices.
In so doing, we hope to demonstrate distinctive elements among some religious practices in ancient
Israel and to consider whether they may point to
the worship of a single deity to the exclusion of
others.
The Evidence for Ancient Israelite Religion
Material Culture and Cultic Sites
The archaeological evidence includes the cult
centers of early and monarchic Israel. Before the
advent of Israel and through the latter part of the
second millennium bc, there were major fortified
Canaanite cities that preserved evidence of monumental architecture dedicated to the worship of
Canaanite gods and goddesses. An example can be
found in the “fortress” temple (or  ִמגְ ד ֹל, migdol) at
Shechem in the center of the hill country. Around
1200 bc, more than 200 village sites appeared all
around this fortified center where none had been
before. These filled the hill country from the Valley of Jezreel in the north to the region around
Jerusalem in the south. The appearance of these
new villages coincides with the biblical record of
the Israelites settling in villages in the hill country
about this time (compare the contexts for most
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of the Israelites mentioned in Judges, Ruth, and 1
Samuel) and with the first extrabiblical mention
of Israel as a people in this region in the Egyptian
stele of pharaoh Merneptah from ca. 1209 bc.
The “Bull Site”. Unlike the Canaanite centers of
Shechem, Megiddo, Hazor, Gezer, and Lachish,
the culture of these villages did not reveal major
structures devoted to religious practice or any sort
of expensive investments. Instead, the villages
possessed at most standing stones, offering benches, and some distinctive vessels. There were two
important exceptions to this trend. First, there
was the “bull site” discovered by archaeologist
Amihai Mazar some miles east of the Canaanite
city of Dothan (Mazar, “The ‘Bull Site,’ ” 27–42). It
consisted of an oval-shaped holy space marked off
by a ring of stones, a standing stone, and a bronze
bull figurine resembling images of bulls found in
pictures from Hazor and regions to the north in
the area of modern Syria. The site was small and
seemed to serve a local population. However, it
resembled Canaanite cultic sites and thus was distinctive.
Mount Ebal. A second find from ca. 1200 bc was
the Mount Ebal site (Zertal, “An Early Iron Age
Cultic Site”; Hawkins, The Iron Age 1 Structure).
This mountain lies immediately north of Shechem
and forms the highest mountain in Samaria. Between 2500 and 586 bc only one “installation” has
been discovered on this mountain. Near the third
highest peak close to a ridge and surrounded by
a low, stone wall, this site consists of one major
structure that included two phases, dated by Egyptian scarabs and pottery found there. The earlier
site, dating to the half century before 1200 bc, was
a simple round pit and structure containing ashes
and bones. The later structure (ca. 1200–1150 bc)
built over it consisted of fieldstones and was identified by the excavator, Adam Zertal, and by others
as an altar. Some 2800 animal bones were discovered in the altar and the area around it. These
were mainly bones of cattle, goats, and sheep. If it
was an altar or used for any religious purpose, it
is unusual as no figurines or votive offerings were
found nor were any standing stones identified. It
is not likely the remains of a farmhouse because
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the animal bone distribution (e.g., the absence of
donkey bones does not conform to a farming profile). Some have proposed it was a watchtower, but
it is not clear what it would be watching or protecting. A cultic purpose remains the most likely
explanation. The nature of a single altar suggests
the worship of a single deity and the materials
used to construct this altar conform to the descriptions found in Exod 20:22–26 and Josh 8:30–35.
This suggests an Israelite altar used for the purpose of worshiping a single deity.
Dan and Arad. A major temple has been discovered in the city of Dan that dates to the time of the
monarchy and the division of the northern kingdom of Israel from the southern kingdom of Judah.
The structure of the site as a tripartite temple
with remnants of an altar in the innermost section
invites comparison to other holy shrines and temples farther north in Syria.
Near the southern border of Judah, however,
lay the Israelite fort of Arad. In this fort, a large
part of the area was set aside for a large, public
shrine consisting of three parts with two standing
stones and two incense altars in the most sacred
area. These all have parallels with other shrines
and temples of the period. More unusual is the
altar of fieldstones in the outer “court” of this
shrine. Like the structure dating at least three
centuries earlier at Mount Ebal, this altar conforms to the instructions of Exod 20:24. It does not
conform to non-Israelite Canaanite practice.
Iconography
Taanach Cult Stand. Other than the bull found
near Dothan (which may date from a pre-Israelite period), no distinctive Israelite portrayal of
images has been discovered in the period before
1,000 bc. However, from the 10th century bc an
impressive art piece has come from Taanach in the
form of a cult stand. Four panels are carved in a
vertical order. At the bottom is a naked female image flanked by two lions. On the second panel is an
empty space flanked by two sphinxes (or biblical
cherubim). On the third panel there are again two
lions flanking a tree with ibex on either side of the
tree. The top panel contains a horse-like or other
figure with a disk of the sun portrayed above the

animal. The simplest explanation is that the first
and third panels are anthropomorphic and symbolic (tree) portrayals of the goddess Asherah or
Astarte. The second and fourth panels are likely
portrayals of the chief god, in this case probably Yahweh. He is portrayed on the second panel
in imageless form and surrounded by cherubim,
much as in the temple in Jerusalem. On the fourth
panel the portrayed deity resembles a horse or calf,
perhaps related to some divine images or to the
gold calves erected by Jeroboam I at Dan and Bethel. This 10th-century bc cult stand reflects a belief
in at least one chief female and male deity.
Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. In the late ninth and early
eighth centuries, the north Sinai site of Kuntillet
‘Ajrud, likely a caravansarai (although some would
identify the whole site as a cult center), preserved
many drawings and inscriptions from a room
probably used for votive objects (Meshel, Kuntillet ‘Ajrud). Shards from large storage jars exhibit
what may be doodles, animals, and other figures.
One interesting set of figures on a potsherd shows
two human-like characters with bovine faces and
feet, feathered headdresses, and dots on their bodies, perhaps to indicate apparel. Beside or behind
them is a seated lyre player. In light of the blessing inscriptions on this shard (discussed further
below under “Inscriptions”), some have identified
these figures with Yahweh and Asherah. However, the standing figures are best seen as Egyptian
representations of the Egyptian dwarf deity Bes, a
symbol sometimes connected with good fortune
(according to art historian Beck, “The Drawings”).
The figures of Bes may be intended to represent
other deities (Yahweh and Asherah?) but this becomes more speculative.
Clay Female Figurines. In the last period of the
Iron Age (IIC), from 722 until the fall of Jerusalem
in 586 bc, the kingdom of Judah was marked by
hundreds of pillar base female figurines. These
were made of clay and mass produced. Some have
identified this as family piety unique to Judah.
The figurines would then represent a female deity
such as Asherah or Astarte (Dever, Did God Have
a Wife?). However, this remains speculative. It is
possible that these cheaply made figurines were
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intended to represent female petitioners seeking
God’s favor for domestic matters associated with
pregnancy or giving birth. Any attempt to interpret the significance of these figurines quickly becomes mere speculation; we simply don’t know.
Inscriptions
While there is little evidence for extrabiblical Hebrew inscriptions from before 900 bc, and nothing
that can be clearly connected with Israelite religion, relevant texts do appear in the ninth century
(for a useful source of additional information on
these inscriptions, see Aḥituv, Echoes from the Past).
Mesha Stele. The Mesha inscription of King Mesha of Moab recounts his interactions with the
family of Omri and Ahab. The inscription celebrates his victory over Israelite towns and observes the capture of an “altar hearth(?)” of Yahweh. This is the first mention of the divine name
outside of the Bible. Its occurrence here as the
only deity associated with the northern kingdom
of Israel suggests that outsiders such as Mesha associated only this deity with Israel, likely knowing
of no other.
Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom. The Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions found at the north Sinai
site mentioned above refer to the deities Yahweh,
Asherah, El, and Baal. It is not clear who may
have written all these texts, but a variety of orthographic styles suggests different authors. Baal
is associated with war imagery. El is either the
chief god of the Canaanite pantheon (as in the
myths of 13th century Ugarit) or used as a title for
the other gods named. Yahweh is most frequently
mentioned, sometimes alone where his name is
written in a shortened form, and sometimes with
Asherah. Yahweh is associated with Teman (the
southern desert) and Samaria. A repeated blessing
formula used at the site is, “I bless you to Yahweh
(of Teman/Samaria) and to (his) Asherah.” Asherah is a goddess associated with the chief Canaanite
god El in the 13th century myths written at Ugarit.
Writing on tombs at the southern Judaean site of
Khirbet el-Qom also associates Yahweh with Asherah. It identifies Yahweh as assisted by Asherah.
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Deir Alla Inscription. A nearly contemporary set
of inscriptions have been found in the Jordan Valley at the site of Tell Deir Alla. These plaster fragments were originally placed on the walls of what
may have been a religious center, though its association with the surrounding area is not clear and
the language is not Hebrew. The inscriptions mention Balaam, son of Beor (Num 22–24) and his visions related to a group of spirits or deities known
as shaddayin (שדין, shdyn), perhaps related to the
name for God, “El Shaddai” ( ֵאל ַש ַדי, el shadday),
that often appears in Genesis (e.g., Gen 17:1).
The Ivory Pomegranate. An inscribed small ivory object, shaped as a pomegranate, may be dated
about the same time (ca. 800 bc). The inscription
most likely says, “Belonging to the Temple of Yahweh, holy to the priests.” However, there remains
dispute about the authenticity of this inscription;
if it is reliable, it is the only authentic relic from
the temple of Jerusalem before the destruction of
586 bc (see Hess, Israelite Religions, 276–78).
Ein Gedi and Khirbet Beit Lei. On a cave at Ein
Gedi, overlooking the western shore of the Dead
Sea, an inscription dating to around 700 bc was
found that identifies Yahweh as blessed and as ruler of nations; the text also uses adonai (אדני, ‘dny)
or “my lord” as an epithet for Yahweh (see Hess,
Israelite Religions, 278–79 for translation). From
about the same time, the Judaean burial site at
Khirbet Beit Lei (about five miles east of Lachish)
preserves a number of inscriptions that mention
Yahweh’s sovereignty over Jerusalem and probably
Judah, and one that requests Yahweh to absolve
(from sin?; see Hess, Israelite Religions, 280–82).
Ostraca from Arad and Lachish. Ostraca are
notes and letters written on shards of broken pottery, the cheapest writing material of ancient Israel. Dozens of these have been found at the Judaean
sites of Lachish and Arad, important forts that
guarded western and southern borders of the nation. The writings mostly date to the years just before the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem in 586
bc. The ostraca include official correspondence
between the military leaders of the forts and other
Judaean officials. The standard formulas of these
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letters include blessings that mention only the
divine name Yahweh. For example, one letter includes: “May Yahweh cause you to hear news that
is peaceful and good.” An interesting reference
appears in lines 7–9 of Lachish ostracon number
5: “May Yahweh show you a successful harvest today.” From this may be surmised that Yahweh was
known as lord over the harvest and the fertility of
the land.

thanks for a successful birth of the child so named.
Many names were theophoric, meaning one element of the name was a form of a divine name like
Yahweh, El, or Baal. For example, the name “Elijah”
( ֵא ִליָ ה, eliyyah) means “Yah is God” and has the theophoric element “yah” at the end; the name “Joshua” (הֹוש ַע
ֻ ְי, yehoshua’) means “Yahu is salvation”
and includes the theophoric element “yahu” at the
beginning. Perhaps 46% of the personal names of
ancient Israel contain a form of the divine name,
Ketef Hinnom. In a burial cave at Ketef Hinnom,
Yahweh. Far fewer, perhaps 6%, contain a form of
southwest of the ancient city of Jerusalem and
also dating before or at the time of the Babylonian the name El, which could also be a title or generic
term for “god” and not a divine name of a particudestruction of the city, two small silver scrolls
lar deity; less than 1% contain the names of other
were discovered that preserve parts of the blessdeities (Hess, Israelite Religions, 269–74).
ing of Aaron as found in Num 6:24–26. The texts
Collections of bullae bear witness to the vast
also mention covenant, hesed (“covenantal love
majority
of theophoric personal names as Yahand faithfulness”), deliverance from “the evil,” and
God as “the One who Helps,” “the Rock,” and as re- wistic. The sole exception is found in the Samaria ostraca, the early or mid—eighth century
buking “the evil.”
writings that preserve names from the northern
Summary. By way of summary, the earlier period kingdom of Israel. This period, which was met by
of the monarchy includes inscriptions that menthe prophets Amos and Hosea with indictments
tion Asherah, Baal, El, and (at a nearby non-Israagainst the nation’s false religion and the injuselite site) Shaddayin. Yahweh is dominant in the
tices of the upper classes, includes several names
inscriptions and often the only deity mentioned.
that preserve “baal” as part of the name. While
The only foreign inscription to mention a deity
this element could just be used as a common noun
in Israel, the ninth century Mesha of Moab stele,
for “lord,” it is also possible that it could be the dimentions only Yahweh and associates him with
vine name Baal.
cult objects in the northern kingdom of Israel. AfEven among these inscriptions, however, the
ter 722 bc, Yahweh alone is mentioned as divine
Yahwistic names are in the majority among the
in the southern kingdom of Judah and its inscriptheophoric names. By the time one reaches the
tions. There he is associated with the covenant,
burnt archive in Jerusalem, a collection of bullae
hesed (covenantal love and mercy), blessing, and
that preserve names at the time of the destruclordship over Jerusalem and possibly Judah and
tion of the city in 586 bc, the only explicit divine
other nations. He rebukes the Evil, delivers, abelements in the personal names are Yahwistic.
solves from evil, is a Rock, and gives fertility to the Important recent collections and studies of the
land.
personal names are helpful for putting together
the evidence of so many personal names of anPersonal Names
cient Israelites that are now known, especially
About 2,000 personal names have been discovered
in the eighth and seventh centuries bc. However,
on seals, seal impressions (known as “bullae”), and
these sometimes do not distinguish between geoother inscriptions that date from the time of the
graphic (northern Israel vs. southern Judah) and
Judaean monarchy (though note that scholars use
chronological (early eighth century vs. 600–586
different ways of counting and assign different
bc) differences (Albertz and Schmitt, Family and
degrees of authenticity to these artifacts). AnHousehold Religion).
cient Israelite names were composed of Hebrew
An interesting analysis of all the personal
terms and could be readily understood. They often
names of the Israelites with Yahwistic names
contained a confession to God or a statement of
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reveals important information. Many of these
made available for study. These texts reveal the
names confess attributes of Yahweh that would
presence of many people bearing Yahwistic names
have been believed by and been popular with the
(Lambert, “A Document from a Community of Expeople of the time. Distinctive to names with Yah- iles”; Pearce and Wunsch, Documents of Judean Exweh are that there are no sexual or reproductive
iles). Further, these people passed on this naming
references. Yahweh has no consort. There are
practice to their children so that there was not the
almost no animal associations (except where the
same level of assimilation into the surrounding
name could be interpreted that the name bearer is cultural and religious life that sometimes occurred
dedicated to the deity; e.g., “Calf of Yaweh”). There among deportees. Nevertheless, evidence from the
is very little identification with architecture, citJewish mercenary colony at Elephantine in southies, or sky phenomena, and there is no association ern Egypt could exhibit signs of syncretism with
with the harming of an individual. Instead, qualthe religious beliefs of neighboring Aramaic and
ities of love, joy, mercy, and even salvation occur
other peoples. Despite that observation, the presto a degree that may not be as prominent in other
ence of groups of Jews and leaders who sought to
naming practices of surrounding cultures.
follow Yahweh exclusively is attested within and
An important comparison with the dominant
outside of the Bible in this period.
use of Yahweh in theophoric names in Israel is the
Summary
contrast with surrounding nations. Closest relatThe
extrabiblical evidence for Israelite religion
ed in size and wealth, and possessing a couple of
suggests that ancient Israel predominantly venerhundred personal names, is the kingdom of Amated Yahweh, though various pieces of evidence
mon. Setting aside about 150 names that contain
suggest other deities may have been worshiped
el, a title or generic Semitic term for “god” that
as well, possibly even alongside Yahweh. Despite
could apply to any deity, only nine names include
this
evidence for some amount of polytheism, the
Ammon’s chief god, Milkom. Several names each
contain the divine names Baal, Gad, Mot, and even support for a single deity, Yahweh, is unique in Israel and difficult to explain in models that entirely
Yahweh. By the later period of the Israelite monreject any exclusive belief in a single deity before
archy, Yahwistic personal names have a greater
dominance in Israel than any single name of a god the Babylonian exile.
or goddess in the names of surrounding countries. Evidence Suggestive of Polytheism in Ancient Israel
In other words, at least on the public level of nam1. Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom inscriping, something unique was going on in Israel ittions that refer to “Yahweh and his Asherah,”
self. In the eighth and seventh centuries bc, when
though the interpretation of the phrase is deJudah has significant evidence of personal names
bated.
from sources outside the Bible, the public recog2. The appearance of “Baal names” in the Sanition of Yahweh in the names given to children
maria ostraca reflect common Canaanite pracreached an exclusive level that has no parallel
tices (see Hess, Israelite Religions, 270–71).
among the neighbors of Judah and Israel.
3. The presence of two incense altars and two
Postexilic Evidence for Israelite Religion
standing stones at the shrine of Arad may indiIn the postexilic period the Bible attests to much
cate worship of two deities.
less polytheism among the Jews. This view is not
4. The bull figurine from the cultic site near Docontradicted by the scant evidence from Jerusalem
than, likely dating to the early Iron Age, which
and the surrounding region in the late sixth and
may represent a Canaanite deity such as El or
fifth centuries bc. Indeed, the extrabiblical eviBaal.
dence is largely negative: a general absence of re5. The iconography on the 10th-century cult
ligious images or texts with religious sentiments.
stand from Taanach, which may depict YahFrom the fifth century bc, important records of a
weh and Asherah (see Hess, Israelite Religions,
Jewish community in Mesopotamia have now been
321–24).
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GOSPELS, SYNOPTIC Comprised of the biblical
books Matthew, Mark, and Luke. They distinguish
themselves from the book of John in content, order and wording. Study of their literary interrelationship—the Synoptic Problem—plays a key role
in New Testament scholarship.
The Gospels
The four canonical Gospels—Matthew, Mark,
Luke and John—tell of the “good news” of the
Messiah: Jesus. The term “Gospel”—derived from
the Anglo-Saxon “God-spell” or “Good News”—
translates the Greek euangelion (“good news”).
Its use as a label for the New Testament works
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John derives from early
manuscript witnesses which characterized them
as “the Gospel According to Matthew,” “the Gospel
according to Mark,” and so on.
The term itself is used in Mark 1:1, “the beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ,” but it was
current in early Christianity before the writing
of the Gospels (e.g., Paul often speaks about “the
gospel” as the good news about Jesus that is at the
center of his preaching). “Good news” has Jewish
and Graeco-Roman precedents in Isaiah’s propheMatt 9:9

The Synoptic Gospels
Of the four canonical Gospels, three of them—
Matthew, Mark and Luke—are called “Synoptic”
because they can be viewed together (syn, “with”;
-optic, “see”) in a Synopsis, or a book that arranges the Synoptic Gospels in parallel columns. This
passage, the Call of Levi (or Matthew), provides an
example:

Mark 2:14

Luke 5:27

And having passed on
from there, Jesus saw a
man

And having passed on he
saw

And he saw a tax-collector named Levi

seated in the tax-office,
named Matthew,

Levi son of Alphaeus
seated in the tax-office,

seated in the tax-office,

and he says to him, ‘Follow me.’ And having arisen, he followed him.

and he says to him, ‘Follow me.’ And having arisen, he followed him.

and he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And having left
everything and having
arisen, he followed him.

The close agreement between the wordings of the
Synoptic Gospels in passages like this is common,
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cy, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of
those who bring good news, who proclaim peace,
who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation,
who say to Zion, “Your God reigns” (Isa 52:7), and
in Caesar’s imperial announcements.
The term provides a reminder that these books
are designed to persuade the reader that Jesus
is the Christ (Messiah, “anointed one”) and to
encourage faith in him (compare John 20:30–31).
While the canonical Gospels have certain generic
similarities with other ancient Graeco-Roman bioi
(“lives”) of key figures, the term was adopted in
the second century to describe a range of works
about Jesus, including some, like the Gospel of
Thomas, that did not become part of the New Testament canon.

and it spans different types of material. This example is extracted from the Stilling of the Storm:
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Matt 8:25–26

Mark 4:38–9

Luke 8:24–5

And the disciples, having
approached him,

And

And having approached
him

awoke him saying, ‘Lord,
save! We are perishing!’

they awake him and say to they awoke him saying,
him, ‘Teacher, do you not ‘Master Master, we are percare that we are perishing?’
ishing!’

And having awoken, he reAnd he says to them, Why buked the wind and said to And having awoken, he
are you afraid, ye of little the sea, ‘Be silent! Be muz- rebuked the wind and the
faith?’ Then, having got up, zled!’ And the wind ceased, raging of the water. And
he rebuked the winds and and there was a great calm. they ceased, and there
the sea, and there was a And he said to them, ‘Why was a calm. And he said to
great calm.
are you so afraid? Have you them, ‘Where is your faith?’
still no faith?’
Along with similarities in wording, the Synoptic
Gospels often have a parallel order of events and

sayings, illustrated here in a sequence covering
several passages:

Matt 16:13–20

Mark 8:27–30

Luke 9:18–21

Peter’s Confession

Matt 16:21–23

Mark 8:31–33

Luke 9:22

Prediction of the
Passion

Matt 16:24–28

Mark 8:34–9:1

Luke 9:23–27

On Discipleship

Matt 17:1–8

Mark 9:2–8

Luke 9:28–36

Transfiguration

Matt 17:9–13

Mark 9:9–13

Matt 17:14–20

Mark 9:14–29

Luke 9:37–43a

Matt 17:22–23

Mark 9:30–32

Luke 9:43b–45

Coming of Elijah

Matt 17:24–27
Matt 18:1–5

Matt 18:6–9

Healing of an Epileptic
Second Passion Prediction
Temple Tax

Mark 9:33–37

Luke 9:46–48

Dispute about
Greatness

Mark 9:38–41

Luke 9:49–50

Strange Exorcist

Mark 9:42–48

On Offences
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This parallel order and wording is in stark contrast with John. Where John has parallels to the
Synoptics (e.g., John 6:1–15, Feeding of the 5,000)
the wording is generally different, with only minor similarities in order (e.g., John 6:16–21, Walking on the Water, following on from the Feeding
of the 5,000, as in Matt 14:22–33; Mark 6:45–52).
Moreover, John features material that is not paralleled in the Synoptics—including lengthy discourses in Jerusalem—and the Gospel lacks many
of the key passages from the Synoptic Gospels like
the baptism, the transfiguration, the Last Supper,

The Synoptic Problem
The close links in content, wording, and order
between Matthew, Mark, and Luke suggest that
there is some kind of literary relationship between them. The similarities in wording and order
are simply too significant for these documents to
be independent of one another. These are, after all,
agreements that are sometimes practically verbatim across entire paragraphs:

Matt 3:7–10

Luke 3:7–9

Offspring of vipers! Who warned you to
flee from the coming wrath? Bear fruit
therefore worthy of repentance and do
not presume to say in yourselves, “We
have Abraham as father”; for I say to
you that God is able from these stones to
raise up children to Abraham. Already
the axe is laid at the root of the trees;
for every tree not producing good fruit
is cut down and cast into the fire.

Offspring of vipers! Who warned you to
flee from the coming wrath? Bear fruit
therefore worthy of repentance and do
not begin to say in yourselves, “We have
Abraham as father”; for I say to you that
God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham. Already the axe
is laid at the root of the trees; for every tree not producing good fruit is cut
down and cast into the fire.

Moreover, the agreements are found in narrative
material as well as sayings and in the words of Jesus, John the Baptist, and others. Sometimes even
grammatical oddities (e.g., Matt 9:6; Mark 2:10;
Luke 5:24) and narrator’s comments (e.g., Matt
24:15; Mark 13:14) are shared between the evangelists.
It is clear from the data that at least two of the
Synoptic evangelists have been involved in some
kind of copying. The Synoptic Problem is the
name given to the task of attempting to discover
who has been copying from whom. The Synoptic
Problem might be defined as the study of similarities and differences of the Synoptic Gospels in an
attempt to explain their literary relationship. This
study is fundamental to critical, historical work
on the Gospels, with relevance to understanding
the Gospels, early Christian tradition, and the historical Jesus.
30

and Gethsemane, to say nothing of the parables
and most of the miracles.

The Synoptic Data
Most of the material in the Synoptic Gospels falls
into one of four categories: triple tradition, double
tradition, special Matthew, and special Luke. Most
of Mark’s Gospel is made up of triple tradition—
material common to all three Synoptics—and it
includes the Parable of the Sower (Mark 4:1–9 and
parallels), the Feeding of the 5,000 (Mark 6:30–44
and parallels), and much of the Passion Narrative
(Mark 14–15); it is richer in narrative material than
in sayings.
The double tradition is made up of material
common to Matthew and Luke but not found in
Mark. It is richer in sayings material than narrative, and examples include the Lord’s Prayer
(Matt 6:9–13; Luke 11:2–4) and the Beatitudes (Matt
5:3–10; Luke 6:20–23).
Special Matthew—or “M”—is material that is
unique to Matthew. Examples include the Parable
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of the 10 Virgins and the Sheep and Goats (both
Matt 25). Although rich in sayings, there are some
M narratives, including the Coin in the Fish’s
Mouth (Matt 17:24–27).
Special Luke—or “L”—is material that is
unique to Luke. Examples include the Parables of
the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37) and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32). Special Luke is rich in parables and narratives about Jesus, and it marks out
Luke as the great storyteller of the New Testament.
In contrast with Matthew and Luke, Mark has
very little special material. Nearly everything in
his Gospel is also found in Matthew, or Luke, or
both (exceptions include Mark 4:26–29, The Seed
Growing Secretly; Mark 14:51–52, Youth Flees Naked). This is symptomatic of Mark’s position as the
“middle term” among the Synoptic Gospels.
Mark’s status as the “middle term” is one of
the key observations about the Synoptic data. To
speak about Mark as the “middle term” means
that in the triple tradition material, substantial
agreements occur in wording and order between
Matthew, Mark and Luke, between Mark and Luke,
and between Mark and Matthew. There are only
minor agreements between Matthew and Luke
against Mark. In other words, where all three
Synoptics are present in a given passage, Mark is
usually the common denominator.
The Priority of Mark
Two major theories in current New Testament
studies explain how Mark came to be the middle
term. The most popular view—Marcan Literary
Priority—states that Matthew and Luke both
knew and used Mark. Marcan Priority means that
Matthew and Luke both made Mark the structural basis of their Gospels, borrowing much of his
arrangement of material and frequently copying
his words. This is why sometimes Matthew agrees
with Mark, sometimes Luke agrees with Mark and
sometimes all three agree together.
A second less popular view posits that Mark is
the third Gospel and that he is conflating Matthew
and Luke. According to this view—the Griesbach
Hypothesis or the “Two-Gospel Hypothesis”—
Mark is the middle term because of the way that
he combines his two source Gospels, sometimes

copying from the one, sometimes from the other,
and sometimes from both. This theory further
postulates that Matthew was the first Gospel and
that Luke copied from Matthew. The theory is
named after its first famous advocate, J. J. Griesbach, who pioneered the Gospel Synopsis in 1776.
It was revived in 1964 by William Farmer and it
still has advocates today.
Marcan Priority is generally held to be the
stronger theory because it is easier to make
sense of the differences between the Synoptics
on the assumption that Mark wrote first. The
small amount of material unique to Mark—like
the Blind Man of Bethsaida in Mark 8:22–26 or
the Youth Feeling Naked in Mark 14:51–2—makes
more sense as material mutually omitted by Matthew and Luke than as material specially added by
Mark, especially as Mark lacks a lot of apparently
congenial material found in Matthew and Luke
(like the Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer).
Small signs of editorial fatigue occur in the
triple tradition. These are places where Matthew
or Luke appear to make minor adjustments at the
beginning of a passage and drift into the Marcan
wording as the passage develops. Matthew corrects Mark’s “King” Herod to “Herod the Tetrarch”
only to lapse into calling him “King” again halfway through the story of John the Baptist’s death
(Mark 6:14–29; Matt 14:1–12). Similarly, Luke resets
the Feeding of the 5,000 in a “city called Bethsaida”
only to fall into the wording of Mark’s version
that speaks about being in a “desert place” (Mark
6:32–44; Luke 9:10–17).
The “Q” Theory
If Marcan Priority provides a good explanation of
the triple tradition material, the double tradition
material—agreement between Matthew and Luke
not found in Mark—requires explanation. The
Two-Source Theory proposes that Matthew and
Luke were working independently of one another, which necessitates postulating another source,
now lost, for convenience labeled “Q”. Q is though
to be an early source, from around the mid-first
century, and it features a lot of sayings material. It
remains a very popular theory, but the absence of
any manuscript evidence or ancient attestation for
31

Lexham Bible Dictionary
the text means that there has always been a question mark over it.
The Two-Source Theory’s chief rival is the
Farrer Theory, which also supports Marcan Priority, but which proposes that Luke also had access to Matthew, so dispensing with the need for
Q. Thus, the double tradition material is made up
of those parts of Matthew’s non-Marcan material
that were copied by Luke. Advocates of this theory
suggest that Luke’s familiarity with Matthew can
be spotted in the triple tradition material where
there are major and many minor agreements between Luke and Matthew against Mark, which are
difficult to explain if Luke wrote without knowledge of Matthew.

date is ad 70 because of the possibility that knowledge of this is reflected in the Gospels. The Jewish
War of ad 66–70, which resulted in defeat for Jews
and the destruction of the temple, was profoundly
traumatic. If the Gospels were written after this
event, it would probably have made some kind of
impact on the texts.
Mark regularly refers to the temple and prophecies of its destruction (e.g., Mark 13:1–2; 15:29–30),
which may indicate a post-ad 70 setting for Mark.
It is thought to be highly likely that Matthew and
Luke post-date ad 70; certain details in their texts
make good sense on the assumption that they
are writing after those traumatic events (i.e. the
Jewish War; Matt 23:37–39; Luke 13:34–35, “… your
house is left desolate …”).

Authors and Dates
Although the manuscripts of the Gospels feature
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much more than approximations. The key pivotal
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In the course of this inquiry, attempts are
made to describe how the texts were written,
changed, and transmitted from one generation to
the next. Scholars who express a view on the originality of readings do so while evaluating their
comparative value. This comparison—the central
area of the textual praxis—refers to the value of
the readings (variants) included in the textual witnesses. However, not all differences should be subjected to a textual evaluation. In our view, (groups
of ) readings that were produced at the literary
growth stage of the biblical books (literary variants) should not be subjected to textual evaluation,
since they were not produced during the course
of the transmission of texts. This definition does
not refer specifically to the traditional text of Hebrew—Aramaic Scripture, the so-called Masoretic
Text (MT), but rather to all forms of Scripture.
One of the practical results of the analysis of
textual data is that it creates tools for interpreting
Hebrew and Aramaic Scriptures. Interpretation
is based on a text or texts and can only proceed if
the nature of that text has been determined. By
the same token, all other disciplines, such as the
historical, geographical, and linguistic analysis of
Scripture, operate from a text base. In each case,
the scholar has to identify the text base for the exegesis, and by necessity this involves the analysis
of textual data beyond the text base.
The Need for Textual Criticism of Hebrew and
Aramaic Scripture
Several factors require the involvement of textual
criticism within the discipline of biblical studies.
In view of the focus on the Masoretic Text by all
scholars, such an examination remains relevant.
Differences among the Many Textual Witnesses
The biblical text has been transmitted in many
ancient and medieval sources that are known to us
from modern editions in different languages: We
possess fragments of leather and papyrus scrolls
that are at least two thousand years old in Hebrew,
Greek, and Aramaic, as well as manuscripts in Hebrew and other languages from the Middle Ages.
These sources shed light on and witness to the
biblical text, hence their name: “textual witnesses.”
All these textual witnesses differ from one anoth-

er to some extent. Since no single textual source
contains what could be called the biblical text, a
serious involvement in biblical studies necessitates the study of all sources, which necessarily
involves study of the differences between them.
The comparison and analysis of these textual differences thus holds a central place within textual
criticism.
It is not only the differences among the various textual witnesses that require involvement in
textual criticism. Textual differences of a similar
nature are reflected in the various attestations of
a single textual tradition of Hebrew and Aramaic
Scripture—namely the Masoretic Text (MT), often
described as the main textual tradition of Scripture. Such internal differences are visible in all attestations of MT, ancient and medieval, and even
in its printed editions and translations, since these
editions are based on several different sources.
The following are examples of the differences
between the most frequently used editions of MT:
sequence of books, chapter division, layout of the
text, verse division, single letters and words, vocalization and accentuation, and notes of the Masorah.
Mistakes, Corrections, and Changes in the Texts, Including the Masoretic Text
Most texts—ancient and modern—that are transmitted from one generation to the next get corrupted (the technical term for various forms of
“mistakes”). For modern compositions, the process
of textual transmission from the writing of the
autographs until their final printing is relatively short, thus limiting the possibilities of them
becoming corrupted. In ancient texts, however,
such as Hebrew and Aramaic Scriptures, these
corruptions were more frequent as a result of
the complexities of the writing on papyrus and
leather and the length of the transmission process,
conditions that prevailed until the advent of printing. The number of factors that could have created
corruptions is large: the transition from the early
Hebrew to the square script, unclear handwriting, unevenness in the surface of the leather or
papyrus, graphically similar letters which were
often confused, the lack of vocalization, unclear
boundaries between words in early texts leading
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to wrong word divisions, scribal corrections not
understood by the next generation of scribes, etc.

gate, which brought them much closer to the time
of the composition of the biblical books. Therefore,
the discovery in the Judaean Desert of many HeThe Masoretic Text Does Not Reflect the “Original Text” brew and Aramaic texts dating from two millennia
of the Biblical Books
ago has considerably advanced our knowledge of
It should not be postulated that the MT is better,
the early witnesses and the procedure of the copyor more frequently reflects the original text of the ing and transmitting of texts.
biblical books, than any other text. Furthermore,
The study of the biblical text was initiated as
even if we were to surmise that MT reflects the
an auxiliary science to biblical exegesis. Therefore,
“original” form of the Bible, we would still have to
the results of textual investigation have always
decide which form of MT reflects this “original
been taken into consideration in exegesis, and that
text,” since MT itself is represented by many witpractice continues to be followed today.
nesses that differ in small details.
Text, Canon, and Sacred Status
Differences between Inner-Biblical Parallel Texts in
The books of Hebrew Scripture were gradualthe Masoretic Text
ly accepted as authoritative when they were
The textual witnesses of the biblical books often
integrated into different collections of sacred
contain parallel versions of the same unit. Some
writings—those of MT, the Septuagint, and the
of these reflect different formulations in MT itself Samaritan Pentateuch. However, scribal transmisof the same psalm (Psa 18; 2 Sam 22; Psa 14; Psa 53), sion started a long time before the books obtained
a genealogical list (Ezra 2; Neh 7:6–72), segments
authoritative status, also named canonization
of books (Jer 52; 2 Kgs 24:18–25:30; Isa 36:1–38:8’ 2
when referring to Scripture as a whole. For exKgs 18:13–20:11), and even large segments of a com- ample, Jeremiah 36 describes how the prophet
plete book—thus, in Chronicles, large sections run dictated the contents of a second scroll to Baruch
parallel to the books of Samuel and Kings. Some of following the burning of the first one by the king.
these parallel sources are based on ancient texts
That scroll thus constituted the second stage of the
that already differed from one another before they scribal development and the growing process of
were incorporated into the biblical books; they ad- the book. The contents of the second scroll cannot
ditionally underwent changes while being transbe reconstructed, let alone the first one. In other
mitted from one generation to the next.
cases, we know more about the development stagA Modern Approach to the Textual Criticism of es of the books. Thus, we are able to analyze the
relation between the MT and Septuagint versions
the Bible
of Jeremiah, suggesting that the Septuagint repSince the discovery in 1947 of Hebrew and Araresents
an early stage in the literary development
maic texts in the Judaean Desert, dating from ca.
of that book—which preceded the edition of MT
250 bc until ad 135, our knowledge about the text
that
became canonical in Jewish tradition. Likeof Hebrew and Aramaic Scriptures has increased
wise, there are many additional examples of litergreatly. It should be remembered that until the
ary variants preserved in non-Masoretic sources.
time of that discovery, no early texts of the HeOn
the basis of this understanding, we therefore
brew and Aramaic Bible were known—except for
the Nash papyrus of the Decalogue. As a result, the submit that scribal processes and textual transmission should be discussed without reference
manuscripts of MT from the Middle Ages served
to the process of canonization. Valuable variants
as the earliest Hebrew and Aramaic sources.
may be found also in tefillin, mezuzot, quotations in
Therefore, the research before 1947 was based on
non-canonical works such as non-biblical Qumran
Hebrew and Aramaic texts that had been copied
texts, and so-called rewritten Bible compositions
1200 years or more after the composition of the
biblical books. Scholars also relied on manuscripts found at Qumran and elsewhere.
When opening up new sources that are reland early papyrus fragments of the ancient transevant for textual criticism, we should also keep
lations, especially of the Septuagint and the Vul34
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an open mind about different Scripture collections. Since textual criticism deals with all forms
of Hebrew Scripture, it also covers the content of
other sacred collections, namely those included in
the Septuagint, Samaritan Pentateuch, and some
Qumran scrolls. Some of these preceded the literary crystallization of MT, while others were composed subsequently.
Finally, there is not necessarily a connection
between the sacred status of the Bible books and
the nature of the scribal transmission. Even the
most sacred book of the Bible, the Torah, was not
transmitted more carefully than the other books.
Procedure
After the variations between the textual witnesses
are collected, it remains to be seen what should
be done with the rich store of information included in these sources. While the contents of the
non-Masoretic witnesses, including the Judeaan
Desert scrolls and the Septuagint, are often disregarded in commentaries and introductions, it
would seem more appropriate to use these data
within the exegetical procedure. However, when
turning to textual data, problems pile up to such
an extent that some scholars shrink away from
using them. These problems are visible both at
the theoretical end (guidelines for the use of the
textual data) and at the practical level (which variants should be used by exegetes and how). At both
levels, there are no firm answers and no generally
accepted views. The discussion of the shape of the
biblical text in early periods is of central importance to this analysis.
Theory of Textual Criticism
The discussion of the practical aspects of textual
criticism depends upon an analysis of its essence
and aims.
The textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible differs from textual criticism of other compositions
that are usually reconstructed in their original
form, for there have been relatively few attempts
to reconstruct the original text of a biblical book,
for theoretical as well as practical reasons. Most
of the existing critical editions are editions of MT
that record variant readings in an accompanying
critical apparatus (diplomatic editions).

The problems with which the textual critic
is confronted regarding the growth of the books
through complex stages of editorial revision and
textual transmission, are not confined to biblical
research, since other literatures, especially Akkadian compositions, developed in a similar way.
Likewise, Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey went through
several stages of textual manipulation. At the
same time, it seems that the textual criticism of
the Hebrew Bible raises unusually difficult problems, partly because these two literatures are preserved better in early witnesses.
In light of this description, it is now possible
to formulate the aims and method of the textual
criticism of the Bible. The study of the biblical
text involves an investigation of its development,
copying and transmission, and of the creation of
readings over the centuries. In the course of this
procedure, textual critics collect from Hebrew
and translated texts all the details (readings) in
which these texts differ from one another. Some
of these readings were created during the textual
transmission, while others derive from an earlier
stage—that of literary growth.
Praxis of Textual Criticism
Practicing textual criticism consists of the analysis of the textual data and their use in biblical exegesis. It involves two sets of data:
1. The biblical text as found in Hebrew manuscripts and reflected in the ancient translations
2. The conjectural emendation of the biblical
text invoked when neither the Hebrew manuscripts nor the ancient versions preserve satisfactory evidence
The first area may be called textual criticism proper, while the second is supplementary to it.
Textual criticism proper is subdivided into two
stages:
1. Collecting Hebrew readings and reconstructing them from the ancient versions
2. Evaluation of these readings
This process involves all Hebrew and reconstructed details (readings) that differ from an accepted form of MT via pluses, minuses, differences
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in letters, words, and the sequence of words, as
to readings created during the textual transmiswell as differences in vocalization, word division,
sion, excluding those created during the literary
and sense divisions. MT (usually Leningrad cogrowth of the book—even though they are ina
dex B19 ) is taken as the point of departure for
cluded in textual witnesses. However, it remains
describing textual variations because it has bedifficult to decide which readings textual analysis
come the textus receptus (received text) of Hebrew should be applied to and which readings should be
Scripture, but this procedure does not imply a
left without evaluation.
preference for its contents. In the course of this
While there are no objective criteria for the
comparison we ought to remember that most early comparison of readings, we find some support in
sources of the biblical text have been lost. Thus,
criteria applied to the comparison of variants, ofalthough readings in the ancient witnesses (e.g.,
ten named “rules.” In our view, external criteria
the Septuagint) are compared with MT, there may (nature of the textual witnesses, preference for
have been several intervening stages between that MT, broad attestation, age of textual witnesses)
source and MT. Nonetheless that complication
are of little help. At the same time, some internal
does not invalidate the procedure itself. All details criteria that have a bearing on the intrinsic value
in manuscripts are considered readings, while
and content of the readings provide some help.
readings differing from MT are named variants.
Among these, the rule of the lectio difficilior (“the
As a rule, the collation of Hebrew variants
more difficult reading is to be preferred”) provides
from biblical manuscripts is relatively simple.
occasional help, although it is impractical since
Somewhat more complicated is the collecting
it fails to take simple scribal errors into considerof variant readings from biblical quotations in
ation. Other “rules” pertain to “the shorter reading
non-biblical sources. The reconstruction of variis to be preferred” and assimilation to parallel
ant readings from the ancient translations is
passages (harmonization). In our view, these rules
equally complex.
should be used sparingly and with full recognition
After collecting variants from Hebrew and
of their subjective nature. On the whole, the emtranslated texts, they are usually compared with
ployment of such rules is very limited for the intheir counterparts in MT. The implication of this
ternal comparison of Hebrew readings and for the
procedure being that a specific reading may be
comparison of such readings with Hebrew varipreferable to all other readings, also phrased as
ants reconstructed from the ancient translations.
the assumption that all other readings may have
This assertion leads to some general reflections
derived from that reading. If a scribal developon the nature of textual evaluation and the use of
ment—such as textual corruption of a specific
guidelines within that framework. The quintesreading to other readings is assumed—the aim of
sence of textual evaluation is the selection from
this comparison is to select the one reading that
the different transmitted readings of the one that
was presumably contained in the original form
is the most appropriate to its context. Within this
of the text. Even if more than one original or deselection process, the concept of the “context” is
terminative form is presupposed this procedure
taken in a broad sense, as referring to the lanwould still be followed when textual corruption
guage, style, and content of both the immediate
is posited—necessitating the assumption of one
context and of the literary unit in which the readoriginal text at least in the case of readings that
ing is found. This procedure necessarily allows
developed from one another. Due to the vicissigreat liberty but, at the same time, burdens us
tudes of the textual transmission, in any given
with the task of negotiating through a labyrinth of
verse, MT may contain an original reading in one
data and considerations. Since the context is taken
detail, while the original reading for another dein a wide sense, we have to refer to data and argutail may be contained in the Septuagint.
ments bearing on different aspects of the text, and
The comparative evaluation of variants is
hence to different disciplines: the language and
necessarily subjective. This procedure is limited
vocabulary of individual literary units and of the
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Bible as a whole, the exegesis of individual verses,
chapters, and books, and the general content and
ideas of a given unit or book. In addition to these,
we must be aware of the intricacies of textual
transmission, and in particular, of the types of errors made in the course of that process.
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textual basis. The TR is nearly 500 years old, and
it is based on only half a dozen manuscripts, none
earlier than the 10th century. Modern translations
are based on manuscripts that date back to the
second century. The KJV is based on a text that
grew over the centuries—yet there are only about
5,000 differences between the TR and the standard
critical Greek New Testament used today: the Nestle-Aland 27th edition (a.k.a. NA27) of Novum Testamentum Graece. In other words, these two Greek
New Testaments agree for more than 96 percent of
the text; most of these differences are so small that
they cannot be translated.

Transmission of the New Testament Text
Until 1454—when Gutenberg invented the printing press—all books were produced by hand. It is
inevitable that all copies of an ancient book have
Emanuel Tov differences among them. The New Testament is no
different.
When an apostle or other leading authority in
the early church wrote a letter to a church, it was
only natural that that congregation would want to
TEXTUAL CRITICISM OF THE NEW TESTAshare
the letter with other Christians. They needMENT The foundational discipline for our access
to all ancient literary documents. Before interpret- ed to copy these letters by hand, and the earliest
Christian scribes were not trained. Thus, a variety
ing a text, one must first know what it says. This
is the goal of textual criticism. Textual criticism is of wording differences would arise in these handwritten copies. For the most part, the changes inthe study of the copies of any written document
troduced by these scribes were accidental.
whose original (autograph) is unknown or nonThe demand for copies of the books of the New
existent, in order to recover the exact wording of
Testament
increased as the early church grew.
the autograph. New Testament textual criticism is
But problems arose as these various books were
needed because the autographs have disappeared
and the remaining copies disagree with each other. gathered together, especially with the Synoptic
The approximately 138,000 words in the Greek Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). When more
than one Gospel reached a region, believers would
New Testament have as many as 400,000 textual
soon notice the many differences among them.
variants in the manuscripts. The number of variThose who took it upon themselves to make copies
ants is high because there are thousands of manwould tend to harmonize the Gospels by “correctuscripts. The great majority of these variants are
ing” the wording in one Gospel and conforming
spelling differences, transpositions of words or
it to the wording in another. They did this from
letters, or synonyms. Less than one percent of all
textual variants are both meaningful and viable— pious motives—the scribe simply assumed that
an earlier copyist had gotten it wrong. Matthew
that is, have any chance of reflecting the wording
was the most copied of the Gospels and was thus
of the autographs. Except for several high-visithe most well-known. Scribes naturally, therefore,
bility problem passages, the New Testament text
has been remarkably stable through the centuries. tended to conform Mark and Luke to Matthew.
They would also smooth out the text grammatiOne way to measure this is by the differences between the KJV’s Greek textual basis (known as the cally, substitute common forms for unusual ones,
and add clarifying phrases. In so doing they would
Textus Receptus or TR) and modern translations’
38

Overview Articles
inadvertently change the text from its original
wording.
The spread of the gospel beyond the
Greek-speaking world added to the textual variants; translations of the New Testament became
necessary. Early on, the New Testament was translated into Latin, Syriac, and Coptic for believers
in Italy, North Africa, Syria, and Egypt. As the
Church branched out across the Mediterranean
world, the New Testament was translated into Armenian, Gothic, Ethiopic, Georgian, Arabic, and
several other languages.
Greek, however, continued to be the primary
language of the New Testament in most of the
Roman Empire through the first three or four centuries. Churches in the largest cities soon began
to exert an influence on the form of the text. Local
text forms emerged. Two distinct forms of the
New Testament from the earliest centuries thus
came into existence: the Alexandrian or Egyptian
and the so-called Western text.
The Alexandrian text was produced in Alexandria, Egypt, as well as other Egyptian sites. Significantly, Alexandria was already known for its great
care in manuscript production long before Christianity was born. Christian scribes were probably
influenced by this, producing what is considered
by most scholars to be the most reliable text of the
New Testament.
On the other hand, the “Western” text was full
of expansions, deletions, harmonizations, and
even theological alterations. It did not begin in
the West, but it soon found its way to Gaul, Italy,
and North Africa. It is probable that evangelistic
efforts, rather than mere sloppiness in copying,
were the cause of many of the Western text’s alterations of the autographs. It was early on translated into Latin. And as Latin increased in popularity
over most of Europe, the Western text became extremely influential.
It seems that by the third or fourth century, a
new text form, the Byzantine—a large group of
manuscripts that share a similar pattern of readings—had begun to emerge. This new text form
was largely based on the other two, but would

also, in time, become heavily influenced by the
Church’s liturgy. After Constantine declared Constantinople as the “new Rome” and made it his
capital, the Byzantine text became the dominant
form in the East. This text form is usually considered inferior due to its late date and dependence
on the earlier text forms. Latin continued to
spread throughout Western Europe in subsequent
centuries, leaving Greek largely restricted to the
East. After the Muslim conquest of Egypt effectively wiped out the Alexandrian text form, the
Byzantine was free to become the predominant
text form in Greek. Thus, because Greek was increasingly restricted geographically, the Byzantine text not only became dominant among Greek
manuscripts, it was also produced under tighter
controls than the Latin manuscripts (which were
produced in monasteries spread throughout
Western Europe). These tighter controls caused
the Byzantine texts to more closely resemble one
another and—where variants occurred—to leave
fewer traces of the original. Because of this, the
Alexandrian manuscripts are generally the most
accurate and the Byzantine the least.
Problems in New Testament Textual Criticism
Materials
There are very many textual witnesses to the
New Testament. These witnesses belong to three
groups: Greek manuscripts, ancient translations
(versions), and quotations from the New Testament in the writings of the Church Fathers (or patristic quotations).
Greek Manuscripts. The Greek manuscripts are
the main documents used to determine the wording of the autographs. They are grouped into four
categories (see table on following page).
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Name

Description

Designation

Papyri

Texts written on papyrus

P1, 2, 33, 116, etc.

Majuscules

Texts written in capital
letters

א, A, B, W, G, Ω, 0320, etc.

Minuscules

Texts written in cursive
letters

1, 2, 33, 1506, 1739, 2882, etc.

Lectionaries

Selections of texts for liturgical days

l668, l2001, etc.

The first group, papyri, are so called because of
their material—all of them use capital (majuscule)
letters as well. Majuscules and minuscules are so
designated because of their writing style (capital letters or cursive hand, respectively). And the
last group, lectionaries, get their name from their
content—rather than being continuous texts of
whole books, they are small passages (pericopes)
of Scripture that were assigned reading for particular days. Lectionaries may be written with
majuscule or minuscule script. Most of the New
Testament manuscripts are written on parchment—papyri being an exception as well as the
later minuscule and lectionaries, written on paper.
The papyri overall are the earliest of these four
groups, and certainly the rarest (because of their
fragile material). The majuscules are next earliest,
Papyri

Majuscules

Minuscules

Lectionaries

Total

127

322

2910

2453

5812

(These data are provided by the Institut für neutestamentliche Textforschung [Institute for New
Testament Textual Research or INTF] in Münster,
Germany, which catalogs the manuscripts, assigning them each a new number. As of this writing,
several more have been discovered by the Center
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followed by the lectionaries and minuscules.
Papyri are designated with a P followed by a
unique (usually superscripted) number. Majuscule manuscripts are designated with an Arabic
number that begins with a zero. The earliest of
these to be cataloged (as far back as the mid-18th
century) are also tagged with a capital letter from
the Latin, Greek, or Hebrew alphabets. Minuscules are designated by Arabic numbers without
an initial zero. Most belong to the Byzantine text,
and are designated collectively by a gothic letter
M. Lectionaries are designated in the same way as
minuscules but with an italicized l in front. Collectively, they are designated as Lect.
As of September 2011, the statistics on the
Greek manuscripts of the New Testament are as
follows:

for the Study of New Testament Manuscripts and
are awaiting a catalog number from Münster.)
Collectively, the Greek manuscripts that still
exist today are from the second to the 17th century. The oldest papyrus, P52, is probably from the
first half of the second century (circa ad 100–150).

Overview Articles
that of P75. This shows that P75 could not have been
the ancestor of B, but in fact came through a line
of transmission that may have been a little less
pure than B’s. They thus probably go back to a still
earlier common ancestor, one that is deep in the
second century. In combination with א, this is a
strong witness to what most textual critics regard
as the oldest form of the text.
Other important majuscule manuscripts are A
(02), C (04), D (05), D (06), F (010), G (012), and W
(032).
Some of the later manuscripts were no doubt
copied from a much earlier document, sometimes
centuries earlier. Codex 1739 is the prime example:
a 10th-century minuscule manuscript, it was most
likely copied from a late fourth century manuCodex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus
script. Between 10 and 20 percent of the minusIn 1859, the earliest complete New Testament was
cules are not Byzantine. According to most scholdiscovered by Constantine von Tischendorf at
ars, 33, 81, 104, 326, 579, 1739, 2053, family 1 and
St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, Egypt.
family 13 (these latter two each refer to a group of
Produced in the fourth century, Codex Sinaiticlosely related minuscules, headed by minuscules
cus is still the oldest complete New Testament
1 and 13, respectively) are among the most importtoday—by half a millennium. Because of its date,
ant minuscules.
completeness, and textual affinities, this manuThe lectionaries are not continuous text manuscript is regarded as one of the most important
scripts, but manuscripts that are organized by asNew Testament manuscripts extant today. Anothsigned Scripture reading for appointed days. The
er manuscript every bit as important as Sinaiticus
lectionaries formed the most important part of the
is Codex Vaticanus, also from the fourth century.
liturgy of the Greek church. Since only a few versEven though not as complete, its text is often, if
es would be read from a portion of scripture, the
not usually, regarded as purer than Sinaiticus’ text.
lectionaries naturally added clarifications—such
Sinaiticus (a.k.a.  ;אor 01) and Vaticanus (a.k.a. B
as the name “Jesus” in a text that simply said “he,”
or 03) are among the best representatives of the
or added “the disciples” when the biblical text had
Alexandrian text form. Their common ancestor
“they.” Because of their constant use in the divine
is certainly quite ancient since they are relatively
liturgy, they exerted a strong influence on the latclosely related to each other yet with thousands of er manuscripts, causing the text to grow over time.
differences, many of them substantial. This sugYet they resisted updating in other ways, preservgests that  אand B are the products of a common
ing archaic readings due to their constant use in
archetype, reaching back to early in the second
worship services.
century (see Westcott and Hort, Introduction [and]
Versions. Translations or versions are normally
Appendix, 212–50).
considered to be the second most important group
In the opinion of most textual critics, one cannot overestimate the significance of Vaticanus. Its of witnesses to the New Testament text. A vertext is very close to one of the Bodmer Papyri—P75. sion’s importance depends on three factors: its age,
These two witnesses in fact agree more often than the quality of the text it was translated from, and
B and  אdo. Although the papyrus is at least a cen- the translation technique of the translator. More
literal versions, though not as readable in their
tury older than B, in several places the text of the
majuscule is almost certainly more primitive than own language, are more valuable to textual critics
since the underlying Greek text is easier to detect.
In recent years, several more papyri have been
discovered at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford,
England (these had been excavated in Egypt in
the early 20th century), bringing the number to
as many as a dozen manuscripts that may be from
the second century. Five of the second—early
third century papyri are quite substantial (see
below). Beginning in the third century, there is
a dramatically increasing collection of New Testament manuscripts that are still extant today.
Owing to their size, date, and textual affinities,
the most important papyri are the Bodmer (P66,
75—with John and Luke—John) and the Papyri,
Chester Beatty (P45, 46, 47—with the Gospels, Paul’s
letters, and the Apocalypse).

41

Lexham Bible Dictionary
Less literal translations make determining the underlying Greek text more difficult. Further, differences in languages sometimes make it impossible
to uncover the Greek textual basis. For example,
Latin has no definite article. Greek does. When a
textual problem involves an article in Greek, the
Latin witnesses cannot contribute. In Ephesians
2:21, the presence or absence of the definite article in Greek affects the translation (either “the
whole building” or “every building”), but the Latin
manuscripts do not help. Nevertheless, versions
are helpful in noting major differences in the text
such as adding or dropping whole phrases. The
three most important versions are the Latin, Coptic, and Syriac.
Because Latin was the language of most of Europe for centuries, we have today roughly twice as
many Latin New Testament manuscripts as Greek
(over 10,000 compared to about 5,800). They date
from the third to the 17th century, but their origins are probably based on archetypes deep in the
second century.
Exact numbers of all the versional witnesses to
the New Testament are not known. A conservative
estimate is that they number between 15,000 and
20,000.
Church Fathers. The quotations of the New Testament by patristic writers number well over a
million. “Indeed, so extensive are these citations
that if all other sources for our knowledge of the
text of the New Testament were destroyed, they
would be sufficient alone for the reconstruction of
practically the entire New Testament” (Metzger
and Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its
Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 126). Just
two or three Fathers are as early as the late first
century. Over the centuries, an increasingly large
stream of patristic writings (through the 13th century) renders them extraordinarily valuable for
determining the wording of the New Testament
autographs.
There are problems in citing Fathers however:
the Fathers’ dates are of their deaths, not of their
extant writings; thus, textual criticism must be
done on the patristic writings to determine the
form of the New Testament they are quoting from.
Not only are there Greek Fathers, but Latin and
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Syriac as well; the problems with versions are
thus compounded in these latter two. And some
Fathers are will quote the same passage in different ways, due to carelessness, lapses of memory,
use of different manuscripts, or because they were
paraphrasing rather than quoting directly.
However, there are ways to determine on many
occasions the wording of a passage a particular
Father was quoting from: when a patristic writer is quoting from a long passage, it is likely that
he is transcribing the text in front of him rather
than quoting from memory; and when he makes a
particular point about the wording in the biblical
text, it is likely that this wording was in his text
(see Fee, “The Use of the Greek Fathers for New
Testament Textual Criticism,” 191–207). Sometimes
a patristic writer discusses textual variants, noting manuscripts that have one reading or another.
For example, Eusebius in the early fourth century speaks about the ending of Mark’s Gospel as
follows: “the accurate copies conclude the story
according to Mark in the words … they were afraid
[Mark 16:8]. For the end is here in nearly all the
copies of Mark.”
When patristic testimony is certain, it becomes
a valuable witness to the text in a particular place
and time. In many respects, it can be just as important as the earliest Greek manuscripts.
Summary. The amount of material we have today
for determining the wording of the autographs is
staggering: almost 6,000 Greek New Testament
manuscripts, as many as 20,000 manuscripts for
other versional manuscripts, and more than one
million quotations by Church Fathers. In comparison with the average ancient Graeco-Roman
author, the copies of the New Testament are more
than a 1,000 times more plentiful. One implication
of this is that, according to most scholars, conjectural emendation—that is, conjectures about the
wording of the autographs without Greek manuscript support—is almost entirely unnecessary.
Somewhere among this myriad of witnesses the
wording of the original is virtually always to be
found.
Because of the thousands of manuscripts, versions, and patristic quotations of the New Testament, we have today hundreds of thousands of
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textual variants. These two considerations—the
number of manuscripts and the number of variants—have created no end of controversy among
scholars: what priorities should they follow as
they sift through all these data? What methods
should they use to determine exactly what the
wording of the autographic text is?

it has undergone changes.
Priorities given to either of these two groups
of evidence reveal a continuum of text-critical
practices. At one end of the continuum are those
who believe that the internal evidence is the only
sure method for recovering the autographic text;
on the other end are those who view the external
evidence as the only objective approach. In the
Methods
middle are the majority of textual critics today:
Different schools of thought exist as to how best
they believe that both internal and external evito duplicate the wording of the autographs. These dence are subjective in some degree and that both
schools can be organized by the weight each places are needed to reach the wording of the autographs.
on the two broad databases of textual criticism—
Textual criticism is, after all, both a science and an
external evidence and internal evidence. External art.
evidence is concerned with the variety of witnessThe methods used in New Testament textual
es—the manuscripts, versions, Fathers. Internal
criticism can be placed on the following continuevidence focuses on the variety of variants—word- um:
ing of the text in these various witnesses and why

School

Emphasis

Advocates

More Internal

Internal/External

More External

Rigorous Eclecticism

Reasoned Eclecticism

Majority Text
View

Internal priority

Roughly equal emphasis on internal
and external

External priority

G. D. Kilpatrick, J. K.
Elliott

Bruce Metzger, Gordon Fee, Michael
Holmes, Bart Ehrman,
and most textual critics

Zane Hodges,
Maurice Robinson, only conservatives

Rigorous Eclecticism. Most textual critics regard
rigorous eclecticism as problematic because history seems to have little impact on their approach.
Rigorous eclectics see all manuscripts as corrupt,
and rightfully so; but they also tend to view them
as all equally corrupt. Most scholars would regard
the confluence of early versions, patristic comments, and Greek manuscripts as pointers to the
better manuscripts. The discovery of more than
100 papyri in the 20th century has become a major
factor in confirming that the great majuscule manuscripts of the fourth century followed a relatively

stable line of transmission.
Majority Text View. The problem with the Majority Text view, according to most textual critics,
is that it, too, seems to disregard history. Although
as much as ninety percent of all manuscripts
belong to the Byzantine text-type, this text form
did not become the standard text until late in the
process of transmission. The extant data reveal
that the majority of manuscripts through circa ad
800 belonged to the Alexandrian text. Thus, the
majority is not a fixed entity—it changes by the
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century. Further, there are no Byzantine manuscripts, versions, or Fathers prior to the fourth
century. Several Church Fathers comment on textual variants, and sometimes speak of the majority
of manuscripts known to them. Their comments
reveal that the wording in these witnesses has all
but disappeared in the extant manuscripts of today (see quotation by Eusebius above).
Reasoned Eclecticism. The view that is followed
by a majority of New Testament scholars is reasoned eclecticism. It gives both external and
internal evidence an equal hearing, without absolute preference for either type of evidence or for
any text-type or group of manuscripts—though
the Alexandrian witnesses are usually favored.
Reasoned eclectics recognize that even though
all internal evidence is subjective, it is not all
equally subjective, and although all manuscripts
are corrupt, they are not all equally corrupt. Also,
reasoned eclectics try to address the cultural and
theological backgrounds in which variants arose.
Although there are problems with this view, no
theory has yet replaced it. As we examine the
practice of New Testament textual criticism, we
will do so from the perspective of reasoned eclecticism.
Application of New Testament Textual Criticism
The basic guideline of textual criticism is: Choose
the reading that best explains the origin of the others. The more that external and internal evidence
point to the same reading as authentic, the more
certain it is that it is the wording of the autograph.
However, in many cases the data do not line up so
neatly—internal and external evidence often point
to different readings as closest to the wording of
the original. These cases require further examination.
Internal Evidence
Internal evidence is an examination of the wording
of the variants in order to determine which reading gave rise to the other(s). The reading that is
evidently the source for the other(s) is most likely
to be authentic.
Canons of Internal Evidence. Almost everyone
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practices one aspect of textual criticism every day
whenever they use internal evidence to get at the
author’s meaning. When we read a newspaper
article—or an email from a friend—we instinctively correct misspellings, typos, and statements
that are known to contradict the facts. We need no
other documents to make comparisons—what the
author intended to write can be determined by examining the wording to detect known errors. This
is internal evidence—the reading that is most likely on such bases is considered internally probable.
(Of course, the analogy breaks down since emails
are original creations, not edited and copied documents.)
There are several guidelines for interpreting
internal evidence, but two are the most important:
1. The shorter reading is to be preferred
2. The harder reading is to be preferred
A harder reading is one that is ambiguous, grammatically or stylistically awkward, lexically less
common, or theologically in tension with other
portions of the New Testament. A shorter reading
is one that lacks at least one word, and sometimes
whole phrases or even verses. These guidelines, or
“canons,” should be applied with consideration for
other possible causes of corruption. If a reading
could have been created unintentionally, the shorter and harder reading rules are generally ignored.
The great majority of accidental readings will be
harder (many are even nonsensical), and many
shorter readings are the result of the scribe’s eye
skipping a letter, word, or line of text. Fatigue and
lapses in hearing, eyesight, and memory are major
causes of unintentional variants. Thus, the possibility of unintentional changes needs to be ruled
out before these two guidelines can offer any level
of certainty.
Since scribes tended to add to the text—especially in the later centuries—and smooth over
grammatical and theological difficulties, these two
rules are quite useful for determining the wording of the autographic text. But there are other
considerations, as well. The Western manuscripts,
for example, are known to omit whole verses. Although this text form is quite early, it also was
produced in a somewhat carefree manner. Thus,
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when there are internally strong arguments for a
reading found in manuscripts that have a poor
pedigree, the external evidence is also weighed
heavily.

ν (n). But the preceding word ends in a ν (n). Did
Paul say ἐγενήθημεν νήπιοι (egenēthēmen nēpioi) or
ἐγενήθημεν ἤπιοι (egenēthēmen ēpioi)? That is, did
the scribes write one ν (n) when they should have
written two, or two when they should have writDivisions of Internal Evidence: Transcription- ten one? In this instance, transcriptional probabilal versus Intrinsic Probability. Transcriptional
ity only points to the mistake, but it does not help
probability looks for what a scribe was likely to
to determine which reading is correct. Although
have written that is different from faithful copymost translators have regarded the νήπιοι (nēpioi)
ing; it then eliminates that reading from consider- reading as too hard, two modern translations have
ation. Scribes produced two kinds of alterations to adopted the reading “little children” here—the
the text—intentional and unintentional changes
NET and the NIV 2011, supported by the NA27
(see Metzger-Ehrman, Text, 250–71).
Greek text.
Copyists often consciously changed the text—
Intrinsic probability tries to determine what
either for grammatical, theological, or explanathe New Testament author was likely to have writtory reasons. Because of this known tendency of
ten. This is based on passages that are undisturbed
the scribes, the two canons of shorter and harder
by significant textual variation, which is the vast
reading are important guides to the wording of
majority. As in transcriptional probability, two
the original text.
key issues are involved (though there are others as
For example, in John 1:34, the manuscripts are
well): context and style.
divided between two readings: “I have seen and
Which variant best fits the context? In Romans
I have testified that this is the Son of God” and “I
5:1, there is a textual problem involving a single
have seen and I have testified that this is the elect
letter in Greek. The text reads either “Therefore,
one of God.” Looking just at transcriptional probhaving been justified by faith we have peace with
ability, the second reading appears to be more
God through our Lord Jesus Christ,” or “Therefore,
primitive. First, it is not as rich theologically as the having been justified by faith, let us have peace
former reading; second, “Son of God” is a favorite
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” The inexpression of John’s, and scribes would know this. dicative (‘we have peace”) fits well with the overall
It is easy to see, then, how a copyist would change
argument of the book to this point. From chapter 1
the text of his exemplar from “elect one of God” to through chapter 5, Paul is grounding the believers
“Son of God.” A change in the opposite direction is
in what Christ has done for them. There is only
not nearly as plausible.
one imperative up till this point, while from chapScribes, however, did not just change the word- ter 6 on there are 61 imperatives. The apostle also
ing on purpose; due to problems of sight, hearing, seems to presuppose that the audience has peace
memory, judgment, or fatigue, they often altered
with God (via reconciliation) in 5:10. This seems to
the text unconsciously. A common mistake was to
assume the indicative in verse 1.
write once what should have been written twice
Which reading better fits the author’s style?
(haplography)—this occurred when a scribe’s eye
How does he normally express himself, what are
skipped a second word or line that ended the same his theological emphases, what motifs does he
way as the word (or line) before it. Another was
employ, what are his spelling habits? Although
to write twice was should have been written once
intrinsic probability is usually the most subjective
(dittography)—this occurred when a scribe acciaspect to textual criticism, for longer passages it
dentally reproduced the word or line that he or
becomes one of the most objective. Thus, a prishe just wrote.
mary reason why most scholars regard the last 12
A classic example that is still debated today is
verses of Mark (16:9–20) as a later addition is that
in 1 Thess 2:7. The manuscripts have either “we be- the vocabulary, grammar, motifs, style, and even
came gentle” or “we became little children” there.
theological outlook are significantly different from
The difference in Greek is a single letter, the letter
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Mark 1:1–16:8. Further, when intrinsic probability
is combined with transcriptional probability, the
evidence becomes overwhelming in favor of excising this passage: scribes did not wish to let Mark’s
Gospel end with “for they were afraid” (ἐφοβοῦντο
γάρ, ephobounto gar). They seem to have written
in the several “endings” found in the manuscripts.
Combined with the external evidence—the earliest and best manuscripts and versions, and early
patristic comments that support concluding the
gospel at 16:8—the evidence is overwhelmingly in
favor of viewing Mark 16:9–20 as a later addition
(see Wallace, “Mark 16:8 as the Conclusion to the
Second Gospel,” 1–39).
Once all the internal evidence has been examined, textual critics usually have a good idea as to
which reading was the origin of the other(s). To
the degree that the intrinsic and transcriptional
probabilities confirm each other, this preferred
reading likely reflects the original wording.
External Evidence
There are three pieces of external evidence that
textual critics use to determine which variant is
more likely to reflect the original wording: date
and character, genealogical solidarity, and geographical distribution.
Date and Character. The reading found in the
earliest manuscripts is usually to be preferred.
This is because the fewer intermediary copies
between a given manuscript and the autographs,
the more likely it is to reflect the wording of the
autograph. Also, the manuscripts which have a
good pedigree overall are more likely to be correct
in a given instance. A careless scribe in the second
century may produce a less accurate document
than a careful copyist working in the fifth century.
Consequently, date is not an automatic preference,
but must be combined with the known character
of a given manuscript.
Genealogical Solidarity. The majority of our
manuscripts were written in areas where certain
traditional wordings were duplicated repeatedly.
That is to say, most manuscripts were copies (or
copies of copies) of a regional archetype. Thus, a
variety of patterns of readings emerged in each
area, giving that locale a distinctive text form. A
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reading is considered genealogically solid when
most of the manuscripts—especially most of the
better ones—that belong to a certain text-type
agree. This is evidence that the local ancestor of
that text form in all probability contained that
wording. For a discussion of which manuscripts
belong to which text types, see Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 14–16;
Holmes, “New Testament Textual Criticism,” 59–
60.
As was mentioned above, the Alexandrian,
Western, and Byzantine are the three major text
forms. The Alexandrian was produced especially in Egypt, the Western in Rome and the west
(though also elsewhere), and the Byzantine mostly
in the east. Most scholars believe that the Alexandrian and Western texts have roots early in the
second century. The Byzantine text, however, was
a later development, based largely on Western
and Alexandrian manuscripts. The best manuscripts—for genealogical solidarity—of a given
text-type are those that do not have mixture from
the other text forms. When the better Alexandrian
manuscripts, for example, have the same wording, there is a high degree of confidence that the
Alexandrian’s regional ancestor had that wording.
This is true even though that archetype no longer
exists. It is a simple deduction from the available
evidence. Thus, by using genealogical solidarity,
scholars can posit the date of a reading within a
text-type back to its regional archetype. This is
similar to the deduction one would make upon
meeting an extended family of 30 brown-eyed
persons: the ancestors also most likely had brown
eyes. Since the Alexandrian and Western texts
have roots from early in the second century, when
each of these text forms has genealogical solidarity, one can have confidence that such a reading is
the reading of their regional archetypes and that
this reading most likely originated in the second
century.
Geographical Distribution. A variant found in
geographically widespread locations in the first
three or four centuries of the Christian era is
more likely to be original than one that is found
in only one location. The geographical spread of
witnesses that have the same wording is a signif-
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icant factor in determining the wording of the
at 16:8. In combination with the internal evidence,
autographs. It is less likely that witnesses agree
this becomes a compelling argument for most
because of agreed-upon changes when such witscholars that these verses were not part of the
nesses are found throughout the Mediterranean
original Gospel of Mark.
world than if they are clustered in just Rome or
These three divisions of external evidence—
Antioch. Thus, if a third-century papyrus from
date and character, genealogical solidarity, and
Egypt, a third-century Latin text from Rome, and a geographical distribution—are three keys to unthird-century Father from Gaul all have the same
locking the external data and deciding which readwording in a given passage, they are most likely
ing is most likely the basis for the other(s). These
reflecting the wording of an earlier source. That
aspects of external evidence need to be rigorously
is, geographical distribution shows that a reading
examined and compared. But in places where
was not produced by collaboration. Also, like gene- the early manuscripts disagree, where there is
alogical solidarity, it is evidence that the reading
minimal geographical distribution as well as fracis much earlier than any of the extant sources
turing within an early text form, or where one of
that have the reading. Geographical distribution
the readings is predictable (i.e. the kind of wordshows—with a good deal of certainty—that a
ing many scribes in different areas could create
reading dates to before the time of the witnesses
independently of one another), internal evidence
that have it.
correspondingly increases in significance. This
What about readings found in geographically
is the sense in which reasoned eclecticism offers
diverse witnesses from the fifth century and later? a balanced approach to the two compartments of
Christianity became not only a legal religion but
evidence: if internal evidence, for example, is inthe official religion of Constantine’s empire in the
conclusive, while external evidence clearly favors
fourth century. After this date geographical disone reading, then the external evidence outweighs
tribution is no longer nearly as useful because by
the internal, and vice versa.
this time there would have been extensive mixture
among the manuscripts as information was freely Conclusions
The textual variant that has the greater claim to
exchanged all over the Roman Empire.
Again we consider Mark 16:9–20. The great ma- authenticity will be found in the earliest, best, and
jority of Greek manuscripts have these verses, but most geographically widespread witnesses. It will
fit the context and author’s style, and will be the
the great majority of manuscripts were produced
obvious source of the rival reading(s)—the differafter the fourth century. The best Greek manuent readings can be clearly traced to changes made
scripts in this passage are  אand B (no papyri are
in copying the more authentic text. For the great
extant for Mark 16). But they are only from one
majority of textual problems, the evidence is clear
region, the Alexandrian. Yet Eusebius, writing in
as to which reading is authentic and which is not.
the early fourth century, and Jerome, writing alHowever, often the external evidence seems
most a century later, both speak explicitly about
to favor one reading while the internal evidence
the majority of manuscripts with which they were
favors another. How do scholars decide in such
acquainted: such manuscripts, they say, almost alcases? If a particular variant is found only in nonways lacked these verses. In later centuries, the reGreek manuscripts, in a few late manuscripts, or
verse situation was becoming the norm, as can be
only in those that have a very poor pedigree—even
seen in the comments of Victor of Antioch (fifth/
if its internal credentials are excellent—it is resixth century). And the earliest and best manujected. In such instances, external evidence is
scripts of the three most important versions—the
deciding factor. With the many thousands of manLatin, Coptic, and Syriac—give evidence of ending
uscripts extant today, unpredictable accidents and
the Gospel at 16:8. Thus, date and character, geneaunknowable motives may be the cause of a stray
logical solidarity, and geographical distribution all
reading here or there. Sometimes the external evcontribute to the view that Mark’s Gospel ended
idence is solidly on the side of one variant, but a
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few significant manuscripts and compelling internal evidence support a different variant. In such
instances, the second reading most likely reflects
the autographic wording. Some problems cannot
yet be solved with our present state of knowledge.
Others can only be solved by persistence, patience,
and a determination to uncover the true text.
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Biblical Book Entries
The Lexham Bible Dictionary answers the most basic questions
before going into the details of biblical scholarship.
EXODUS, BOOK OF The story of God’s miraculous deliverance of Israel from slavery in Egypt. Records the Israelites’ journey to Mount Sinai, where
they agree to become God’s covenant people and
begin to learn how to worship and obey Him.
Outline of Exodus
• 1:1–19:25—Part 1: From Egypt to Sinai
• 1:1–2:25—Israel’s suffering in Egypt and
Moses as God’s deliverer
• 1:1–6—Genealogy connecting the story
to Genesis
• 1:7–14—Israel under Egyptian bondage
• 1:15–22—Pharaoh decrees population
control by genocide
• 2:1–10—Moses’ birth as God’s provision
• 2:11–22—Moses’ exile and marriage in
Midian
• 2:23–25—Summation: God’s concern for
His people’s suffering
• 3:1–7:7—Moses’ difficult assignment
• 3:1–12—Moses encounters God at a
burning bush
• 3:13–15—God reveals His name as Yahweh
• 3:16–22—Israel’s promise of response
• 4:1–9—Miracles
• 4:10–18—Moses protests and receives
divine reassurance
• 4:19–31—Initial success for Moses in

Egypt
• 5:1–14—Moses meets opposition from
Pharaoh
• 5:15–20—Opposition from Israelite foremen
• 5:22–6:12—Moses becomes discouraged,
and God reassures him
• 6:13–27—The genealogy of Moses and
Aaron
• 6:28–7:7—God reassures Moses of his
call and commission
• 7:8–11:10—Eleven supernatural signs of
God’s sovereignty over and judgment on
Egypt and its Gods
• 7:8–13—Aaron’s staff becomes a snake
• 7:14–24—Plague 1: Water to blood
• 7:25–8:15—Plague 2: Frogs (7:25–8:11 MT)
• 8:16–19—Plague 3: Mosquitoes or gnats
(8:12–15 MT)
• 8:20–32—Plague 4: Swarms of flies
(8:16–28 MT)
• 8:25–27—Moses rejects Pharaoh’s
offer of a religious holiday within
Egypt
• 8:28–31—Pharaoh offers the Israelites a temporary trip into the wilderness
• 8:32—Pharaoh goes back on his offer
• 9:1–7—Plague 5: Death of livestock
• 9:8–12—Plague 6: Boils
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• 9:13–35—Plague 7: Hail
• 9:29–30—Pharaoh dishonestly repents and concedes
• 10:1–20—Plague 8: Locusts
• 10:21–29—Plague 9: Darkness
• 10:24—Moses rejects Pharaoh’s offer
• 11:1–10—Plague 10: Declaration of the
death of firstborn
• 12:1–13:16—The Passover and the exodus
• 12:1–13—God’s rules for Passover, including judgment on the gods of Egypt
• 12:14–20—God’s rules for the memorial
of unleavened bread
• 12:21–28—Moses teaches the people to
follow the Passover rules
• 12:29–30—Death of the firstborn
• 12:31–42—Egyptians allow the exodus;
Israel departs with Egyptian wealth
• 12:43–51—Summation: The Passover law
and its connection to the exodus
• 13:1–16—Exodus memorials: redemption
of firstborn, unleavened bread
• 13:17–19:25—Wilderness journey to Sinai
• 13:17–14:4—Risks of war, care for the
bones of Joseph, the pillar of cloud/fire,
and a further humiliation of Pharaoh
• 14:5–14—Attack by the Egyptian army
• 14:15–31—Parting of the Red Sea, drowning of Egyptian forces
• 15:1–21—Victory hymn of Moses and
Miriam’s reprise
• 15:22–27—Grumbling begins over water
at Marah and Elim
• 16:1–9—Grumbling about food
• 16:10–36—God sends quail and manna
from heaven
• 17:1–7—More grumbling and water at
Massah and Meribah
• 17:8–16—War against and curse on the
Amalekites
• 18:1–12—Jethro’s visit and conversion
• 18:13–27—Jethro’s advice for a court system
• 19:1–8—Arrival at Sinai, call to holiness
and invitation to covenant relationship
• 19:9–15—Consecration in preparation to
meet God
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• 19:16–25—Encounter with God on the
mountain
• 20:1–40:38—Part 2: God’s covenant and the priority of worship
• 20:1–31:18—Covenant law introduced
• 20:1–17—The 10 “words” and their significance
• 20:1–2—Preamble and prologue
• 20:3–17—The Ten Commandments
• 20:18–21—The people’s fear
• 20:22–26—Response to God’s commands: proper worship
• 21:1–24:18—The covenant code and its
ratification
• 21:1–11—Laws and protections for
servants
• 21:12–36—Laws on injuries to people
and animals
• 22:1–17—Laws on property
• 22:18–23:9—Social and religious requirements
• 23:10–19—Laws on Sabbath and annual religious festivals
• 23:20–33—Instructions to obey God
during and after the conquest
• 24:1–18—Documenting the covenant
and God’s testimonial glory
• 25:1–31:18—Laws on the means of worship
• 25:1–9—Donations for the tabernacle
furnishings
• 25:10–22—Construction and purpose
of the ark
• 25:23–30—Construction and purpose
of the table
• 25:31–40—Construction and purpose
of the lampstand
• 26:1–37—Construction and purpose
of the tabernacle
• 27:1–8—Construction and purpose of
the main altar
• 27:9–19—Construction and purpose
of the courtyard
• 27:20–21—Keeping the lamps lit
• 28:1–43—Priests’ clothing, including
the ephod and breastpiece
• 29:1–46—Ordination of the priests
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and the promise of God’s presence
table (fulfillment of 25:23–29)
• 30:1–10—Construction and purpose
• 37:17–24—Building the lampstand
of the incense altar
(fulfillment of 25:31–39)
• 30:11–16—Census atonement pay• 37:25–29—Building the incense altar
ments
(fulfillment of 30:1–5)
• 30:17–21—Construction and purpose
• 37:29—Formulating the anointing oil
of the washing basin
and incense (fulfillment of 30:22–25
• 30:22–33—Formulation and purpose
and 30:34–36)
of anointing oil
• 38:1–7—Building the main altar (ful• 30:34–38—Formulation and purpose
fillment of 27:1–8a)
of incense
• 38:8—Building the bronze basin and
• 31:1–11—Appointment of Bezalel and
stand (fulfillment of 30:17–21)
Oholiab and other craftsmen
• 38:9–20—Building the courtyard
• 31:12–17—The Sabbath
(fulfillment of 27:9–19)
• 31:18—Conclusion: Presentation of
• 38:21–31—Amounts of materials (fulthe Ten Commandments to Moses
fillment of 25:1–3a)
• 32:1–40:38—Rebellion, restoration, and ful• 39:1–31—Making the priestly garfillment of God’s instructions for the taberments (fulfillment of 28:2–43)
nacle
• 39:32–43—Moses’ inspection (fulfill• 32:1–34:35—Rebellion, covenant breakment of 35:10–19)
ing, God’s mercy, and renewal of the
• 40:1–33—Moses’ setting up of the
covenant
tabernacle, priestly investment and
• 32:1–6—Idolatry via a gold idol of a
placement of all furnishings
young bull
• 40:34–38—Yahweh’s glory cloud cov• 32:7–14—Moses’ intercession at
ers the tabernacle
God’s anger
Authorship
• 32:15–29—Punishment
Until the 17th century, the book of Exodus—along
• 32:30–35—Plague
with
the rest of the Pentateuch—was attributed
• 33:1–6—Holy war conquest
to Moses. In the 17th century, Hobbes (Leviathan)
• 33:7–11—The tent of meeting
• 33:12–23—The promise of God’s glory questioned Moses’ authorship, arguing that a
• 34:1–28—New stone tablets and cov- number of statements in the Pentateuch reflect a
time later than Moses. He also argued that various
enant renewal; Moses’ face reflects
parallel accounts in those books showed confusion
God’s glory
that a single author would never have tolerated.
• 35:1–40:38—Fulfillment of laws on the
means of worship
Developments
• 35:1–3—Importance of the Sabbath
In the mid-18th century, Astruc built on Hobbes’
• 35:4–29—Offerings of tabernacle
proposal, arguing that Moses had originally commaterials (fulfillment of 25:1–7)
piled two parallel accounts—one that favored the
• 35:30–36:7—Work of the skilled
name Yahweh for God (J Source, as the German
craftsmen and the people’s donarendering for Yahweh is “Jahwe”) and another that
tions
favored the title Elohim (E Source). He proposed
• 36:8–38—Building the tabernacle
that a later editor merged these two accounts
(fulfillment of 26:1–27)
into a single narrative. Early in the 19th century,
• 37:1–9—Building the ark (fulfillment DeWette argued for an additional D Source (Deuof 25:10–20)
teronomy). He also argued that the earliest parts
• 37:10–16—Building the tabernacle
of the Pentateuch dated from the early monarchy
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(10th century bc), so Moses hadn’t authored any
of the Pentateuch. In the mid-19th century, Hupfeld concluded that the E Source was really two
sources—true E and a later source that reflects the
concerns of the priests and the temple religion in
ancient Israel, which became known as P (Priestly
Source).

He argues that the Documentary Hypothesis is the
least convincing of the three options.
Biblical Claims for Mosaic Authorship
Moses describes himself in the third person as the
author of what he has written at several points in
the Pentateuch. For example:

• Moses mentions how God told him to write
Wellhausen
down the story of the Israelites’ encounter
The relative dates for these four sources are diswith the Amalekites at Rephidim (Exod 17:14).
puted. The order could be PEJD or EJDP. In his 1878
synthesis of the “Documentary Hypothesis” (Prole- • He describes that God instructed him to write
down the law (Exod 24:4; 34:1, 27–28; Deut 31:9,
gomena to the History of Ancient Israel), Wellhausen
24).
proposed that the J Source was composed in the
•
He describes how God required he write down,
mid-10th century bc; the E Source in mid-ninth
at His dictation, the “Song of Moses” (Deut
century bc; the D Source in the late-seventh cen31:19–22, referring to the song in Exod 32).
tury bc; and the P Source at the end of the sixth
•
In Deut 31:24, Moses claims that he wrote all of
century bc. He argued that editors (redactors)
Deuteronomy. Alternatively, the verse may refirst combined JE, then JED, and finally JEDP by the
fer to all of the law from Exod 20 onward.
mid-fifth century. He also examined Exodus and
concluded that, in Exod 1–19, J and E are presented Such third-person descriptions are widely attestseparately in some sections and merged with each ed in all sorts of ancient Near Eastern literature.
other and/or with P in other sections. He argued
Though kings were normally the ones to issue
that P is dominant in the legal portions and taber- laws, Moses never claims that he is royalty. In this
nacle accounts of Exod 20–40.
sense, he is unique in the usual ancient Near Eastern legal corpus’ orientation toward monarchical
Criticisms of Wellhausen
law (see, e.g., Watts, “The Legal Characterization
Wellhausen’s hypothesis was widely—but not
universally—accepted. Sayce, Keil, Delitzsch, Cas- of Moses in the Rhetoric of the Pentateuch”).
Moses claims to be a sort of secretary to God—a
suto, Harrison, Archer, Kikawada, Quinn, and
scribe with no authority of his own, but who gets
Wenham have argued against it, as well as those
in the archaeologically-oriented “Albright school.” everything he writes down via the direct revelation of Yahweh. For example, in Num 15 and Num
Eissfeldt, Schmid, Kaufmann, and Friedman have
27,
Moses must ask God how to resolve certain isalso published modifications of the Wellhausen
sues; he has no authority to issue an answer himapproach. Propp’s commentary on Exodus details
self.
how even firm advocates of the Documentary HyEven though Moses is a key character in many
pothesis vigorously disagree on source identificaof the issues and developments of the book of Extions throughout Exodus. In his 1987 The Making
odus, he carefully presents himself in a literarily
of the Pentateuch, Whybray reviews the history of
impersonal way. As a result, the focus is on Yahthe Documentary Hypothesis and the two major
weh and Yahweh’s covenant law rather than Moses
opposing views:
(see Machinist, “The Man Moses,” 18–19, 53).
1. the “fragmentary hypothesis”—the Pentateuch
Moses appears to have departed from usual
arose from many individual sources rather
practice by referring to his authorship within the
than a few major documents (Rendtorff, Blum); Pentateuch. He may have done so to lend authority
2. the “supplementary hypothesis”—the Pento those works from within rather than through
tateuch is, at its core, a single work to which
an external title or superscription. If Moses wrote
later modifications were made, mostly via rela- during the wilderness years after the exodus from
tively small additions (Van Seters).
Egypt, he may have been seeking to maintain cred52
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ibility with Israelites who needed to know an authoritative and trustworthy story of their national
history. This is especially true of the new generation born in the wilderness as well as those who
had joined with Israel from other ethnic groups
(Exod 12:38), who would have been ignorant, and
perhaps even skeptical, of most of Israelite history.

Date and Historical Reliability

Evidence
Little extrabiblical evidence supports the events
described in Exodus. As a result, arguments both
for and against the book’s historicity have been
made. The lack of written Egyptian evidence for
the exodus may be a result of the pride of the anText
cient Egyptians. Wheeler argues that the ancient
The text of the book of Exodus is well preserved
Egyptian mindset would have found it almost imin the Masoretic Tradition, likely because of the
possible to record anything about the exodus, the
work of Ezra. Ezra probably brought a copy of
plagues, or other events that showed the weakness
the Pentateuch and Former Prophets—carefully
of Egypt, its leaders, or its people. Egyptians bepreserved and well-edited—from Babylon to Jeru- lieved that writing could create reality; it had the
salem in 458 bc (see Cross, The Ancient Library of
power to control the forces of the cosmos. They
Qumran and Modern Biblical Studies). Israelites bewould have believed that writing down the story of
lieved that Holy Scripture should be carefully pre- Yahweh’s domination over their gods (Exod 12:12)
served. For example, the text of Neh 8 was copied
and the killing of the firstborn—as well as the othmany dozens of times before it came into the form er plagues and the temporary ruin of the country
now known as the Masoretic Text (MT), as exem(10:7)—would fix these events in reality, giving
plified by the best early complete manuscript from them a currency and a continuation that would be
that tradition, the Leningrad Codex of ad 1008.
harmful for the future of Egypt (Wheeler, “Ancient
The Septuagint (LXX) confirms the vast maEgypt’s Silence about the Exodus,” 257–64).
jority of MT readings; in a few places, it also
Date
contains some longer readings. In much of the
No surviving evidence from Egypt points to a date
Pentateuch and Former Prophets, the LXX does
not expand the text; rather, the MT of these books for the exodus. The route of the exodus and the
location of Mount Sinai are also debated. Argutends to leave things out and shorten the overall
ments include:
text slightly. Few of these omissions have any significant effect on the interpretation of the book
• A 15th-century exodus and the location of
of Exodus or any full passage. Occasionally, the
Mount Sinai as Jebel Musa in the Sinai PeninQumran (Dead Sea Scrolls, also called Q or DSS)
sula. This date is supported by 1 Kgs 6:1.
evidence helps resolve textual questions. However, • A 13th-century exodus and a strictly Midianite
only about 50 Qumran readings are long enough
(northwest Saudi Arabian) location for Mount
and different enough from the MT to serve as leSinai.
gitimate comparison texts (compare Fitzmeyer,
• A 14th-century exodus (1312 bc) during the
The Dead Sea Scrolls: Major Publications and Tools for
reign of Pharaoh Horemheb (Adler, “Dating
Study). Though the Vulgate, Peshitta, or the Arathe Exodus: A New Perspective,” 44–51).
maic Targum of Exodus will occasionally provide
• Horn argues for the traditional southern route
further information for a text option, these three
of the exodus and the traditional Jebel Musa
texts usually simply add weight to what the LXX
in the southern Sinai as Mount Sinai (Horn,
and Qumran readings already attest to. The text
“What We Don’t Know about Moses and the Exof Exodus is more free of problems than most Old
odus,” 22–31; see also Millard, “How Reliable is
Testament books.
Exodus?”).
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Arguments have been advanced to support such
historical claims in Exodus as:
• the rapid increase of the Israelite population
in northeast Egypt (see Cohen, “The Fertility of
the Early Israelites”);
• the Egyptian killing of male infants to control
the population;
• Moses’ ability to access the pharaoh even
though he was from the slave class;
• the plagues;
• the Israelites’ ability to escape from Egypt
while being pursued by chariot-mounted
Egyptian troops;
• the Israelites’ ability to encamp at Mount Sinai
although it didn’t have a water supply capable
of supporting so many people.
Many people seeking the location of Mount Sinai
have first considered volcanoes that might have
been active in biblical times; they argue that the
glory cloud atop Sinai was merely smoke from a
volcano. However, this is unlikely. Both Moses and
the Israelite elders actually enter the cloud (Exod
24:9–11). Furthermore, other biblical storm theophanies contain similar descriptions without any
hint of volcanic activity (see Niehaus, God at Sinai).

under whose protection Moses was raised, the
pharaoh who sought to kill him, and the pharaoh
of the exodus. It is not necessary to assume that
this was a result of the fact that the writer of the
early chapters of Exodus lived long after the time
described and didn’t know who the pharaohs were.
Moses may have intentionally kept the pharaohs
nameless as a way of reducing the leader of the
greatest national power of the day to a mere office
(the word “pharaoh” means simply “big house”).
Structure
The book of Exodus is presented in two main
parts:
1. Exodus 1–19 tells the story of God’s rescue of
the people of Israel from Egypt and His bringing them to Mount Sinai.
2. Exodus 20–40 describes His covenant with
them, made as they encamped at Mount Sinai.

In a primarily oral culture, the grouping of materials into two discernible blocks helped people
remember the material by associating it with similar content in that same half of the book. For example, Moses has included some narrative within
the mainly legal/covenant “half ” of the book, such
as the story of the ratification of the covenant in
Pharaoh
Exod 24. By doing so, he indicates how important
or how difficult it was for the Israelites to fully
Native Egyptian or Asiatic Hyksos?
agree to honor the covenant they had been graThe pharaoh “who did not know about Joseph”
ciously provided by their God. He has also includ(Exod 1:8) was probably a native Egyptian pharaoh ed some law within the pre-Sinai covenant part of
who rose to power sometime after the overthrow
the book (such as Passover observance), since it
of the Asiatic Hyksos conqueror-occupiers. Joseph, pleased God to start revealing that law at the first
who was also Asiatic, could have risen to promioccasion of observing it (e.g., Exod 12).
nence under the Asiatic Hyksos pharaohs. HowevExodus addresses two broad topics:
er, a native pharaoh could have had warm feelings
toward Israelites; in general, the Bible suggests
1. deliverance of a group of people from submisthat Egyptian—Israelite relations were not regsion to their oppressors to submission to God;
ularly hostile. Many Israelites throughout the
2. the constitution of that people as a people of
Bible sought refuge in Egypt (e.g., Isa 19:23–25; see
God.
McHatten, “Israel and Egypt during the Exodus”;
Exodus is about both rescue from human bondage
see also Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt; Currid, Ancient
and rescue from sin’s bondage. Another way to
Egypt and the Old Testament).
characterize the two parts of the book is via the
Name
idea of servitude: in Egypt, Israel was the servant
Exodus does not identify the name of the phaof the Pharaoh; at Sinai, they become God’s serraohs in the narrative—including the pharaoh(s)
vants. These themes are also important for the
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rest of Scripture. Clifford suggests that Exodus
called them to serve (עבד, ‘bd) Him instead. Howembodies the most basic themes of the Bible so
ever, the term ‘( עבדbd) can mean both “serve” and
richly that it can be used as an organizing lens
“worship.” Exodus doesn’t simply detail a people
for the rest of Scripture, including the New Tesneeding freedom from the control of a national
tament (“The Exodus in the Christian Bible: The
leader; it records a good, divine national (and uniCase for ‘Figural’ Reading”). Getting out of Egypt
versal) leader rescuing His chosen people from a
and to Sinai safely constitutes the first theme of
bad, human national leader.
the book. Getting to know God’s covenant is the
In Exodus, only God can bring about freedom
second theme, including the revelation of how He from bondage. The Israelites are portrayed as havwishes to be worshiped, as indicated especially by ing no chance to save themselves. God must make
the tabernacle focus of Exod 25–40.
the demands (“Let my people go”); the people on
Exodus is not a separate, independent work
their own, with or without Moses, would never
but a subsection of the Pentateuch. Exodus 1 folhave dared to ask. Moreover, He makes those delows closely on Gen 50; it constitutes the beginmands through His chosen representative, Moses,
ning of a new section of a larger work rather than so that the people cannot take credit for having
the beginning of a new work. Likewise, Exodus 40 thought up the idea themselves. When the people
concludes only the portion that brings the reader
are confronted again with the possibility of being
to the point that the tabernacle is built and ready
opposed by the Egyptians, they become afraid.
for use as Israel’s worship center. Ultimately, Exo- Indeed, later, in the wilderness, when the going
dus is a substructure; the bigger picture is the first becomes hard, some of them rationalize that they
five books of the Bible. Exodus comprises one inte- were better off in bondage in Egypt (Num 11).
gral part of that picture.
Exodus reveals God as both savior and lord
for Israel and all who will join Israel (as many did
Theology
upon
seeing His mighty acts against the Egyptians;
In Exodus 6:6–8, God outlines what He is doing for
12:38).
the Israelites and presents them with a definition

of how they are to think of themselves in relation
to Him: “Therefore, say to the Israelites: ‘I am the
Lord, and I will bring you out from under the
yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being
slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. I
will take you as my own people, and I will be your
God. Then you will know that I am the Lord your
God, who brought you out from under the yoke
of the Egyptians. And I will bring you to the land
I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to
Isaac and to Jacob. I will give it to you as a possession. I am the Lord.’ ” These three verses summarize the principal theological message of the book.
Nine Themes of Exodus
Salvation, Freedom from Bondage (Exod 6:6)
Exodus is not about liberation, political freedom,
or religious freedom; rather, it focuses on deliverance from bad servitude to good servitude.
The Israelites served (עבד, ‘bd) Pharaoh, but God

Real Knowledge of God (Exod 6:6–8)
Through repeating the statement “I am the Lord,”
God emphasizes His self-disclosure to His people.
Often, the Israelites communicate with God only
by intermediaries; for example, Moses interacts
with God on behalf of the people. Exodus also
shows how the high priest will represent the people in his ritual actions of worship; through the
priest, the people can have access to the (limited)
presence of God and the benefits of that close
proximity. Occasionally in Exodus, God shows His
personal interest in His people via more than just
one representative. For example, the group of elders confirm the Sinai covenant in His presence
(24:9–11). At other times, they are known “by name”
to Him, as the ephod’s breastpiece bears before
Him their tribal names, symbolic of their membership in His family (28:12). Occasionally, God
singles out an individual for service, suggesting
that He has a personal knowledge of each of His
people.
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Knowing God is not an emotive matter; it is
reception into the family whose paterfamilias is
God Himself, loving and benefiting the people He
has made His own. In the book of Exodus, the Israelites do not become God’s people by their own
actions, but because God kindly adopts them to
Himself (e.g., Gen 12:7; 13:15–16; 21:12; 22:18; 24:7;
26:4; 28:14).

28:15; 48:3; 50:24). In Exodus, that divine promise
forms the basis for the people’s expectation of
deliverance from Egypt (3:8). After they are delivered, the whole people with all their possessions
begin a journey to occupy that new land, metaphorically described as “flowing with milk and
honey” (3:8, 17; 13:5; 33:3).
In Egypt, the Israelites were noncitizen slaves
without any land of their own or any human
A Covenant People (Exod 6:7)
hope of having any. But God’s promise (2:23–25)
When God demanded that pharaoh allow Israel to
meant that He would lead them forth by a mighty
leave Egypt, He referred to Israel as “my people”
hand from the domination of the earth’s greatest
(5:1; 7:16; 8:1, 20, 21; 9:1, 13; 10:3). Yahweh identisuperpower to a place of permanent settlement
fied Israel as His own people who needed to be
(15:13–17). At Sinai, God ordered the Israelites in
closely bound to Him by a covenant. He would put advance to prepare to leave; they, in turn, asked
this covenant into effect once He had led them
Him to accompany them, lest it be a journey without of harm into His sacred space. In both 6:6–8
out blessing to a place without rest (2:23–25). Thus,
and 19:4–6, God reiterates that the Israelites will
it was essential for them to construct the tabernabe His special people who, in distinction from all
cle. Without the tabernacle they would not have
other peoples of the earth, will belong to Him and proper housing for the symbols of God’s presence
accomplish His purposes. Exodus 19:6 describes
among them or a place to gather for the corporate
them as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”
worship. More than one third of Exodus (Exod
The essence of holiness is belonging to God; by
25–40) is constituted by accounts of the tabernabelonging to God, the Israelites became holy, recle. The Israelites had to properly construct the
flecting God’s character and obeying His purposes. tabernacle as a fully portable structure so that it
No other nation in the ancient world ever claimed
could be broken down and transported as God led
Yahweh as its God, and Yahweh never claimed any His people on each new leg of their journey. Likeother nation as His people. This is not to say that
wise, it had to be simple enough to set up that they
He did not love and care for other nations; He sim- could use it for worship promptly upon arriving at
ply chose Israel as the focus of His plan of redemp- a stopping place. The tabernacle was therefore a
tion for the world.
tent—not a temple.
Under this covenant, Israel was the people
The Israelites knew that they would eventugroup that, from the various ethnic groups that
ally be given a land that they did not deserve in
gathered at Sinai (12:38), agreed to accept God’s
a place where none of them had ever lived. Only
covenant and therefore benefit from His abiding
their distant ancestors had viewed the land that
presence among them (24:18–33:12). In Exodus,
God designed to be their home. To occupy it, they
God’s full covenant with a nation—as opposed to
would have to dispossess the people currently liva person or small group—emerges; the language
ing there—which would only be possible if God
of 6:7, “I will take you as my own people and I will
should take the task upon Himself. This is exactly
be your God,” predicts the establishment of such
what He promises to do (2:25–32). Until the validity
a covenant (see Gen 17:7; Lev 26:12; Deut 7:6; 14:2;
of that promise is absolutely certain via reitera27:9; 28:9; 29:13; Jer 11:4; et al).
tion after the great covenant-breaking sin of Exod
32, the Israelites are afraid to seek to invade the
A Promised Land (Exod 6:8)
promised land. It makes sense to go there only if it
Since the time of the patriarchs, Israel had hoped
is
also Yahweh’s land, where He will abide in their
to occupy a land of its own because God revealed
it as His intention and reiterated it to each succes- midst.
sive generation (Gen 12:7; 15:7; 15:18; 17:8; 24:7; 26:3;
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The Limited Presence of God in Israel’s Midst
Exodus carefully presents the concept of the
presence of God as a limited presence. God shows
Himself to His covenant people by symbols (e.g.,
a visible brilliance associated with His glory; the
gold-surfaced ark of the covenant) behind barriers
that keep His people from direct access Him (e.g.,
3:5; 19:12; 28:43), such as:
• Distance—God normally comes to the top of
Mount Sinai while the people are strictly forbidden to go anywhere above the base of the
mountain.
• Darkness—God usually “appears” within a
thick, dark, cloud that conceals most of His
glory and through which no human eyes can
penetrate.
• The tabernacle itself—it had layers of thick
curtains and animal hide covers and a special
floor-to-ceiling curtain shielding the ark from
the view of everyone, even priests.
When the Israelites disassembled the tabernacle
and carried its component parts, they wrapped
the ark in its shielding curtain so that no one could
see it (Exod 40:3). With the exception of the high
priest annually (Heb 9:25), no Israelite ever saw
the ark once it had been constructed and placed in
the tabernacle. They took on faith that the ark existed: what they saw carried as they traveled was
something wrapped up in layers of curtain and
hide, out of which poles protruded; they never saw
the ark or its contents. God symbolized His presence by that most holy object, the ark, but kept it
hidden from His people at all times by barriers.
Idols vs. a Covenant God (Exod 25:21–22)
Idolatry tried to solve the challenge of believing in
an unseen god by creating statues and other depictions that represented a god or goddess. Yet when
worshipers reduce God to a manufactured object,
they limit His greatness. Invisibility does not place
limits on God’s greatness—it prohibits even the
depiction of limitation of Him by forbidding any
likeness at all. If God is omnipresent, He should
not be given a shape that can be thought to confine
Him or concentrate Him somewhere. Thus, the ark
of the covenant is a place above which God may be
met, but not a place to which God is limited.

If God is omnipotent, He should not be depicted as smaller than any part of His creation. No idol
can be as large as God is, and therefore any idol
must automatically suggest something of a smallness in God—a limitation of some sort to His stature. Recovered ancient Near Eastern statues are
usually smaller than a typical human. For polytheistic pagans, the size of idols was not a problem. Pagans didn’t think of their gods as bigger
than creation, or anywhere near that size. They
believed that a large number of gods and goddesses occupied only parts of the earth and sky—no
single god dominated all things. Depicting a god
or goddess on a small scale corresponded to the
belief that all gods were smaller than the world as
a whole.
God is aware of all events, and He should not
be portrayed as having only one set of eyes or
ears, or one mouth to speak in one direction to
one group of people. When Zechariah (Zech 3:9;
4:10) and John (Rev 5:6) speak of God’s many eyes,
they symbolize that God’s omniscience means that
He cannot be depicted accurately or helpfully by
a typical idol. His easy awareness of all things at
once makes Him a subject for which idolatry is inappropriate. If God is the only wise God, He should
not be shown in the same manner that the other
gods and goddesses are shown in pagan idolatry.
Exodus helps readers understand how God can be
symbolized, though never idolized.
The ark, like the tabernacle itself, was a container. It was not a likeness but a place for keeping
the tablets, manna, and Aaron’s staff—items that
represented not a single person, but a relationship
between God and His people. This was signified
primarily by the two tablets of the testimony or
covenant—thus the term “the ark of the covenant.”
The word, which was inside the ark, revealed God
to His people. Cross argues that covenants are not
mere contracts but arrangements that bring the
parties into virtual kinship relationships—which
includes the obligations and arrangements that
families have (see Cross, “Kinship and Covenant in
Ancient Israel”; compare Ackerman, “The Personal
is Political,” 437–58). Humans know God through
His revealed truth, which, if believed and kept,
has the power to solidify a relationship that will
last forever.
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The Necessity of Law (Exod 19:5; 20:20)
God provided the written law as an objective
means of guidance. Human law teaches people
how to live peacefully and productively within a
community. Divine law expands on this by teaching people how to be holy within a covenant (kinship) relationship with a holy God. Those who
follow divine law will gain an eternal relationship
with God. This relationship leads the individual
away from simply temporal pleasures and guides
them toward eternal life in a setting where the noblest desires of life are actually provided. Following the law allows a person to become part of the
family of God.
Ancients were attracted to pagan idolatry
partly because it did not require ethical living; it
merely demanded frequent, generous sacrifices.
In contrast, Yahweh insisted that the Israelites
constantly obey His law—predominately, His Ten
Commandments (Exod 20). No Israelite could
draw near to God without agreeing to live according to the standard of ethics in the law. The law by
itself, however, could not save—it merely provided
the standards by which someone who was saved
by faith should respond to Yahweh (compare Rom
2:27–29).
Exodus provides divine law in a covenant
framework; it starts with the Ten Words that summarize everything, followed by the Covenant Code
(Exod 21–23), which gives details and examples of
how the Israelites were to perform and enforce
the Law. Exodus then devotes the greatest amount
of its “legal content” to worship, the basic, and
ongoing responsibility of the covenant people. It
provides instructions for the design, manufacture,
and erection of the tabernacle (Exod 25–40). The
Law extends into the remainder of the Pentateuch;
Leviticus and Numbers complete the “Sinai” part
of the Mosaic covenant, while Deuteronomy completes the rest via renewal of the covenant for a
new generation.
Israel had to obey the covenant that begins in
Exod 20 if they wished to enjoy God’s favor. The
law was not optional; all the people were required
to assent, even in advance (19:8; 24:3, 7). Exodus
thus demonstrates that God does not relate to
His people without expecting them to prove their
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loyalty by keeping His commands. His people are
real citizens of a divine kingdom that has laws that
must be kept. They are vassals of a great sovereign
who has required obedience of them for their benefit. The laws of Exodus spell out both the obligations and the benefits.
The Necessity of Following God (Exod 40:36–38)
The final words of the book of Exodus (40:36–38)
close a long story of following God. Exodus begins
with a review of the way that Israel originally
arrived in Egypt (the result of God’s provision
through Joseph’s invitation to his family, Gen 45:8–
9; 18). Four centuries later, the greatly expanded
nation of Israel listened to another call to emigrate
to an entirely new land. Moses, and then the Israelite elders, had to follow God’s call to lead the
Israelites out of Egypt in spite of Egyptian oppression (4:29–31; 5:6–23).
The people followed Moses, who followed God’s
commands. They followed God directly, too, as
He led them via His glory cloud (13:21–22; 14:9, 20,
24; 16:10). They also followed Him by following
His instructions (16:4). Once they had broken His
covenant by reverting to the idolatry of their past
(Exod 32), they feared that they would no longer
be able to follow Him. They came to realize that
if God Himself would not go with them, they had
better not go at all (33:15).
Exodus demonstrates that it can never be advisable to take one’s own direction if God is available to lead. In Exodus, Israel learns that their
proper role before God is that of follower. Following a divine leader would provide the highest good
for the followers. Although Moses was Israel’s
proximate leader, God was their supreme leader.
The Israelites struggled to follow Moses consistently, especially when they couldn’t discern how
a dangerous circumstance or inhospitable location
could benefit them (15:24; 16:2–12; 17:3). However, God provided them with a path of reward and
blessing and a chance to learn His own character
and glory. Exodus 33:12–23 demonstrates that God
is not merely present with His people to provide
accurate directions and a safe trip. Rather, His
presence allows them to:
• know Him personally (33:11);
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• know His favor (33:12);
• understand His character and will (33:13);
• be certain of His establishment as a people in
their own land (33:14);
• know His special election (33:16);
• be aware of His personal interest and favor
(33:13, 17);
• sense His glory (33:18);
• experience the goodness, mercy, and compassion associated with His glorious presence
(33:19).

the aspects of the physical world that the Egyptians thought were the province of “the gods of
Egypt.” He shows that the supposed gods of the
Nile, sun, and wind have no real power (compare
Zevit, “Three Ways to Look at the Ten Plagues”;
Silverman, “Divinities and Deities in Ancient
Egypt”). The Egyptian gods couldn’t even help the
Egyptians prevail against slaves, and they couldn’t
control the aspects of nature they were supposed
to be connected with.
As part of their religion, the Egyptians maintained a superior view of themselves and their
The Israelites made it to Sinai by following God.
land (Greenberg, Understanding Exodus, 20), and
Likewise, they could only leave Sinai (33:1) and get they hated foreigners. For example, the Egyptian
to the promised land by following God. Only He
queen Hatshepsut describes her driving out the
could make them—a vulnerable, newly formed
Asiatic Hyksos: “I have made distant those whom
people—into a great nation in their own land, livthe gods abominate” (ANET 231 a). Likewise, Phaing lives centered on the only true God.
raoh Kamose, in planning to attack the Hyksos,
said, “… [Here] I sit associated with an Asiatic
Only One God Has Any Real Power (Exod 12:12)
and a Nubian,” and “My wish is to save Egypt and
The Egyptians, like virtually all ancients, were
smite the Asiatics” (ANET 232). Egyptians considpolytheists, pantheists, and syncretists (see Wilson, “Egypt” in Frankfort, Before Philosophy). They ered themselves the greatest of all peoples, and
they considered their country to be the greatest
believed in many different gods, that all aspects
place on the earth. To them, no place on earth had
of nature partook of the divine and were in some
the
advantages of their country. They had the best
sense coterminous with it, and that exclusivism in
and the most powerful gods; their faithfulness to
religion was foolish; the wise person tried to unthese
gods had resulted in their prosperity, miliderstand and benefit from all the worship he could
tary might, and superior culture.
manage of as many gods as he could get to know.
Yahweh, a God previously unknown to the
At the time of the exodus, the Israelites had
Egyptians
(5:2), overturned all that. By the end of
lived in the Egyptian culture for more than four
the plagues, the Egyptians—including Pharaoh
centuries. It would have been very difficult for
himself—begged and bribed the Israelites to leave
them to abandon such a long-term immersion
Egypt (10:7; 12:31–33). Their gods had failed in the
in this culture and instead serve only one God. It
face of the only real power in Egypt or anywhere
would certainly seem impossible that such a huge
else: the God of the Hebrews. Yahweh brought His
conversion could happen quickly. Yet, Yahweh
people to Mount Sinai, where He gave them a covintended to show His chosen people that all other
enant relationship with Himself and promised to
gods were false, that He alone was real, and that
dwell in their midst. No other god surfaces in ExoHe held all the power that they had been attributdus. Even the golden calf of Exod 32 was intended
ing to the various gods and goddesses. He visibly
to
be a depiction of Yahweh. The book closes with
showed them His absolute sovereignty so that they
a description of the way that God reminded the Iswould be able to convert to the truth, leave Egypt,
raelites
by day and by night of His glory (40:35–38).
and become His covenant people at Sinai within
months.
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Douglas Stuart

EXODUS, BOOK OF, CRITICAL ISSUES Overview of interpretive issues related to the book of
Exodus raised by various approaches in biblical
scholarship.
Textual Traditions
The Hebrew Bible is preserved in handwritten
manuscripts that were copied hundreds of years
after the books of the Bible were written. The existing copies are copies of older copies, which copied earlier generations of handwritten copies, and
so on. This process of copying by hand opened opportunities for scribal errors and has resulted in
textual differences in the available Hebrew manuscripts, as well as in the ancient translations of
the text into other languages (e.g., Greek, Syriac).
The text of Exodus shows little evidence of scribal
error (Harrison, Introduction, 588). However, the
similarity of some Hebrew letters can lead to error,
which seems to have occurred in Exod 23:25 and
34:19.
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The obscurity of the phrase ל־ה ָא ְבנָ יִ ם
ָ יתן ַע
ֶ ְּור ִא
(ure’ithen al-ha’ovnayim) in Exod 1:16 may be due
to scribal error, or it may be that the meaning of
the expression was lost before the versions were
translated (Hulst, Translation, 6). The phrase
translates literally as, “and you look upon the
(double) stones” (see Jer 18:3, where “[double]
stones” means “potter’s wheel”). The phrase is
translated “see them on the birth stool” in the English Standard Version. One possible indicator of
scribal error is a divergence of translation in the
ancient versions. This is the case with this verse,
as the Septuagint has, “and they are about to be
delivered” (καὶ ὦσιν πρὸς τῷ τίκτειν, kai ōsin pros tō
tiktein; for other verses with textual issues, see
Exod 3:19; 18:10; 23:21; 26:31; 27:11, 15; 28:7; 30:4;
32:29; 34:19; Hulst, Translation, 6–9).
There are 16 manuscripts of Exodus in the
Dead Sea Scrolls (Brotzman, Textual Criticism, 93).
These show 47 differences from the Masoretic Text
(Fitzmyer, Dead Sea Scrolls, 153–54; Durham, Exodus,
xxvii). Differences in the scroll known as 4QpaleoExodm include expansions, omissions, alterations,
and errors. In four of the expansions, material
from Deuteronomy is added and resembles the
Samaritan text. Judith Sanderson writes, “The expansion in Exod 32:9 quotes Yahweh’s complaint
in Deut 9:13 about the stubbornness of the people,
and the expansion in Exod 32:10 quotes Deut 9:20
about Yahweh’s anger against Aaron individually,
so that Moses had to pray for his life” (Sanderson,
Exodus Scroll, 261, 266).

also contains some narrative material, including
the ratification of the covenant (Exod 24:1–18) and
the episode of the golden calf (Exod 32:1–34:35).
Scholars have long noticed how this episode interrupts the legal material. This has been explained
in the context of the Documentary Hypothesis as
the J or E source interrupting the P source (Driver, Introduction, 37–42). In the context of the final
form, the narrative’s interruption about improper
worship helps to emphasize the importance of
proper worship, as meticulously laid out in the
surrounding chapters (Exod 25:1–40:38).
The poem in Exod 15:1–21 is the “Victory hymn
of Moses and Miriam’s reprise” that celebrates the
crossing of the Red Sea. It reflects the language of
Gen 1, suggesting that the sea represents the chaos
that is keeping the Israelites from entering into
the ordered world of the promised land. The language of the poem is archaic compared with the
surrounding material; because of this, the poem is
considered to be one of the oldest passages in the
Bible. An example of archaic language is the energic nun in Exod 15:2 (Cross and Freedman, “Song of
Miriam,” 244, note e).
The second half of the book of Exodus is dominated by legal material, including the Ten Commandments (Exod 20:3–17), the Covenant Code
(Exod 20:19–23:33), and the instructions for building the tabernacle (Exod 25:1–40:38). In the first
half of the book, the instructions for observing the
Passover (Exod 12:1–20) would also be considered
legal material.

Literary Analysis
The book of Exodus can be analyzed as a broad
two-part structure:

Narrative Features: Protagonist and Antagonist
Viewed as a narrative, the book of Exodus has
two main characters: Moses and Pharaoh. The
protagonist of Exodus is Moses, although there is
also a sense in which God dominates much of the
narrative. Moses is present from near the beginning of the book and remains the most important
character throughout it. Moses comes from the
background of slavery with the rest of the Israelite people, but he is raised in the king’s court,
allowing him to live in freedom. Yet he still identifies with his people, and perhaps because of his
training in the court, he is able to think beyond
the limitations of slavery and to negotiate for his
people’s release (primarily through the signs and

• Exod 1:1–19:25—Part One: From Egypt to Sinai
• Exod 20:1–40:38—Part Two: God’s covenant
and the priority of worship
Within these units there is a mix of narrative and
law, with some poetry.
Narrative dominates the first half of the book,
though it also includes the poetic section. The narrative of Exod 1:1–19:25 drives the storyline of the
book, telling of the revelation of Yahweh and the
exodus from Egypt. The second half of the book
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wonders, or plagues sent by God).
Pharaoh is the antagonist, especially in the
first part of the book. He opposes Moses’ request
to let the Israelites go and worship Yahweh in the
wilderness—he hardens his heart against Moses’
request (literally “makes it heavy,” “strengthens,” or “hardens”; see Summerbell, “Pharaoh’s
Heart,” 8–9). This leads to a complex negotiation
between him and Moses and also to the hardening
of Pharaoh’s heart by God. When the negotiation
end, Moses has gained much more than he had
originally asked for: the outright freedom of the
Israelites, not just a three-days’ journey into the
wilderness to worship God. The pharaohs in Exodus are never named, and their identities are uncertain. Elsewhere in the Bible, however, Egyptian
kings are identified by name (e.g., 1 Kgs 14:25–28).
Pharaoh’s identity may have been omitted from
Exodus to strengthen his function as a symbol of
opposition to the Israelite people and to God Himself (see Stuart, Exodus, 24). Aaron also assumes
the role of antagonist later in the Exodus when he
casts the golden calf (Exod 32:1–29).
Themes
Major themes in Exodus include:
• The revelation of Yahweh
• The function of law
• The apposition of order and chaos
The presenting problem for the Israelites is their
limited opportunity to worship Yahweh. Because
of this, their knowledge of their own God is limited—even Moses has been deprived of formal instruction in this regard. This is why the revelation
of Yahweh’s identity and character comes first to
Moses. In the incident of the burning bush, God
reveals His personal name, Yahweh, and declares,
“I am that I am” (Exod 3:14). Moses still has his
doubts, so God gives him some signs to convince
the Israelite people that he is God’s messenger.
These signs successfully persuade the Israelites,
but not Pharaoh. Moses, through Yahweh, then
employs 10 signs and wonders—or plagues—to
convince Pharaoh of Yahweh’s power and identity.
The function of the law and its relation to salvation is another prevalent theme in Exodus. The
exodus from Egypt is the major saving event in the

Old Testament. For the ancient Hebrews, heaven
was the home of God alone; thus, their salvation
was defined in military and political terms. While
this earthly salvation had a spiritual dimension, it
was not spiritualized. The giving of the Ten Commandments and other laws is deliberately placed
after the exodus, showing that the law is a response to God’s saving grace, not a condition of the
exodus (see Bruckner, Exodus, 5).
The theme of order and chaos is significant
throughout the Bible, beginning with the chaotic
waters of Gen 1:2 (out of which God brings order
in His creative activity). Water, darkness, and desert all can be symbols of chaos, and Exodus makes
use of all of these to form a connection between
proper worship and living under God’s order.
When the Israelites first escape from Egypt, they
are trapped in the desert by the water of the Red
Sea. God then provides a way through the water so
that the people can cross over on “dry land” (יַב ָשה
ָ ,
yabbashah)—a phrase that uses the vocabulary of
Gen 1:9 (Exod 14:16, 22, 29; 15:19). Before that, the
chaos of darkness was represented in the ninth
plague (Exod 10:21–23). In fact, all plagues together function to bring chaos into the land over and
against the Egyptians’ valuation of order, embodied in their goddess Maat.
Composition
The study of the composition of Exodus is tied up
with theories about the composition of the Pentateuch as a whole, especially the documentary hypothesis. The documentary hypothesis is a theory
of composition that sees four independent documents woven together to produce the final product of the Pentateuch. Over the last two hundred
years or more, this theory has dominated academic discussion, although some scholars have continued to defend the view that Moses wrote these
books (see the article Exodus, Book of for evidence
of authorship by Moses). Application of the documentary hypothesis was nuanced by the advent of
methods such as form criticism, tradition history,
and final form methodologies. By the turn of the
21st century ad, confidence in the documentary
hypothesis was seriously undermined, but it continues to be an important foundation for looking
at the composition of the Pentateuch.
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There is no external evidence for the composition of the Pentateuch—that is, there are no
partial copies, or even copies of individual books
(there are manuscripts that are incomplete, but
there is no suggestion that they are preserving a
version of the Pentateuch that is significantly different from the Masoretic Text). All the evidence
for how it was written must come from within the
literature itself. The primary data comes from literary style such as changes of vocabulary (especially divine names), contradictions, and repetitions.

Documentary Hypothesis
The documentary hypothesis identifies four documents, which are known by the abbreviations J, E,
D, and P. D represents most of Deuteronomy and is
not represented in Exodus at all. The other three
were considered to be intertwined in the other
books of the Pentateuch. The documentary hypothesis was a sophisticated development of earlier theories that sought to explain literary characteristics in terms of multiple sources (such as the
fragmentary and supplementary hypotheses).
Samuel Driver followed the documentary hyFragmentary hypothesis
pothesis in his 1891 introduction to the Old TesThe fragmentary hypothesis, which goes back to
tament. In his analysis of Exodus, the first half
Alexander Geddes (1792 and 1800) and J. S. Vater
of the book alternates between P and the J and E
(1805), suggests that the Pentateuch is made up of
sources every few verses. For example, Exodus 1–2
various shorter documents (fragments) that were
are analyzed as follows: Exod 1:1–5 (P); 1:6 (J); 1:7
brought together by an editor. For Geddes, most of (P); 1:8–12 (J) 1:13–14 (P); 1:15–2:14 (E); 2:15–23a (J);
these fragments originated with Moses (Harrison, 2:23b–25 (P). His analysis of the second half of the
Introduction, 14–15). The fragmentary hypothesis
book assigns larger units to the sources. For examwas replaced by later theories, but it has been reple, the construction of the tabernacle in Exod 35–
vived in modified form by R. N. Whybray and Gor- 40 is all attributed to P (Driver, Introduction, 22, 32).
don Wenham, among others.
Martin Noth defended the documentary hyR. N. Whybray criticized the documentary
pothesis in his 1962 commentary on Exodus (1959
hypothesis in 1987 and suggested in its place that
in German). He identifies the sources by means
the Pentateuch “may have incorporated already
of italic and Roman type in his translation. Noth
existing works in their entirety without alteration, finds the J source in the narrative material of Exor, alternatively, earlier written works may have
odus. For example, the making of the covenant in
been excerpted, adapted, expanded, summarized, Exod 34:1–28 is designated as J because it has no
or simply used as source-material in much the
cultic element and resembles the J composition
same manner as modern historians …” (Whybray,
of Gen 12:1–3 (Noth, Exodus, 15). E material is also
Making of the Pentateuch, 96). Gordon Wenham
narrative, but Noth finds a greater cultic interest
suggested a similar theory in his comments on the in this source as, for example, in the making of
book of Genesis (Wenham, Genesis 1–15, xxxviii,
the covenant in Exod 24:9–11. P material is less
xlii).
interested in narrative and more interested in ritual, especially divine ordinances and instructions
Supplementary Hypothesis
(such
as those for building the tabernacle; Noth,
John van Seters revived the older supplementary
Exodus, 16).
hypothesis with his theory that the P source is an
The choice of divine names is an important
addition to J. He puts the second revelation of the
factor
in the documentary hypothesis. The use of
divine name in Exod 6:2–3 in the context of this
Yahweh is considered typical of the J source, while
theory and sees these verses as P’s supplement to
Elohim is preferred by the E and P sources. This
the material of J. Although the name Yahweh had
is relevant for the first few chapters of Exodus,
been revealed to Moses in Exod 3:14–15 in Midian,
where the divine name is revealed in Exod 3:15.
van Seters sees Exod 6:2–3 as the revelation of the
U. Cassuto challenged this criterion in 1961 and
name in Egypt. For van Seters, “P is trying to exsuggested instead that the choice of divine name
plain the reference to this revelation ‘in the land of
was
determined by the different nuances of the
Egypt’ in Ezek 20:5” (van Seters, “The Patriarchs,” 13).
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different names. He argued that Elohim is used in
matters of international concern or application,
while Yahweh is used in matters that concern Israel alone (Cassuto, Documentary Hypothesis, 23; see
Whybray, Making of the Pentateuch, 55).
Nicholson is not convinced by this reasoning,
especially because the use of Yahweh increases
after the revelations of Exod 3:15 and 6:3, while the
use of Elohim decreases (Nicholson, “The Pentateuch,” 13). Cassuto would argue that the later part
of Exodus is more focused on national concerns
(hence the use of Yahweh), while earlier in the
book the Egyptians are involved, making a more
international focus (hence the use of Elohim).
Of particular importance for Exodus is the
statement in Exod 6:3, “I appeared to Abraham,
to Isaac, and to Jacob as God Shaddai, but by my
name Yahweh I was not known to them.” In support of the documentary hypothesis, Claus Westermann argued that this statement could not have
come from the same author who wrote Gen 4:26,
“At that time people began to call upon the name
of the Lord [that is, Yahweh]” (ESV) (Westermann,
Genesis 1–11, 579).
Various explanations other than the documentary hypothesis have been offered to account for
Exod 6:3 and the earlier use of Yahweh. Westermann refers to M.H. Segal’s suggestion that Exod
6:3 is concerned only with the meaning of Yahweh,
not with the first instance of its revelation (Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 579). H.H. Rowley takes the
reference to the patriarchs in Exod 6:3 exclusively.
If the name Yahweh was not revealed to the patriarchs, that does not mean that it was not revealed
to anyone else before Moses. This possibility is
supported by the explicit statement in Gen 4:26
(Rowley, Unity, 25f). Rowley’s view is weakened,
however, by references to the patriarchs calling on
the name of Yahweh (e.g., Gen 12:8). It would also
be surprising if the patriarchs were ignorant of a
name that was common knowledge to others.
Form Criticism and Tradition Criticism
Form criticism and tradition criticism are methodologies that were not conceived in competition
with the documentary hypothesis. Many scholars
studied the oral stage of transmission without
abandoning the documentary hypothesis, which

focuses on the written stage (e.g., O. Kaiser, A. Alt,
G. von Rad, M. Noth, and H. Cazelles; see Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 573). However, much of the
evidence for written sources is the same as that
used for oral stages, and the same features cannot indicate both (Soggin, Introduction, 106). This
means that the documentary hypothesis became
less important, or some of the evidence for it was
explained in other ways (see Westermann, Genesis
1–11, 573, 577; Thompson, Origin Tradition, 49).
J. Pedersen, who studied the oral traditions
behind Exod 1–15 in the 1930s, argued against documentary sources on the basis that the life setting
of these chapters was an ancient Passover liturgy.
Repetition and contradiction would be compatible
with a liturgy, removing these elements as indicators of sources (Soggin, Introduction, 37, 102).
Final Form
The study of Exodus and other biblical books in
their final forms came as something of a reaction
against the subjectivity of other methods, and also
with the recognition that study of the document
itself tends to be neglected when all the focus is
on the origin of the text. This means that the composition of the text is less important in final form
approaches. The final form can be studied against
the background of a variety of theories of composition, including the documentary hypothesis.
Some of those leading the study of the final form,
however, do view the text as a single composition.
Some scholars view this composition as a fictional
production originating much later than the events
portrayed in the biblical book. Victor Hamilton’s
2011 commentary on Exodus studies the final form,
with almost no mention of composition theories.
Other approaches have also shifted the focus
away from composition. For example, rhetorical
criticism, canonical criticism, the new literary
criticism, and structuralism are less concerned
with sources than with the final form (see e.g.,
Muilenburg, “Form Criticism,” 1–18; Childs, Exodus; House, Beyond Form Criticism; Alter, “Literary
Approach,” 70–77; Wenham, Genesis 1–15, xxxiii).
The literary features that were used to identify
written or oral sources are used instead to identify
the artistry in the text and its theology.
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Historicity
There are differences of opinion over whether the
events portrayed in Exodus were historical events.
The historicity of the events portrayed in the
book of Exodus has not been proven from external sources. Due to this lack of external evidence,
some have argued against historicity. Those who
argue for historicity have done so using internal
evidence and arguments from plausibility.
However, the lack of external evidence does
not necessarily prove that the events did not historically occur; the nature of the events portrayed
makes external evidence elusive. For example, the
escape from Egypt does not portray the Egyptians
in a favorable light, so the Egyptians would not
have been likely to keep a record of it. Most documents of that period were official documents, and
kings of the ancient Near East did not pay scribes
to portray them unfavorably. In addition, many
of the events described in Exodus occurred in the
desert and involved temporary camps and structures that would not leave a lasting impression for
archaeologists to study. However, the lack of external evidence is the strongest argument against
historicity, even though it is an argument from
silence.
Another difficulty in gathering historical data
is the distance in language and culture of the ancient texts. Writers in the ancient Near East had
different ideas about history. When they recorded
history, they did so for their own purposes, not to
record an accurate and objective chronicle of historical events (see Johnstone, Exodus, 27, 31–36).
There is one mention of Israel from Egyptian
sources, found on the Stele of Merneptah. On this
monument, dated to around 1220 bc, the pharaoh
boasts of having destroyed Israel and left the nation without a trace (the interpretation “nation” is
disputed). This is the earliest non-biblical mention of Israel or any biblical person, although the
significance of this datum is fiercely debated (see
Wright, Biblical Archeology, 71; Bimson, Redating the
Exodus, 19; Rowley, Joseph to Joshua, 137; Gardiner,
Egypt of the Pharaohs, 273).
Some scholars who argue against historicity
hold that none of the people or events in Exodus
existed or occurred, including Joseph, Moses, and
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the exodus itself (see Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt,
viii). Gösta Ahlström argued in 1986 that there was
no exodus, but that the Israelites were Canaanites
who withdrew from the city-states and built settlements in the hill country (Ahlström, Who Were
the Israelites, 7, 18–19; see also Mendenhall, Tenth
Generation, xi; Gottwald, Tribes of Yahweh, xxiii). In
John McDermott’s analysis of scholarship in 1998,
he suggested a growing consensus that Israel’s origins are to be found within the people already in
Canaan, with the exception of the Sea Peoples and
possibly a small exodus group (McDermott, Formation, 88).
There is a mediating position that acknowledges difficulties in proving historicity, but focuses
instead on the theology of the book. For example,
John Durham argues that “the subject of historicity must not be a primary interest” (Durham,
Exodus, xxvi). He studies the book in the historical
context of the late dating but thinks that an early
dating would not change the theological message
of the book.
Arguments for historicity are of two types:
1. Internal arguments
2. Plausibility arguments
Internal Arguments for Historicity
The biblical text itself provides evidence for the
historicity of the events that it records, even
though the writers did not have a modern concept of historiography. James Hoffmeier uses the
biblical text as a “witness to history,” along with
non-biblical evidence. He criticizes minimalist
historians for evaluating the historicity of the
biblical texts more critically than that of other ancient literature (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 17).
Internal arguments for historicity tend to favor
an early date for the exodus (15th century bc). The
evidence for this is 1 Kgs 6:1, which gives 480 years
as the timeframe from the exodus to Solomon’s
temple.
The biblical record mentions the exodus numerous times, which is not the case for all other
historical events, some of which are only mentioned once. Stephen Russell identifies approximately 160 references to the exodus in the Old
Testament, although he suggests that “different
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regional communities within preexilic Israel and
Judah varied in their conception and commemoration of the exodus and Egypt” (Russell, Images
of Egypt, 1–2). Nevertheless, the frequency of references to the exodus supports its historicity—especially because these references are found in
many different sources (see 1 Kgs 12:25–33; Pss 68;
77; 80; 81:10; 105:23; 106; 114; Isa 43:16–21; 63:11–14;
Hag 2:5; Zech 10:10–11; Hos 2:15; 9:10; see Lemche,
Early Israel). However, this does not necessarily
the details regarding the events in the book of Exodus itself. Alan Gardiner writes, “that Israel was
in Egypt under one form or another no historian
could possibly doubt; a legend of such tenacity
representing the early fortunes of a people under
so unfavourable an aspect could not have arisen
save as a reflexion, however much distorted, of
real occurrences” (Gardiner, “Geography,” 87; see
Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 112).
In a similar argument, W. F. Albright argued
for the historicity of the exodus by the age of the
oral traditions that he saw behind the written text.
He dated the Song of Moses (Exod 15:1b–18) to the
13th century bc. In his opinion, “The antiquity of
the basic oral traditions about the Exodus makes it
quite unreasonable to deny its substantial accuracy” (Albright, Yahweh and the Gods, 164).
Gleason Archer uses New Testament to support
historicity. In 1964, Archer used the notice in Acts
13:19–20 to support an early date for the exodus
(Archer, Survey, 223–234, 495; see Newman, Old
Testament Survey, 56).
Plausibility Arguments for Historicity
The comparative method of study identifies social
and legal parallels and finds plausible historical
contexts for biblical events. Plausible historical
contexts exist for the events described in Exodus.
The cities Pithom and Rameses, mentioned in
Exod 1:11, are also mentioned in ancient Egyptian
documents. The mention of these cities suggests
that Ramses II was pharaoh near the time of the
exodus, thus supplying the late date (13th century
bc; de Vaux, Early History, 389). Another ancient
document mentions bedouins moving into the
Nile delta to find grazing for their flocks. There
is also an ancient document describing the harsh
conditions of brick-making laborers, and one that

mentions turning water into blood (Bruckner,
Exodus, 8). Many of the workers were slaves who
were acquired through military conquest. For example, Amenhotep II brought thousands of slaves
from Syria-Palestine to work in Egypt (Orlinsky,
Ancient Israel, 30).
The historicity of the exodus is often tied to
that of the conquest, which follows the exodus.
Archaeology of sites connected with Jericho and Ai
have been explored to provide a plausible setting
and date for the conquest, and by extension, the
exodus. The interpretation of the archaeological
data has a complex history. John Garstang excavated Tell es-Sultan (believed to be biblical Jericho) in
1930–1936 and concluded that the Israelites were
responsible for a massive destruction, which he
dated to 1400 bc. Kathleen Kenyon studied the
site from 1952–1958 and connected the same destruction with Egyptian military action dated to
1550 bc, too early to be caused by Israelite invasion. She found the city to be deserted during the
possible exodus and conquest dates. Bryant Wood
reassessed the published data and the ceramic
evidence in 1990 and argued in favor of Garstang’s
earlier conclusions (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 6–7).
Thus, the plausibility argument for the conquest
depends on the interpretation of the archaeological data.
The situation for Ai is similar, though more
complicated because of uncertainty regarding
the identification of modern et-Tell with biblical
Ai. Garstang was also the first to excavate Ai (in
1928). He (and later excavators) found that the site
was unoccupied at the time that he had placed the
destruction of Jericho (1400 bc). This led scholars
such as W. F. Albright and G. Ernest Wright to seek
a more plausible location of Ai elsewhere, namely
Beitin (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 7).
Using the approach of finding plausible contexts, James Hoffmeier has identified epigraphic
and archaeological evidence for Semites in ancient
Egypt (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 52–76). He catalogs Egyptian elements in the Joseph story of Genesis (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 83–98). Additionally, he examines the documentation for brick-making, and for the store cities in Exod 1:11 as well as
Goshen (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 112–122).
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He also argues for the plausibility of elements of
the narratives about Moses and the geographical
references (Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 135–175; see
also Bright, History, 120–143).
Philip Davies criticizes the plausibility approach, arguing that it is circular reasoning. Once
the plausible context is found, the text is seen to
validate the context, and the context validates the
text (Davies, Ancient Israel, 37f). This shows the
problem of the lack of external evidence. Also,
some scholars accept a plausible setting but still
see the stories as fictional.
The same approach has been used against historicity—that is, historicity is denied because no
plausible context is available. For example, Niels
Lemche argued against the sojourn in the Sinai
because of the lack of available food in the area
(Lemche, History and Tradition, 164).
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al Gospel.”
was sought for the apparently complex process
Manuscripts
of composition which produced the Gospel’s final
The Gospel of John is represented by the earliest
form. In his explanation, Bultmann proposed that
manuscript fragment of any work in the New Tes- the Gospel was composed by an author he identament. A small papyrus fragment known as the
tified as “the Evangelist,” using material from a
“Rylands Fragment” is dated between ad 125–150. In “signs source,” a “discourse source,” and a “passion
addition, major parts of the Gospel are preserved
narrative.” Bultmann also proposed that the Gosin other early papyrus manuscripts.
pel as a whole was later redacted by someone he
A few individual verses are usually recognized called “the Ecclesiastical Redactor.” Finally, Bultas not part of the original Gospel. A longer pasmann proposed that sometime in its history, the
sage—the Story of the Woman Taken in Adultery
text of the Gospel was accidentally disrupted. To
(John 7:53–8:11)—is also likely an addition. This
understand the Gospel fully, it was necessary to
passage is not found in any of the earliest manurearrange the text and restore its original order.
scripts. In later manuscripts, it appears at the end His commentary dominated the study of John for
of the Gospel or in various places in Luke in addidecades, but has fallen out of favor as its flaws
tion to its familiar location.
have become more evident.
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In 1966, Brown published the first volume of a
commentary on chapters 1–12 of the Gospel, followed by a commentary on chapters 13–21 in 1970.
Brown proposed that the Gospel went through five
stages of formation from the period of the oral tradition to its final form. His theory has been questioned also, partly due to its lack of detail.
In response to these unsuccessful attempts,
new methods of understanding the Gospel were
proposed. The Gospel in its final form, rather
than its literary development, was the focus. This
school of interpretation believed that the Gospel
meant something to whoever put it in its final
form, and the interpreter should interpret it in
the form we now have. Culpepper’s The Anatomy of
the Fourth Gospel is the classic example of this approach. In the course of time, an increasing variety of elements from English literary theory were
applied to the Gospel. Some of these were of questionable value for understanding it. For example,
it is often useful in English literature to trace the
reaction of the first-time reader of a novel. But
whether the Gospel was intended for a first-time
reader is not at all clear, since it was likely that
many, if not most, listeners would have been familiar with the account of Jesus’ life from previous
experience within the Christian community.
In 2010 von Wahlde published a three-volume
commentary that proposes a four-stage process of
composition. He contends that 1 John was written
to correct and nuance elements of the second edition. The third edition of the Gospel then incorporated the thought of 1 John into the Gospel itself.
This analysis is based on the analysis of numerous
distinctive features of language, narrative orientation, and theology.
Structure of John’s Gospel
John 1:1–18 form a prologue to the Gospel. These
verses were probably an adapted form of a hymn
in use within the community. In this hymn, Jesus
is identified as the Logos, a term that describes
Jesus’ role in salvation in a poetic way. The Logos
is said to be in existence at the beginning of time
and to have had a role in the creation of all things.
Jesus comes into the world as light into darkness,
but the darkness rejects the light. However Jesus
gives the power to become children of God to all

who accept him. In a Gospel whose Christology
soars to the heights, the Prologue constitutes the
zenith of such understanding.
After the Prologue, there is a body of material
that does not exhibit a major break until the end
of chapter 12—the end of Jesus’ public ministry. A
minor break may be present at the end of chapter
four, which forms a kind of inclusion between the
first miracle (which took place in Cana of Galilee)
and the miracle at the end of chapter 4 (which
also takes place in Cana). Chapter 5 introduces the
theme of various religious feasts of the Jews:
•
•
•
•
•

Ch. 5—the Sabbath;
Ch. 6—Passover;
Chs. 7–9—Tabernacles;
Ch. 10—Dedication;
Chs. 11–12—the coming of another Passover.

Chapters 13–20 are regularly thought to constitute
the second major part of the Gospel. From the
beginning of chapter 13, Jesus’ ministry is to His
own disciples by means of His farewell meal with
them. After the meal is completed, Jesus offers His
final teaching in four chapters of discourses (13:31–
17:26). Following those, Jesus goes out to a garden
where He is arrested. After His arrest, Jesus is put
on trial, crucified, and buried. After three days,
Jesus is experienced as risen and appears to His
disciples for the first time on the evening of His
resurrection and again over the course of the following eight days.
The final chapter of the Gospel (John 21) is
sometimes thought to be a kind of appendix. It
contains the only post-resurrection appearance of
Jesus in Galilee. It is also the only part of the Gospel that mentions the sons of Zebedee, a curious
detail in that the Gospel has been traditionally attributed to John, one of these brothers (see below:
“Author”).
The chapter also contains a scene in which
Jesus “rehabilitates” Peter, who confesses his love
for Jesus three times. In response, Jesus commissions Peter to “feed his sheep,” a statement by
which Jesus appoints Peter the head of the community in Jesus’ absence. After this, Jesus predicts
that Peter will die a martyr’s death. Jesus indicates
that the other disciple who was present—“the
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disciple whom Jesus loved”—would not die such a
death. The Gospel then concludes.
Distinctive Theological Features
The Gospel of John is often associated spontaneously with the Synoptics. However, when
viewed in isolation from the Synoptics, striking
features emerge. John contains relatively little
“revelation” by Jesus other than about Himself: His
identity as Son sent by the Father. Although in the
earliest traditions preserved in the Gospel, Jesus
is attested by His “signs,” in the later strata, He declares that there are four witnesses to His claims:
1. John the Baptist;
2. His words (which are from the Father);
3. His works (which are given to him by the Father);
4. the Scriptures (compare John 5:31–40).
In John 1:19–2:22 the disciples are pictured as responding to each of these four witnesses. In the
major discourses of John 6, 8, and 10, Jesus explains for “the Jews” how the Scriptures witness
to Him (John 6:30–59), how His word, which is the
word of God, witnesses to Him (John 8:13–59), and
how His works witness to Him (John 10:22–39).
However, in each of these cases, Jesus’ message is
met with rejection.
Jesus is presented as having the most exalted
of powers: He shares the two powers distinctive
of God the Father—the power to give life and the
power to judge (5:19–30). In spite of this claim, Jesus also states that He is totally dependent on the
Father and does not seek His own glory, only that
of the Father (5:41–47). Moreover, Jesus is glorified
by the Father in His public ministry, but even His
passion, death, and resurrection become another
aspect of His glorification. This portrait of Jesus
provided the foundation for much of the later
theological reflection on the profound identity of
Jesus and His relation to God, the Father, and the
Spirit.
In John’s Gospel, the primary focus of the ministry of Jesus is on His announcement that after
His glorification (i.e., passion, death, and resurrection; compare 7:37–39), those who believe in
Him will receive the promised outpouring of the
Spirit of God. Although there are some texts that
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associate the death of Jesus with an atoning sacrifice, this is not the dominant view of His death.
The Gospel also is marked by a much more
developed understanding of the Spirit than in
the Synoptics. Jesus offers the gift of the eschatological Spirit several times throughout the public
ministry (4:10–15; 21–24; 7:37–39), and explains that
rebirth from the Spirit is absolutely necessary to
have eternal life (3:3–9).
In His farewell discourses with His disciples,
Jesus most fully develops the figure of the Spirit. In five “Paraclete Passages” (14:16–17, 26; 15:26;
16:7–11, 13–15) Jesus refers to the Spirit as “Paraclete” and as “the Spirit of Truth” who is sent
from the Father. In these passages, the spirit is
portrayed in clearly personal terms. The Spirit of
Truth will be with the disciples forever and will
remind them of what Jesus has said. He will take
what belongs to Jesus and explain it to the disciples. And perhaps most importantly “he will not
speak on his own.”
Finally Jesus is said to actually bestow the
Spirit on the disciples on the evening of His resurrection (20:22), rather than 50 days later on the
feast of Pentecost as is presented in the Acts of the
Apostles (Acts 2:1–4).
The Gospel of John also is distinguished by the
surprising absence of specific ethical instructions.
The only such instruction appears in Jesus’ instruction to His disciples after the Last Supper in
the form of the commandment to love one another
(John 13:34–35; 15; 12, 17).
There is also a considerable attention to sacraments in John. In John 3:5, Jesus says that a person
must be born “of water and the spirit,” a statement
generally taken to refer to the necessity of ritual
baptism. In John 6:51–58, in a clear reference to
the Eucharist, Jesus assures “the Jews” that it is
necessary to “eat the flesh of the Son of Man and
drink his blood” in order to have eternal life. Yet
it remains curious that at the Last Supper there is
no mention of the institution of the Eucharist as
there is in the other Gospels. On the night of the
resurrection, Jesus gives the disciples the power to
forgive and to retain the sins of others, an action
that is generally interpreted as referring to the
sacramental ritual of the confession of sins.
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The eschatology of the Gospel is also distinctive. It clearly states that the believer is able to
pass over from spiritual death to spiritual life in
the present (5:24–25). Yet the Gospel also presents
a view in which all believers will undergo judgment at the end of time in conjunction with a
bodily resurrection to life for those who have done
good, and to a resurrection of condemnation for
those who have done evil (5:28–29). None of the
other Gospels have two such views side by side.
In the Synoptics, the focus of Jesus’ ministry is
on the arrival of “the kingdom of God.” In John’s
Gospel, the primary focus is on Jesus’ offer of the
Spirit of God, which results in the believer receiving eternal life (see John 7:37–39).

1. A national, ethnic, religious sense to refer to
the inhabitants of the nation (e.g., 4:9). It appears with this meaning as an explanation of
Jewish feasts (e.g., 2:13) and various customs
(e.g., 2:6).
2. A sense intended to refer to the inhabitants of
Judaea (Ioudaia in Greek; Judaea in English),
the southern region of the country. This is particularly evident in passages such as 11:19, 31, 33,
36.
3. A sense intended to refer to the religious authorities who articulate the official Jewish opposition to Jesus.

This last use is the most difficult to identify. In
some passages, the term clearly refers to religious
Cultural and Religious Background
authorities. For example, in 9:22, the parents of
The cultural and religious background of the authe man born blind were fearing “the Jews.” The
thor and the intended readers was once disputed.
man and his parents are ethnically Jews, so it
Bultmann proposed that the author was attemptwould make no sense if the term were meant to
ing to refute Gnosticism, and so had taken over
refer to the entire nation. This is an authoritative
and “Christianized” Gnostic discourses in order
group with power to rule in religious matters.
to have them refer to Jesus. Dodd argued that the
Similar instances appear in 7:13 and 20:19. In alGospel was intended to speak in terms that would
most all other instances in the Gospel where Jesus
appeal to readers from a culture familiar with Hel- is in discussion or debate with “the Jews,” the term
lenistic philosophy. However, Brown, writing less
refers to Jewish religious authorities.
than 20 years after the discovery of the Dead Sea
This ambiguity has created problems throughScrolls, proposed that the Gospel was thoroughout the history of Christianity. Readers often think
ly Jewish in character and reflected many terms
that the term refers to the entire Jewish nation
and modes of thought characteristic of the scrolls. and conclude that the Gospel declares all Jews reThis view is almost universally accepted today.
sponsible for the death of Jesus. Throughout hisThe Gospel was composed for the Jewish-Chris- tory, the further jump has been frequently made
tian community. Verses such as John 9:22, 12:42,
to concluding that even Jews today continue to be
and 16:3 show that this was a community that was responsible for the death of Jesus.
Jewish in origin and that had desired to remain
As a result, such texts have been used as a
within the Jewish tradition. However, its members pretext for anti-Semitism. One particular paswere expelled from synagogue fellowship for their sage mentioning “the Jews” has had a particularly
belief in Jesus.
severe impact on attitudes toward Jews. In John
This historical situation provides the context
8:44, Jesus says of “the Jews,” “You are of your fafor understanding the frequent use of the term
ther the devil.” This statement could be read to say
“the Jews” in the Gospel, a term that has been the
that Jews are Satanic, however this is absolutely
occasion of much anti-Jewish interpretation. The
wrong. To a first-century reader, the statement
Greek word Ἰουδαῖος (Ioudaios) appears over 70
would have been recognized as part of a pattern of
times, much more than in any other Gospel. This
argument that was couched in the language and
term is used with several meanings, not all of
worldview of apocalyptic dualism. A first-century
which are immediately clear. Uses include:
audience would have understood that 8:44 characterized the actions of “the Jews” as wrong. However, they would not have read it as anti-Semitic or
73

Lexham Bible Dictionary
anti-Jewish. Such rhetoric was common in apocalyptic discourse and should be read as such. In 1
John 3:7–8, the author used the same language to
characterize his own Christian opponents who had
been members of the community but held different views from his own.
Relation to the Synoptics
Because the literary relationship between the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke are so obvious,
the relation of the Gospel of John to these others
is questioned. Most of the traditions in the Gospel
seem to be independent of those in the Synoptics:
• John presents a ministry of more than two
years, while, in the Synoptics, the ministry is
less than a year.
• In the Synoptics, there is only one trip to Jerusalem, while in John there are several.
• In the Synoptics, the ministry of Jesus does not
begin until after the arrest of John the Baptist;
in John, Jesus and the Baptizer are said to have
parallel baptizing ministries for some time.
• In the Gospel of John, Jesus’ first disciples come
from the ranks of John the Baptist’s disciples,
rather than being fishermen called by Jesus
along the shores of the Sea of Galilee.
• The Synoptics present Jesus as speaking generally in short, aphoristic statements while in
John, Jesus regularly engages in long dialogues
with His adversaries.
• In the Synoptics, Jesus regularly performs
exorcisms in His mission of establishing the
kingdom of God. In John, there are no exorcisms and the term “kingdom of God,” characteristic of the Synoptics, occurs only twice in
John’s Gospel, both times in chapter 3.

of the ministry. At times, these efforts are quite
awkward:
• In John 4:44, the evangelist introduces the
statement that “a prophet is without honor
in his own country.” Yet this saying of Jesus,
found in Mark 6:4, it almost impossible to understand in its present context in John: Does it
refer to Judaea or Galilee?
• In John 3:24, there is the awkward statement
“John had not yet been put in prison.” This
statement seems to have no other purpose than
to correlate the sequence of the Johannine Gospel with that of the Synoptics, since there is no
other mention of the imprisonment of John in
the Gospel.
• In John 4:2, following the third statement that
Jesus had been baptizing, there appears suddenly the awkward statement “although Jesus
himself did not baptize, but only his disciples.”
Again, the statement seems intended simply
(and awkwardly) to try to correlate the Johannine account with that of the Synoptics.
Since the book of Gardner-Smith in 1938, general opinion has favored the view that the author
of the Gospel did not know the Synoptics and
the various awkward comments attempting to
correlate the two were later additions to the text.
However in the 1970s and 1980s, in a movement
generally associated with scholars at Leuven University (Belgium), there was a renewed effort to
argue the reverse.

The Disciple Whom Jesus Loved
Another of the distinctive features of the Gospel
is the appearance of a disciple who is not named
but simply described as “the disciple whom Jesus
In John’s Gospel, Jesus appropriates the title “I AM” loved.” This disciple is presented as the disciple
(the name of Yahweh in the Septuagint) (8:24, 28,
upon whose testimony the authenticity of the Gos58; 13:19; 18:5–9) and is addressed by Thomas as
pel rests.
“My Lord and My God” (20:28). This latter text is
• This disciple appears first during the Farewell
arguably the clearest instance in the entire New
Meal of Jesus with His disciples (3:23–26).
Testament of a human being addressing Jesus as
• This disciple also appears at the foot of the
divine and equal with the Father. This Christology
cross with the mother of Jesus (9:26–27, 32–36).
is very different from that of the Synoptics.
• This disciple is the first, along with Peter, to
At the same time, there are statements that
witness the empty tomb of Jesus (0:2–11).
seem to betray attempts to introduce motifs typ•
He is with Peter in the boat on the Sea of Galical of the Synoptics into the Johannine portrait
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ilee when Jesus appears to them on the shore
(1:7).
• His fate is compared with that of Peter (21:21–
24).

The “disciple whom Jesus loved” is generally
accepted as the eyewitness authority behind the
Gospel, but he is nowhere identified as John, son
of Zebedee. Indeed, it is unlikely that any disciple
would have referred to himself as “the disciple
Commentators commonly refer to this disciple as
whom Jesus loved.” Some (including the present
“the Beloved Disciple.” The use of this title has the
author) have proposed that the author can be
unfortunate consequence of ignoring the actual
identified as “John, the Elder,” who is mentioned
wording of the Gospel text: “the disciple whom
by Papias (cited by Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.39.3–4) as
Jesus loved.” The title given to this disciple is prob- a disciple of Jesus but not one of the Twelve. This
ably derived from John 14:21 (compare 15:9): “The
“John” is said to have lived and died in Ephesus, the
one possessing my commandments and keeping
same city where John, son of Zebedee, was buried.
them, that one is the one loving me. And the one
If this is correct, then it is possible that this is the
loving me will be loved by my Father, and I will
individual who identifies himself as “the Elder”
love him and will manifest myself to him.” Thus
in the letters of 2 John and 3 John and who is althis disciple was thought to be exemplary in his
most certainly the author of 1 John. First John had
obedience to the commandments given by Jesus.
articulated the proper understanding of the JoAs such, he could truly be said to be loved by Jesus hannine tradition against the views of those who
and had the greatest understanding of Him.
were distorting it. This individual is the one who
provides the guiding theology for the final stage of
Author
the composition of the Gospel. Because of this, he
In the past, many have identified John, son of
was
valued as the one “possessing and keeping my
Zebedee, as the author of the Gospel. In favor of
commandments given by me (Jesus)” (John 14:21)
this view is its near-unanimous support among
ancient authors. However, John, son of Zebedee, is and so was the individual who merited and was
given the title “the disciple whom Jesus loved” by
never mentioned by name in John’s Gospel. There
the community after his death.
is a reference to “the sons of Zebedee” in 21:2, but
without naming them. This is one of the factors
Place of Composition
that makes this attribution less likely. Moreover,
Some of the earliest traditions enshrined in the
the earliest Greek manuscripts did not have titles. Gospel of John contain a great deal of detail about
When titles were introduced around ad 200, the
the customs of the Jews and of the places of Jesus’
one for this Gospel account simply read “Accordministry in Jerusalem. This internal evidence suging to John” without specifying which “John.” The
gests that writer was very familiar with first-cenfirst actual attribution to John, son of Zebedee, is
tury Judaea, including Jerusalem itself. However,
by Irenaeus (ca. 180), but there are problems asthe later traditions in the Gospel and details associated with this information. The most famous
sociated with the Letters of John suggest that the
argument for the traditional view is that proposed Gospel reached its final form in or near Ephesus.
by Westcott in his commentary (1881). More reThe external evidence also suggests composition
cently, the position has been argued fully by Carin or near Ephesus. Early traditions about the
son in his commentary (1991), and it is now cham- Gospel almost unanimously place its composition
pioned mainly by conservative scholars. Internal
at Ephesus. In addition, the area around Ephesus
evidence is thought by many to make the identifi- was the center of the Quartodeciman Controversy,
cation of the author with John, son of Zebedee, un- which argued that Passover should be celebrated
likely if not impossible. Among the most respected on the 14th day of the month of Nisan, on whatproponents of the view that John, son of Zebedee,
ever day of the week that occurred, following the
is not the author are Brown (Community) and
chronology of the Gospel of John (compare John
Schnackenburg (Gospel), both of whom had earlier 19:14, 31, 42, which indicate that the death and
held the traditional view.
burial of Jesus took place on the day of prepara75
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tion for Passover). The letters to the Ephesians and
Colossians have more similarities to the Gospel
and letters of John in worldview and phrasing
than any other New Testament writing. There also
is the tradition in Papias (cited by Eusebius, Hist.
Eccl. 3.39.3–4) that there were tombs of two “Johns”
in Ephesus, one of the son of Zebedee and one of
John the Elder. Nevertheless, some scholars suggest other places, as divergent as Alexandria and
Antioch, for the provenance where John’s Gospel.

pare, e.g., 9:22) and the “synagogue of Satan” at
Smyrna mentioned in Rev 2:9. Yet the relationship
between Revelation and the Gospel of John is disputed, making any correlation uncertain.
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the 13 New Testament letters traditionally ascribed
to Paul, Galatians is perhaps second in influence,
following Romans.
Galatians is one of the most-studied letters of
the New Testament. It was the object of attention
in early and medieval Christianity, and its influence increased during the Reformation period.
• Luther (1483–1546) lectured on Galatians in 1519
and 1523. The substance of his lectures was
later compiled into a commentary bearing his
name (see Graebner, “Preface,” iv–v).
• Calvin (1509–1564) cited Galatians frequently
in his Institutes, wrote a commentary on it, and
preached on it.
• More recently, Boice described Galatians as the
“Magna Carta of Christian liberty” (“Galatians,”
403).
• Longenecker and Bruce, in large measure owing to the influence of Galatians, characterized
Paul as the “Apostle of Liberty” and the “Apostle of the Free Spirit” (in works bearing these
titles, respectively).

tleship (“an apostle … through Jesus Christ and
God the Father”). The letter is addressed “to the
churches of Galatia” (1:2b). In the greeting, Paul’s
customary prayer-wish in 1:3 (“Grace and peace
from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”;
compare Rom 1:7) extends into a description of
salvation in 1:4–5. What is conspicuously absent
in the letter opening is Paul’s typical introductory
thanksgiving or blessing (compare 1 Thess 1:2–10;
1 Cor 1:4–9; Rom 1:8–10; Phil 1:3–7; Phlm 4–7; compare 2 Cor 1:3–4).

Letter Body (Gal 1:6–6:10)
In 1:6, Paul moves directly to the letter body. He
expresses his amazement that the Galatians have
turned away so quickly from the One who called
them by grace “to a different gospel”—which he
considers to be no gospel at all, but rather the
work of “troublemakers” (“some are troubling
you”; 1:6–7). Paul therefore issues an atypical double-imprecation (curse) on anyone who would
preach a contrary gospel (1:8–9; compare 1 Cor
16:22 and the rhetorical self-imprecation of Rom
9:3). The forceful tone of Galatians is further sig(For a brief sketch of the influence of Galatians in
naled in 1:10, which serves as a transition to Paul’s
Christian thought, see Dunn, Theology, ch. 7.)
broader arguments in the letter body (two rhetoriThe material below surveys the content of Gacal questions and a formal denial).
latians, historical matters (author, recipients, date,
The letter body exhibits at least four identifiplace of origin), literary matters (structure, genre, able sections.
purpose, theological themes) and ongoing debates
over interpretive questions.
1. In 1:11–2:14, Paul defends the divine origin
of his gospel (1:11–17) and its independence
Content Overview
from the Jerusalem leaders (1:18–24). He reGalatians addresses both Christian freedom (2:4;
counts the Jerusalem leaders’ validation of his
4:22, 23, 26, 30, 31; 5:1, 13) and Christian obligation
(circumcision-free) gospel and his sphere of
(5:13–6:10; compare Barrett, Obligation). As is typGentile mission (2:1–10). He also chronicles
ical of ancient Greek letters, Galatians contains
his principled stand regarding the truth of the
three basic parts (see White, “Literature,” 1731, and
gospel at Antioch (2:11–15). Apologetic (self-de“Letters,” 97):
fense) and autobiographical themes characterize
this portion of the letter body.
• opening (1:1–5);
2. In 2:15–4:11, Paul pursues an argument against
• body (1:6–6:10); and
the main emphases of the troublemakers’
• closing (6:11–18).
teaching and its implication relative to the
Letter Opening (Gal 1:1–5)
Galatians. First, he builds on 2:14, where he reGalatians begins with a customary epistolary (letbukes Peter’s perceived inconsistency (2:15–21).
ter) salutation: author, addressees, and greetings.
He then turns to matters of scriptural interThe designation of authorship (1:1–2a) includes
pretation, starting with a direct address/rean affirmation of the divine origin of Paul’s aposbuke: “You foolish Galatians” (3:1). Paul recalls
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his dramatic portrayal of the death of Jesus
Christ to them and reminds them of their prior
experience with the Spirit (3:2–5). He explicates the relationship between Torah (law) and
faith in Christ (3:6–14), the relationship between Torah and the Abrahamic promise (3:15–
25), and the Galatians’ new status in Christ as
sons of God by faith (3:26–4:7). Paul’s intention
in these arguments is to call the Galatians back
to their new spiritual moorings in Christ (4:8–
11).
3. In 4:12–31, Paul reminds the Galatians of the
implications of the gospel in relation to Sinai.
He issues a personal appeal to them: They are
to become like him (4:12). They need to remember the circumstances of their acceptance of
the gospel (4:13–16), and they must avoid the
troublemakers’ appeals (4:17–20; compare 1:7).
They need to hear afresh the implications of
Sinai (4:21–31).
4. In 5:1–6:10, Paul spells out the freedom and
responsibility that the Galatians bear as recipients of the Spirit and as sons of God (compare
3:2–3, 5, 26; 4:6). They are to stand fast in freedom (5:1), which means that circumcision is
not a legitimate option for them (5:2–6). They
are to refuse the message of the troublemakers (5:7–12). Above all, they are to pursue the
ethical implications of Paul’s gospel of freedom. This involves not an opportunity for the
flesh (5:13), but rather a life characterized by
the Spirit’s direction (5:14–26) and by mutual
responsibility within the believing community
(6:1–10).
Letter Closing (Gal 6:11–18)
In 6:11, Paul adds a personal touch that signifies
his involvement in the production of the letter. He
then reiterates his earlier warning against submitting to circumcision (compare 5:2–6). Here he also
impugns the motives of the troublemakers: “The
only reason they [require circumcision] is to avoid
being persecuted for the cross of Christ” (6:12b).
He argues that not even those who are circumcised keep the Torah (law); rather, they require it
as a ground of boasting about the Galatians’ “flesh”
(6:13). Paul’s boast, conversely, is the cross of the
Lord Jesus Christ; through it the world has been
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crucified to him and he to it (6:14). He states that
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision provides
any basis for boasting; instead, what counts is the
new creation (6:15). He wishes peace and mercy
to those who follow this “rule”—even (an epexegetical [explanatory] καί, kai) to the “Israel of God”
(6:16). He contends that no one should cause him
trouble, for he bears on his body “the marks” of
Christ (6:17) (compare 2 Cor 6:4–5; 11:23–25). Paul
closes Galatians with a final wish of grace (6:18).
Overview of Historical Matters
Authorship
The letter’s opening salutation identifies the senders as “Paul, an apostle … and all the brothers who
are with me” (Gal 1:1a, 2a). Despite the inclusion
of “all the brothers,” Paul was the principal author,
as indicated by the wide use of the first-person
singular, the many personal references (especially
in Gal 1–2; compare 4:11–20; 5:10–12; 6:11–18), and
the reiteration of Paul’s name in 5:2. These textual claims are nearly universally accepted. While
6:11 implies that Paul did not physically write the
entire letter, he is its author (i.e., the human mind
behind it).
Baur (1792–1860) embraced Galatians as one
of Paul’s four principal letters (Hauptbriefe), along
with Romans and 1–2 Corinthians (Baur, Paul,
1:260–67; 1:268–381). Doubts concerning Paul’s
authorship of Galatians arose occasionally in the
19th and 20th centuries. Such minority opinions
commonly have been disregarded. Hoehner, however, questions the methodological consistency
of adopting a trusting approach to the claims of
Galatians while exhibiting a much more skeptical
approach to the disputed letters of Paul (Hoehner,
“Galatians?” 150–69). His study is a reminder that
conclusions regarding Paul’s authorship of the letters bearing his name are commonly determined
in advance (a priori) in accordance with the level
of receptivity or skepticism that an interpreter
brings to a given letter’s textual claims. As Hoehner observes, “It is much easier [methodologically
speaking] to engage in destructive criticism than
constructive criticism” (Hoehner, “Galatians?”
169).

Biblical Book Entries
Recipients and Destination
in the text of Galatians (Kümmel argues from 1:21
Paul addressed his letter “to the churches of Gaand 3:1 [Introduction, 298]; see, however, Bruce,
latia” (Gal 1:2b). The designation “the churches”
“Date,” 264). They commonly give minimal atten(αἱ ἐκκλησίαι, hai ekklēsiai), combined with other
tion to Acts (typically only 16:6 and 18:23), and they
details of the text (e.g., 3:2–5, 26–29; 4:6–7, 28,
draw amply on theological and thematic parallels
31), indicates that the letter’s recipients are probetween Galatians and other Pauline letters, parfessing believers. They apparently came to faith
ticularly Romans (see the classic example of Lightthrough Paul’s prior ministry (4:19–20; compare
foot, Galatians, 44–50, with parallels set out on
3:1; 4:13–14). Paul’s descriptions at various points in 44–48). For this reason, supporters of the northern
the letter indicate that the vast majority of these
hypothesis often attempt to show that Galatians
believers had a non-Jewish background (4:8–11).
should be dated closer to Romans (one of Paul’s
A more precise identification of the recipients is
later letters) than to 1 Thessalonians (widely recontingent on where they were located, which is a garded to be Paul’s earliest letter).
matter of considerable debate.
Southern Galatian Hypothesis. As a political
In the first century ad, “Galatia” (Γαλατία, Gadesignation,
“Galatia” in Gal 1:2b would refer to
latia) could be used both as a territorial reference
people living in the Roman province of Galatia,
and as a political designation. Given these two
which encompassed a large portion of what is now
possible uses, contemporary scholars usually
adopt one of two working theories in approaching south-central Turkey. Adherents to the southern
theory typically draw heavily on Acts for backthe letter: The territorial sense of “Galatia” points
ground details of a historical and geographical nato a northern destination for the letter, while the
ture to fill out the picture of the text of Galatians
political sense corresponds to a southern destination. The issue typically hinges on scholars’ selec- (e.g., Bruce, “North or South,” 243–66, and Galation of evidence. Lightfoot (1828–1889) offered the tians, 3–18; and Longenecker, Galatians, lxi—lxxii).
According to Acts, Paul and Barnabas worked
classic defense of the northern location, which is
during their first apostolic mission in the cities of
supported mainly by material in Galatians itself
(Galatians, 1–35); Ramsay (1851–1939) was a leading Antioch, Iconium, Derbe, and Lystra, all located in
the southern area of the Roman province of Gaproponent of the southern hypothesis, which is
latia (Acts 13:13–14:26; compare Bruce, “North or
based on reports in Acts about Paul’s missionary
work (Traveller, 130–51, 178–93, and Galatians, 308– South,” 246–47). Mitchell, a specialist of provincial
Galatia (compare “Augustan Galatia,” 298–308, and
24). Some commentators, however, such as Dunn,
“Roman Galatia,” 1053–81), considers the work of
maintain that the evidence is not strong enough
Ramsay definitive in support of the southern theoto support either theory (Dunn, Galatians, 7; comry: “Although the North Galatian Theory still finds
pare Mußner, Galaterbrief, 9).
many supporters, his [Ramsay’s] work should long
Northern Galatian Hypothesis. As a territorial
ago have put the matter beyond dispute” (“Galadescription, “Galatia” would refer to the region
tians,” 871; compare Barnett, Rise, 292–94).
that is now north-central Turkey—the same reDate
gion identified as “Galatia” in the salutation of 1
Proponents
of the northern Galatian hypothesis
Pet 1:1 (compare Hemer, “Address,” 239–43). In
tend to favor a date in the mid-50s (e.g., Brown,
the first century, this area was home to the peoIntroduction, 468; Hansen, Galatians, 21–22; Betz
ple known as “Celts.” The northern hypothesis is
favors ad 50–55 [Galatians, 9–12]). This view would
widely acknowledged as the majority position in
put Galatians shortly before Paul’s letter to the
scholarship (compare Barclay, Truth, 7–8). HowRomans
(ca. ad 57). Alternatively, if Galatians adever, there is limited available historical informadresses the Roman province of Galatia (southern
tion related to this geographical area (compare
hypothesis) and is early, it could have been written
Barclay, Truth, 8, especially note 24). Proponents
before the Jerusalem council, held around ad 48/49
of the northern theory focus on the internal data
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(Acts 15; compare Schnabel, Mission, 1007–20 and
Paul, 52–56). Ramsay settled on a pre-council date
in later editions of St. Paul the Traveller (15th ed.,
xxxi); more recently, Bruce and Longenecker have
been strong advocates of a pre-council date (Bruce,
“Date,” 250–67, and Galatians, 43–56; Longenecker,
Galatians, lxxii–lxxxviii). Some southern theorists
favor a post-council date—that is, after ad 48/49
(Matera, Galatians, 26; Gorman, Apostle, 187).

Overview of Literary Matters
Structure
In recent decades, Galatians commonly has been
approached through the lens of one of three forms
of analysis:
1. Thematic—The literary structure is organized
under headings based on the letter’s principal
themes.
2. Epistolary—Analysis is based on the conventional three-part structure of the ancient
Greek letter: opening, body, and closing (compare White, “Literature,” 1731, and “Letters,”
97).
3. Rhetorical—The rules of ancient Graeco-Roman rhetoric governing speeches are applied
to Paul’s letters.

Place of Origin
The provenance of Galatians is largely contingent
on conclusions about the letter’s date and recipients/destination. One of the earliest comments
regarding the provenance of Galatians is found
in the Marcionite prologue to Galatians (ca. second century ad), which identifies the letter as
having been written from Ephesus. Proponents
of the northern Galatian theory favor Ephesus or
Some scholars, like Walton and Weima, have quesMacedonia. (Brown, Introduction, 468, considered
tioned the suitability of applying ancient rules
a mid-50s date from Ephesus “more likely” than a
governing speech to Paul’s letters (Walton, “Aristolate-50s date from Macedonia.) Ephesus served as
tle,” 229–50; Weima, “Aristotle,” 458–68). Bruce, in
Paul’s base of operations during his third apostolic response to Betz’s “Composition,” previously had
mission (Acts 18:23–21:17, esp. ch. 19; compare 1 Cor questioned whether “in the excitement and urgen15:32; 16:8).
cy of the crisis with which he was suddenly conProponents of the southern Galatian theory
fronted Paul would have been consciously careful
and a date prior to the Jerusalem council (before
to construct his letter according to the canons of
ad 48/49) favor Antioch of Syria (Longenecker,
the rhetorical schools” (Bruce, Galatians, 58). OthGalatians, lxvi—lvii; and Barnett, Rise, 283–88).
ers, like Witherington, however, defend Paul’s use
Antioch was an early center for Christianity (Acts
of rhetoric based on its wide use in the ancient
11:19–24). Through the influence of Barnabas, Paul world (Witherington, Quest, ch. 3, and Rhetoric,
(then called Saul) became involved in ministry
esp. ch. 5). Bird maintains a middle position, sugthere early on (Acts 11:25–30; compare Gal 2:11).
gesting that Paul’s letters should be approached
Antioch served as a base of operations for Barnprincipally through epistolary analysis and only
abas and Paul’s first apostolic mission (Acts 13:1,
secondarily in terms of rhetorical function (Bird,
14; 14:19, 21, 26). The city also was a sending base
“Reassessing,” 374–79). Classen notes that there
for Paul’s second apostolic mission, after he and
are prior examples of the application of rhetorical
Barnabas parted company (Acts 15:22–23, 30, 35).
criticism to New Testament texts throughout the
Paul appears to have remained in some contact
history of Christianity, especially by the 16th-cenwith Antioch even later (compare Acts 18:22). For
tury reformer Melanchthon (Classen, Criticism,
proponents of the southern theory who date Gachs. 1 and 5). For a recent review of the application
latians after the Jerusalem council, Macedonia,
of rhetorical analyses to Galatians and other PauEphesus, and Corinth all remain possibilities for
line letters, see Tolmie, Persuading, 1–30.
the letter’s place of origin (compare Burton, GalaThematic Analysis. Bruce’s New International
tians, xliv–liii).
Greek Testament Commentary is representative
of a thematic approach (Bruce, Galatians, 57–58).
Bruce organizes the argument in Galatians into
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seven sections, which he finds helpful to appreciate “the flow of Paul’s argument”:
• I. 1:1–5—Salutation
• II. 1:6–10—No other gospel
• III. 1:11–2:14—Autobiographical sketch: Paul’s
independent gospel
• IV. 2:15–5:1—Faith receives the promise
• V. 5:2–12—Christian freedom
• VI. 5:13–26—Flesh and spirit
• VII. 6:1–10—Mutual help and service
Bruce does not claim that his analysis corresponds
“to Paul’s conscious strategy in constructing his argument” (Bruce, Galatians, 58).
Epistolary Analysis. Martyn is among the recent
commentators who approach Galatians through a
form of epistolary analysis. Martyn suspects that
Paul would not “have fully recognized as his own
any of the modern structural analyses of Galatians”; he nonetheless suggests that “if we begin
with his use of epistolary formulas, we can arrive
at a structure that warrants some degree of confidence” (Martyn, Galatians, 20). Martyn also acknowledges that there are signs of rhetorical form
in Galatians. As “a substitute for oral communication,” this letter conveys what “would have taken
place had Paul been able to travel again to Galatia”
(Martyn, Galatians, 20). Martyn offers a four-part
skeletal outline (Martyn, Galatians, 24–27):
• 1:1–5—Epistolary prescript
• 1:6–9—Theme

• 1:10–6:10—A series of explicating and supporting arguments
• 6:11–18—Autographic subscript
In his pioneering work on Galatians, Betz combined epistolary and rhetorical approaches (Betz,
“Composition,” 353–79; reprinted in Nanos, Debate,
ch. 1). He identified a three-part epistolary framework:
• 1:1–5—Prescript
• 1:6–6:10—Letter body
• 6:11–18—Postrcript
Within this framework, Betz identified seven rhetorical units:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1:1–5—Epistolary prescript
1:6–11—Exordium (introduction)
1:12–2:14—Narratio (narration)
2:15–21—Propositio (proposition)
3:1–4:31—Probatio (confirmation)
5:1–6:10—Exhortatio (exhortation)
6:11–18—Epistolary Postscript, including peroratio (conclusion; 6:12–17)

(See also Betz, Galatians, 14–25, esp. 16–23; compare
also the detailed outline of Witherington, Galatians, 34–35, and Quest, 121–22).
Rhetorical Analysis. Tolmie’s Persuading is a recent study of the argument of Galatians along rhetorical lines. Tolmie identifies 18 phases in Paul’s
argument (see Tolmie, Persuading, ch. 2, 31–232,
and the summary on 234–35):

1

1:1–5

7

3:6–14

13

4:12–20

2

1:6–10

8

3:15–18

14

4:21–5:1

3

1:11–24

9

3:19–25

15

5:2–6

4

2:1–10

10

3:26–29

16

5:7–12

5

2:11–21

11

4:1–7

17

5:13–6:10

6

3:1–5

12

4:8–11

18

6:11–18
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Tolmie contends that these 18 phases reveal six
basic rhetorical objectives (Tolmie, Persuading
235–44). In summarizing his study, Tolmie offers
the following rhetorical strategy for approaching
Paul’s argument in Galatians. The reader should:

compare Aune, Environment, 206–08). Hansen
views it as a mixture of juridical (or forensic) and
deliberative rhetoric (Abraham, 55–71, and Galatians, 24). Longenecker maintains that Galatians
combines various aspects of rhetoric (Longenecker Galatians, cix—cxix). He acknowledges Betz’s
1. take the letter itself as a starting point;
contribution to the analysis of Gal 1–2 along jurid2. employ a minimal theoretical framework; and
ical lines, but recognizes the deliberative function
3. reconstruct Paul’s rhetorical strategy from the
of Gal 5–6 (e.g., Kennedy; compare Aune). Lontext itself (Tolmie, Persuading 247; enumeragenecker also notes the Jewish manner of Paul’s
tion is added).
argumentation in Gal 3–4. As a result, he suggests
that
“Paul’s biblical exegesis” in Gal 3–4 “reflects
He maintains that this approach would lead to a
more Jewish rhetorical conventions” (cxi).
new appreciation of Paul’s rhetorical genius. He
Some scholars prefer not to tie Galatians to
further suggests that such an approach can be apone
species of rhetoric (compare Martyn, Galaplied effectively to other Pauline and New Testament letters (Tolmie, Persuading 247; enumeration tians, 21–22). Instead, they suggest that the letter
is added). In an appendix, Tolmie identifies 37 rhe- combines apologetic (self-defense), scriptural, dissuasive, and paraenetic (ethical demands) forms
torical devices that Paul employs throughout the
of argumentation. In this view, Paul offers in Galetter to Galatians (Tolmie, 249–55).
latians a re-presentation of the gospel reflecting
Genre
the same dramatic force with which he presented
Scholars disagree over the type of letter that Gala- it originally (compare Gal 3:1). As Martyn observes,
tians represents. Betz maintains that it is an “apol- “Paul is concerned in letter form to re-preach the
ogetic letter” (Betz, Galatians, 14), noting that this
gospel in place of its counterfeit” (Martyn, Galagenre “presupposes the real or fictitious situation
tians, 23).
of a law court, with a jury, accuser, and defendant”
(Betz, Galatians, 25). While there are clearly apolo- Purpose
getic (self-defense) portions (esp. in Gal 1–2), Aune, Paul’s purpose in Galatians is closely related to
Longenecker and Tolmie have questioned whether the letter’s content. Galatians 1–2 contains strong
apologetic (self-defense) and autobiographical elthe entirety of Galatians can be pressed into an
ements.
Galatians 3–6 presents clear arguments of
apologetic genre (see Aune, Environment, 206–8;
Longenecker, Galatians, cix—xiii; and Tolmie, Per- persuasion and dissuasion, laced with heavy doses
of Scriptural interpretation (Gal 3–4) and strong
suading, 1–3).
ethical teaching (Gal 5–6).
Scholars who approach Galatians along the
In chapters 1–2), Paul forcefully defends his
lines of classical rhetoric do not agree on the speapostleship
against implied charges from people
cies of rhetoric that Paul employed. There were
he identifies as “troublemakers” (1:7) and “agitathree principal species (see Kennedy, Interpretators” (5:12). In chapters 3–6Paul seeks to dissuade
tion, 19):
his converts from embracing the implications of
• juridical—used to persuade an audience to
the troublemakers’ teaching. In the process, he
make a judgment about events in the past;
provides them with a scriptural rationale for un• deliberative—employed to persuade an audiderstanding their place in Christ as recipients of
ence to take some action in the future; and
the Spirit (3:1–5; 4:6), sons of the Abrahamic prom• epideictic—used to persuade an audience to
ise (3:7, 16), and sons of God (3:26; 4:6–7).
hold or reaffirm some viewpoint in the present.
The nature and identity of the troublemakers
has been a matter of vigorous debate among scholKennedy identifies Galatians as an example of dears (see below: “Identity of the Troublemakers” in
liberative rhetoric (Kennedy, Interpretation, 144–52;
the section on “Interpretive Questions”). The con82
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tent of Paul’s argument suggests a ritually conservative group of Jewish adherents who contended
that his Gentile converts had to be circumcised
and had to embrace “works of the law” (2:16; 3:2;
5; 10; compare Acts 15:1, 5). The verb “circumcise” (περιτέμνω, peritemnō) appears in 2:3, 5:2–3,
and 6:12–13. The noun “circumcision” (περιτομή,
peritomē) appears in 2:7–9, 12 (these uses indicate
ethnic/religious identity) and in 5:2–3, 6, 11, and
6:15. Based on Paul’s comments, the troublemakers
might have demanded circumcision and works
of the law so that formerly Gentile converts (4:8)
could experience eschatological rescue (1:4) and
the full blessings of the people of God as His “sons”
(3:26; 4:6) and as recipients of the Spirit (3:2–3, 5,
14; 4:6, 29).

origin of his gospel (Gal 1:11–12).
4. The gospel (εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion; 1:6–7, 11; 2:2,
5, 7, 14), including the work of preaching the
gospel (εὐαγγελίζω, euangelizō; Gal 1:8–9, 11, 16,
23; 4:13).
5. The cross (σταυρός, stauros: 5:11; 6:12, 14), including the verb “crucify” (σταυρόω, stauroō: 3:1;
5:24; 6:14).
6. The Spirit (3:2–3, 5, 14; 4:6, 29; 5:5, 16–25, 22, 25;
6:1 [?], 8).
7. Justification (chapters 2–5).
8. Liberty in Christ (2:4; [3:28]; 4:22, 23, 26, 30, 31;
5:1, 13) and obligation in Christ (5:13–6:10), with
discussion of specific topics including:
a. law and faith (Gal 3:6–14);
b. the old and new covenants (Gal 3:15–18);
c. the Abrahamic promise and Christ (Gal 3:16;
Theological Themes
compare 4:1–7);
Paul’s letter to the Galatians reflects a wide range
d. the Abrahamic promise and the law (Gal
of theological themes, including the following:
3:17–18);
e. the purpose of the law (Gal 3:19–25).
1. God. The letter makes 27–29 references to God
9.
Grace
(χάρις, charis; 1:3, 6, 15; 2:9, 21; 5:4; 6:18).
(depending on textual variants in 1:15 and 3:21).
10. Faith and/or faithfulness (πίστις, pistis; 1:23; 2:16,
God is portrayed as:
20; 3:2, 5, 7–9, 11–12, 14, 22–26; 5:5–6, 22; 6:10; for
a. Father (1:1, 3–4; 4:6);
discussion, see below: “Translations of pisteōs
b. the source of grace and peace, along with
(Iēsou) Christou” in the section on “InterpretaChrist (1:3);
tive Questions”).
c. the object of faith (3:6) and knowledge (4:8–
11. Jew-Gentile relations in Christ (2:11–21) and the
9);
inclusion of Gentile believers in the blessings
d. the sender of His Son (4:4) and the Spirit of
of Abraham through Christ (1:16; 2:2, 8–9, 11–14;
His Son (4:6);
3:1–14, 26–29; 4:1–7).
e. the universal King (5:21).
2. (Jesus) Christ, using various terms of referDunn notes that one of the challenges in interence:
preting the theology of a letter like Galatians is
a. Lord Jesus Christ (1:3; 6:14, 18);
whether the letter should be read as a complete
b. Jesus Christ (1:12; 3:1, 22);
statement in and of itself or as a work that reflects
c. Christ Jesus (2:4, 16; 3:14, 26, 28; 4:14; 5:6,
a wider theology. Dunn presumes that a larger the24);
ology lies behind Galatians (Dunn, Theology, 34).
d. Jesus (6:17);
Hays notes that “the framework of Paul’s thought
e. Christ (1:6, 7, 8, 22; 2:16c, 17, 20, 21; 3:13, 16,
is constituted neither by a system of doctrines
24, 27, 29; 4:19; 5:1, 2, 3; 6:2, 12);
nor by his personal religious experience but by a
f. Son (of God) (1:16; 2:20; 4:4, 6);
‘sacred story,’ a narrative structure.” Hays claims
g. the Lord (5:10; compare 1:3; 6:14, 18);
that “the gospel story does not determine Paul’s
h. the one sent by the Father, born of a woman discourse … but … provides the foundational suband born under the law (4:4);
structure upon which [his] argumentation is coni. the one who gave Himself up to death on
structed” (Hays Faith, 6–7).
the cross for human sins (1:3; 2:20).
Paul’s personal behavior (described at several
3. Paul’s apostleship (1:1, 15–2:10) and the divine
points in Galatians) and the content of the letter
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reflect his concerns regarding the truth of the gospel (Gal 2:4–5, 14). This includes the importance of
maintaining the gospel’s purity and the dangers
of false representations of it (2:5; compare 2:14;
1:6–9; 2:4). Paul also reflects an intense spirituality
predicated on a personal encounter with the risen Christ (1:15–16; compare 2:20; 6:14). He further
assumes that the Galatians share his concerns
regarding the truth of the gospel (4:16; 5:7) as well
as share at a fundamental level in an experience of
the risen Christ and the Spirit (e.g., 3:2–5, 27; 4:6–7,
8–9, 19; 5:16–18, 24–25; 6:18).
Gorman outlines six characteristics of the
framework of Paul’s spirituality (Gorman Apostle,
ch. 5), each of which is reflected in Galatians:
• covenantal—in relation to God the Father, the
God of Israel (3:15–18);
• cruciform—cross-centered (1:4; 2:20; 3:1; 5:11,
24; 6:12–14);
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• charismatic—empowered by the Spirit (3:2–5,
14; 4:6, 29; 5:5, 16–25; 6:1, 8; compare Fee, Presence, ch. 6);
• communal—lived out in the company of believers (5:13, 15, 17, 26; 6:1–5);
• countercultural—a contrast to the sociopolitical values of the pagan Hellenistic world
(4:8–9; 5:19–21);
• new-creational—resulting from God’s work of
reconciling the cosmos to Himself (6:15–16).
Literary Features
The charts below highlight two noteworthy literary features in Galatians—the letter’s multiple
forms of address, and its explicit references to the
Old Testament.
Forms of Address. In keeping with Paul’s forceful
style of argumentation, Galatians uses at least five
different forms of address:

Form of Address

Number of Occurrences

References in Galatians

“My brothers [and sisters]”
(ἀδελφοί, adelphoi)

9 times

1:11; 3:15; 4:12, 28, 31; 5:11, 13; 6:1, 18

“O foolish Galatians” (Ὦ ἀνόητοι Γαλάται, Ō anoētoi Galatai)

1 time

3:1

“My children” (τέκνα μου, tekna mou)

1 time

4:19

“You who want to be under
the law” (οἱ ὑπὸ νόμον θέλοντες
εἶναι, hoi hypo nomon thelontes
einai)

1 time

4:21

“You who are spiritual” (ὑμεῖς
οἱ πνευματικοί, hymeis hoi pneumatikoi)

1 time

6:1(b)
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Citations of Scripture. Paul argues extensively from Scripture in Gal 3–5:

Galatians
3:6

Introductory formulae or
Sources of the Scriptural Cimeans of introduction (if evtations
ident)
Gen 15:6

“Just as” (Καθὼς, Kathōs)

3:8

Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18

“The Scripture foresaw that
God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced
the gospel in advance to
Abraham” + ὅτι (hoti) of citation (προϊδοῦσα δὲ ἡ γραφὴ ὅτι
ἐκ πίστεως δικαιοῖ τὰ ἔθνη ὁ θεὸς,
proidousa de hē graphē hoti ek
pisteōs dikaioi ta ethnē ho theos,
προευηγγελίσατο τῷ Ἀβραὰμ ὅτι,
proeuēngelisato tō Abraam hoti)

3:10

Deut 27:26

“for it is [or stands] written”
(+ ὅτι, hoti; of citation) (γέγραπται γὰρ ὅτι, gegraptai gar hoti)

3:11

Hab 2:4

“Because” or “for” (ὅτι, hoti)

3:12

Lev 18:5

“But” (“rather” or “on the contrary”) (ἀλλʼ, allʼ)

3:13

Deut 21:23

“for it is [or stands] written”
(ὅτι γέγραπται, hoti gegraptai)

3:16

Gen 12:7; 13:15; 24:7

“It [Scripture] does not say
… but …” (οὐ λέγει, ou legei; …
ἀλλʼ, allʼ; …)

4:27

Isa 54:1

“for it is [or stands] written”
(ὅτι γέγραπται, hoti gegraptai)

4:30

Gen 21:10

“But what does the Scripture
say?” (ἀλλὰ τί λέγει ἡ γραφή,
alla ti legei hē graphē;)

Lev 19:18

“For the entire law is fulfilled
in one word, in the [statement]” (ὁ γὰρ πᾶς νόμος ἐν ἑνὶ
λόγῳ πεπλήρωται, ho gar pas
nomos en heni logō peplērōtai,
ἐν τῷ, en tō)

5:14
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Interpretive Questions
Galatians remains a focal point of contemporary
debates in Pauline scholarship. Topics include:
• the identity of the troublemakers;
• the Greek phrase πίστεως (pisteōs) (Ἰησοῦ, Iēsou)
Χριστοῦ (Christou), which can be translated as
“faith in (Jesus) Christ” or “faithfulness of (Jesus) Christ”; and
• the meaning of the phrase “works of the law.”

Regardless of the troublemakers’ identity, their
influence among the believers has left Paul concerned that his earlier ministry in Galatia was in
vain (4:11). As a spiritual father, he is perplexed
about the Galatians (4:19–20). He stresses the
troublemakers’ unfavorable influence throughout
the letter (4:17; 5:7–10, 15). Paul regards them and
their message to be a serious threat to his apostolic
ministry and to the Galatians’ spiritual welfare. In
response, he writes one of his most impassioned
letters.
For further discussion about the identity of
Paul’s opponents, see this article: Paul the Apostle,
Critical Issues.

Identity of the Troublemakers
The history of discussion regarding the troublemakers at Galatia is long and complex (see Ellis,
Prophecy, 80–115, 116–28; Longenecker, Galatians,
lxxxvii—xcviii; Russell, “Opponents,” 329–50;
Translation of pisteōs (Iēsou) Christou
Sumney, ‘Servants of Satan”; and Nanos, Debate,
The Greek expression πίστεως (pisteōs) (Ἰησοῦ, Iēpart 3). Over the past two centuries, several opsou) Χριστοῦ (Christou) (Gal 2:16; 3:22; compare
tions have been proposed for the background of
Rom 3:22, 26; Phil 3:9; similar expressions appear
these opponents. The most common view is that
in Gal 2:20; Eph 3:12) uses the genitive case, which
the troublemakers reflect a ritually conservative
can support multiple interpretations. Most Enform of Judaism (the most common view), wheth- glish translations (e.g., ASV, ESV, LEB, NAB, NASB,
er they were Jewish Christians (the traditional
NIV, NRSV, RSV) translate the phrase as “faith
“Judaizer” view) or non-Christian Jews (the recent
in (Jesus) Christ”—called the “objective genitive”
proposal of Nanos, Irony). Other proposals include reading, because it takes “(Jesus) Christ” as the
Hellenistic religion (e.g., divine men), Gnosticism
object of the verbal idea implied by the noun “faith”
(whether proto-gnostics or full-blown gnostics),
(πίστις, pistis, which also can be expressed as “beor some combination of the various theories.
lief ”). Supporters of the objective genitive include
Paul never offers a precise identification of
Bruce, Dunn, and Schreiner (see their respective
the troublemakers. However, in two passages he
commentaries on Galatians).
employs language that indicates their divisive inHowever, a few translations (notably KJV, along
fluence among his converts. In Gal 1:7 Paul notes
with Douay-Rheims and NET) and a growing numthat “some are troubling you,” and in 5:12 he refers ber of contemporary scholars prefer the transto “those who agitate you” (Witherington uses “ag- lation “faith of (Jesus) Christ.” This reading deitators” [Grace, 21–25], while Nanos prefers “influ- scribed as a “subjective genitive,” because it takes
encers” [Irony, 193]). The details of Galatians fur“(Jesus) Christ” as the subject of the verbal idea imther indicate that these troublemakers attempted
plied by the noun “faith” (πίστις, pistis, which also
to persuade Paul’s Gentile converts to embrace
can be interpreted as “faithfulness” or “loyalty,” as
various “works of the law” (3:2, 5), including the
reflected in Gal 5:22 and Rom 3:3). Proponents of
initiatory rite of circumcision (5:2–3; 4:10; 6:12).
the subjective gentive include Hays (Faith, 131–32,
Based on this information, Dunn remarks, “That
141–61; see also Hays’ summary remarks in Faith,
the ‘troublemakers’ or ‘agitators’ … were Jews is
2nd ed., esp. xxix—xxxv), Hooker (“ΠΙΣΤΙΣ, PIS… fairly obvious” (Dunn Galatians, 9; italics his).
TIS,” 321–42), and Longenecker (Galatians).
Like many interpreters, Dunn considers them JewTwo verses in Galatians include the phrase
ish Christians (Dunn, Galatians, 9). Alternatively,
πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (pisteōs Iēsou Christou) (2:16;
Nanos proposes that they were non-Christian
3:22). The following charts show the Greek New
Jews who worshiped at local Galatian synagogues
Testament, the English Standard Version (as an
(Nanos, Irony, ch. 8).
example of the objective reading), and the King
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James Version and New English Translation (illustrating two options for the subjective reading).
Translations of the relevant genitive phrases are
shown in italics.
Galatians 2:16 (two occurrences)

GNT

ESV

KJV

NET

εἰδότες (eidotes) [δὲ (de)] ὅτι οὐ δικαιοῦται
ἄνθρωπος ἐξ ἔργων νόμου ἐὰν μὴ διὰ πίστεως
(hoti ou dikaioutai anthrōpos ex ergōn nomou
ean mē dia pisteōs) (Ἰησοῦ, Iēsou) Χριστοῦ
(Christou), καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν (kai hēmeis eis
Christon) (Ἰησοῦ)ν ἐπιστεύσαμεν (Iēsou)n episteusamen), ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ
καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου (hina dikaiōthōmen ek
pisteōs Christou kai ouk ex ergōn nomou), ὅτι
ἐξ ἔργων νόμου οὐ δικαιωθήσεται πᾶσα σάρξ
(hoti ex ergōn nomou ou dikaiōthēsetai pasa
sarx).
“yet we know that a person is not justified
by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ
Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in
Christ and not by works of the law, because
by works of the law no one will be justified.”
“Knowing that a man is not justified by the
works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus
Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ,
that we might be justified by the/ faith of
Christ/, and not by the works of the law: for
by the works of the law shall no flesh be
justified.”
“yet we know that no one is justified by the
works of the law but by the faithfulness of
Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe
in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified
by the faithfulness of Christ and not by the
works of the law, because by the works of
the law no one will be justified.”
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Galatians 3:22

GNT

ESV

KJV

NET

ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν (alla synekleisen hē graphē ta panta hypo
hamartian), ἵνα ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως (hina
hē epangelia ek pisteōs) (Ἰησοῦ, Iēsou) Χριστοῦ
δοθῇ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν (Christou dothē tois pisteuousin).
“But the Scripture imprisoned everything
under sin, so that the promise by faith in
Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.”
“But the scripture hath concluded all under
sin, that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ
might be given to them that believe.”
“But the scripture imprisoned everything
and everyone under sin so that the promise
could be given—because of the faithfulness
of Jesus Christ—to those who believe.”

(See Dunn and Hays for an introduction to the
arguments for and against the two translations.
The texts of their arguments are conveniently reprinted in the two appendices of Hays, Faith, 2nd
ed. For a recent summary with representative
bibliographic resources, see Schreiner, Galatians,
163–66.)
Paul’s teaching about justification by faith is
the subject of ongoing debate. For further discussion, see these articles: Justification; Paul the
Apostle, Critical Issues; Faith.

against Cranfield; Theology of Paul, 354–71, and New
Perspective, chs. 17, 19). In Dunn’s view, “works of
the law” indicates aspects of the law—like circumcision and dietary restrictions—that set the Jewish
people apart from the Gentiles (Dunn, Romans 1–8,
155). In contrast to both of these views, some scholars interpret the phase more generally as “the
deeds demanded by the Sinaitic code” (Westerholm, Israel’s Law, 121; compare Moo, “ ‘Law,’ ” 92,
94; Schreiner,” Works,’ ” 217–44, Romans, 169–74,
and Paul, 111). (For a recent overview of the debate
over “works of the law,” along with representative
Interpretation of “Works of the Law”
bibliographical resources, see Schreiner, Galatians,
The controversial phrase “works of the law” (ἔργα
157–61.)
νόμου, erga nomou) is found in Gal 2:16 (3 times); 3:2,
Paul’s understanding of the Jewish law re5, 10 (compare Rom 3:20, 28). Commentators such
mains a major topic of debate in contemporary
as Cranfield and Fuller understand the phrase as
scholarship. For further discussion, see these
a shorthand expression for Jewish legalism (Cran- articles: Law and the New Testament; Paul, New
field, “Law,” 43–68, “Works,” 89–101, against Dunn; Perspective on.
Fuller, Contrast, 95). Alternatively, Dunn understands it as a reference to “particular observances
Bibliography
of the law like circumcision and food laws” (Dunn,
Ambrosiaster. Commentaries on Galatians—PhileJesus, 191; his italics; see also “Once More,” 99–117,
mon. Translated and Edited by Gerald L. Bray.
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CREATION The divine act of bringing the universe and all that inhabits it into existence. The
biblical presentation of creation is neither scientific nor monolithic, but testifies to the beauty and
complexity of this foundational event in ancient
Israel’s consciousness.
Creation in the Bible
The biblical text understands and presents creation in a variety of different ways and in a variety
of different places. Most traditional views isolate
creation events to the initial two creation accounts: Gen 1:1–2:4a and Gen 2:4b–25. However, the
Bible includes several additional relevant passages. The biblical concept of creation actually comprises seven distinct yet interrelated traditions
(Brown, Seven Pillars of Creation, 6):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Gen 1:1–2:4a
Gen 2:4b–3:24
Job 38–41
Psa 104
Prov 8:22–31
Eccl 1:2–11; 12:1–7
Isa 40–55

Several other biblical passages also emphasize creation (e.g., Pss 8; 33; 74; 90; 102; Jer 27; 32; Ezek 28).
Furthermore, creation continues to be a prominent theme in the New Testament (e.g. John 1:1–18;

1 John 1:1–3; 2:13–14; Eph 1:9–10; Col 1:15–17; Heb 1:2–
3). Thus, the Bible does not understand creation as
an event that is imagined in only one way. Smith
proposed three overarching models for creation
(Smith, Priestly Vision, 12–17):
1. Creation as divine power
2. Creation as divine wisdom
3. Creation as divine presence
Creation in the Old Testament
The first two chapters of Genesis depict creation
in two different ways:
1. Gen 1:1–2:4a is typically ascribed to P (the
Priestly author/editor/compiler of the Pentateuch or first five books of the Bible) and dates
to the sixth century bc.
2. Gen 2:4b–25 is traditionally associated with J
(the Yahwist author) and dates from as early as
the 10th century bc, possibly during the reign
of Solomon.
Gen 1:1–2:4a presents creation in an orderly, balanced, symmetrical account. The narrative is
structured around the idea of forming and filling,
with two triads corresponding to one another. In
the first triad, God creates a space or environment;
in the second triad, He creates the corresponding
actors to fill that space.

Lexham Bible Dictionary
Day 1: Forming the light (Gen 1:1–5)

Day 4: Filling with Sun and Moon (Gen 1:14–19)

Day 2: Forming the sky and seas (Gen 1:6–8)

Day 5: Filling with fowl and fish (Gen 1:20–23)

Day 3: Forming the dry land (Gen 1:9–13)

Day 6: Filling with earth creatures (Gen 1:24–31)

This first creation story depicts God as transcendent and exalted; He creates by means of speech
alone. While it is often thought that God creates
ex nihilo (“out of nothing”), the Genesis text testifies to the presence of a primordial watery chaos
over which the “spirit of God” hovers (see Smith,
Priestly Vision, 43–59). Other ancient Near Eastern
accounts of creation (see below) personify chaos,
depicting the creator deity overcoming it through
a violent battle. However, Genesis 1 does not present this image; rather, God speaks, commands
something into existence, and chaos responds unflinchingly.
Genesis 2:4b–25 portrays God as immanent and
intimately involved in the creative process. Rather
than speaking the cosmos into existence, He fashions creatures from the ground. Genesis 2:4b–25 is,
structurally, not a symmetrical account of creation
over six days. But it describes a single day of cre-

ation as the entrance point to an unfolding story.
The plot of this story will continue in the garden
of Eden. Here, creation takes the form of experimentation; God, in a quest to find a suitable mate
for the man, launches into a creative frenzy in
which He invites the man to participate by allowing Him to name the animals. God shares the task
of creation with humanity, which has deep implications for the God—human dynamic throughout
the Bible (Fretheim, God and World, 13–22). Blenkinsopp identifies that God noted a certain aspect
of the created order was “not good” (2:18), and argues that this indicates that God was on a “learning curve” of sorts (see Blenkinsopp, Creation, 17).
Reading Gen 1:1–2:4a and Gen 2:4b–25 together produces literary tensions. These include the
presentation of the length, order, material used,
method, status of, and humanity’s place in creation.
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Gen 1:1–2:4a

Gen 2:4b–25

Length

seven days

one day

Order

Man and woman created
at the same time

Man was created first, then other creatures,
and woman last

Material

Primordial chaos

Dry ground

Method

Speech

Molding/forming

Status

(very) good

Tree of the knowledge of good and evil is present

Humanity’s Place

Apex of creation

One among the created order

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
The two accounts cannot be reconciled from a
purely historical or scientific perspective; however, these voices actually come together to produce
a theological melody that can only be appreciated
when heard together (Fretheim, God and World,
32–33). Read in isolation, the accounts present a
partial picture of ancient Israel’s understanding
of creation and the Creator. When read together,
however, they present a much fuller articulation
of creation and Creator. Several points complement each other (Birch, Theological Introduction,
40):
• Both accounts envision God as the sole Creator
who purposely, and of His own volition, undertook to create this world.
• Both give humanity a place of honor in the
structure of creation.
• Both envision the human, embodied as male
and female, to possess a social character.
Ancient Israel understood creation as an ongoing process and not a definitive moment in time.
Genesis 1–11, called the Primeval History, relates
the continuing process of creation through a
pattern of creation, uncreation, and re-creation
(Blenkinsopp, Creation, 16–19). Throughout the
Primeval History, various forces threaten God’s
good creation, culminating in the ultimate act of
uncreation—the flood (Gen 6–9). The flood event
employs language reminiscent of the original creation. For example, God declares “I will blot out
from the earth the human beings I have created—
people together with animals and creeping things
and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made
them” (Gen 6:5–7 NRSV). The flood acts as the reverse of creation.
Further, Genesis 7:11 states, “On that day all the
fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the
windows of the heavens were opened” (NRSV); in
the ancient Israelite mindset, this hearkens back
to the original story of creation in Gen 1:1–2:4a.
God separated the waters and held them at bay
with the dome in the sky: the firmament. In this
cosmic act of uncreation, the old boundaries are
removed. Thus, the vision of creation in Gen
1:1–2:4a is not one in which chaos is eliminated but
contained. In the ancient Israelite conception of

the created order of the world, the flood becomes
an act of uncreation.
Re-creation occurs after the flood. God repeats
the initial blessing He bestowed on humanity (Gen
1:28)—to populate the world—in the first divine
speech after the flood (Gen 9:1). This new creation,
however, is not the same as the original because
the relationship between humanity and the animals has changed; humans will no longer maintain
a strictly vegetarian diet. The prophets will declare that there will come yet a new creation (Isa
66:22). This prophetic eschatology drives ancient
Israel’s vision of the new creation.
Creation in the New Testament
The New Testament understands creation christologically, that is, in what God has done and accomplished in Jesus Christ. For example, the prologue
to John’s Gospel (John 1:1–18) emerges out of the
Old Testament wisdom tradition in Prov 8:22–31.
There, Wisdom is personified and reveals that she
was not only in existence prior to creation, but
assisted God in the creative process. John’s prologue hypostasizes wisdom in the figure of Jesus,
who becomes the λόγος (logos, “word”) of creation.
The author of John’s Gospel holds that Jesus is the
pre-existent creative word that brings all things
into being.
Other New Testament writers describe Jesus as
the one “through whom are all things and through
whom we exist” (1 Cor 8:6), “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation” (Col 1:15),
and the one “through whom he [God] also created
the worlds” (Heb 1:2). The New Testament envisions creation as guided by the sovereignty of God
revealed in Jesus, the pre-existent λόγος (logos).
The New Testament also picks up the idea of
the new creation in the Old Testament, affirming
that new creation has become a present reality
in and through the proclamation and ministry of
Jesus. In Christ, God restores the original intention for creation. Jesus is the new Adam who overcomes sin and re-establishes creation to what God
had originally intended (Rom 5:12–14).
Relation to Other Ancient Cosmologies
Ancient Israel’s conception of creation parallels
those of other ancient Near Eastern cultures.
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In fact, every aspect of ancient Israel’s creation
conception has an antecedent from somewhere
in the cultural setting of the ancient Near East
(Walton, Genesis 1, 197). One parallel is the Babylonian Enuma Elish, which the Israelites appear
to have known and were likely exposed to during
the Babylonian Exile (586/7–539 bc). The Enuma
Elish portrays creation as arising out of a violent
battle between two deities: Marduk and Tiamat.
Upon defeating Tiamat, Marduk slices her in half
(compare Gen 1:6). The Old Testament may preserve some memory of a primordial battle with
chaos, exemplified in texts where Yahweh engages
in a contest with the sea creatures Rahab and Leviathan (Job 9:13; Pss 74:13–15; 89:10; Isa 27:1; 51:9).
Also, the name “Tiamat” may be related linguistically to the Hebrew word for “deep” (ְּתהֹום, tehom).
The ancient Israelites’ understanding of creation also differed from the wider context of the
ancient Near East. Whatever elements may have
been picked up, adapted, or incorporated into ancient Israel’s view of creation have given them a
new meaning.
• Unlike the Enuma Elish, the Israelite conception of creation understands the world and its
inhabitants—human and animal alike—to be
the product of a single Creator.
• Israel understands Yahweh as a friendly God
who enters deeply into relationship with creation and works tirelessly for the betterment of
the created order; conversely, in the Enuma Elish, humanity was created to fulfill the drudgery tasks of the gods.
• Ancient Israel does not understand creation as
arising out of a primordial contest between deities. Even if such a tradition lies behind texts
like Job 9 and Psa 74, the graphic violence with
which the Enuma Elish describes the creation
of the world has no resonance in the biblical
imagination of creation.
An additional difference is the aspect of violence
and gender. Tiamat is a female deity while Marduk is a male deity. The story portrays a male inflicting violence male on a female; further, sexual
overtones seem to resonate in the battle scene.
The Enuma Elish says: “They engaged in combat,
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they closed for battle. The Lord spread his net and
made it encircle her, To her face he dispatched the
imhullu-wind so that she could not close her lips.
Fierce winds distended her belly; Her insides were
constipated and she stretched her mouth wide.” A
juxtaposition of this text with the initial blessing
bestowed upon humanity in Gen 1:28 to be fruitful
and fill the earth indicates that the biblical understanding of creation does not extol male against
female violence, but affirms the beauty and power
of genuine, respectful human relationships and
sexuality.
The ancient creation myth Atrahasis (circa
1600 bc) mimics the sequence of creation, uncreation, re-creation prevalent throughout Genesis
(Fretheim, God and World, 65). Ancient Near Eastern cultures appear to have told many flood stories
and possessed a rich fund from which ancient
Israel was able to create its own unique, multifaceted view of creation.
Creation and Science
Scientific discoveries have made it difficult to accept the Genesis creation accounts as historical,
especially since the Bible does not limit its portrait
of creation to a singular event or story. There are
creation stories in the Bible, and not all of them
can be reconciled from a scientific or historical
perspective. Instead of calling the Genesis creation
stories “unscientific,” Fretheim argues they should
be described as “prescientific in the sense that
they predate modern science but not in the sense
of having no interest in these types of questions”
(Fretheim, God and World, 28).
Creation narratives are usually described as
“myths”—a word which has taken on negative
connotations. Blenkinsopp describes the intention between a “mythic” label: “When we speak of
these events taking place in mythic time, we are
thinking of myth not as the opposite of factuality
or history but as a way of addressing and exploring matters of concern for the life of the individual in any society, at any period of history, and
in the first place for our own lives at this point in
history. Mythic narratives […] were written, and
possibly recited, not primarily to give information
about the past but to add value and resonance to
life in the present” (Blenkinsopp, Creation, 16).

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
The label “myth” does not rob a text of the ability
to communicate truth; such a label simply appreciates what the text is and asks of it questions the
text itself is equipped and able to address. Biblical creation texts, however, are not merely myth.
They are also confessions of faith for a particular
people, Israel (Fretheim, God and World, 27).(See
also Brown, Seven Pillars of Creation, 241–42.).
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SERPENT (נָ ַחׁש, nachash; תנִ ין,
ַ tannin; δρακων,
drakōn; οφις, ophis) A fearsome creature of both
land and sea. In ancient Near Eastern cultural contexts, the serpent is a symbol with both positive
and negative valences. In the Bible, the serpent is
a venomous creature whose physical characteristics easily become the basis for a complex array of
symbolic and metaphorical connections.
Ancient Near Eastern Contexts
In the wider cultural context of the ancient Near
East, the serpent served as a metaphor for a vast
complex of meanings, including life, fertility, and
wisdom, as well as chaos and death.
Mesopotamia
The Enuma Elish describes serpents and dragons
engaging in the violent battle between Tiamat (a
primordial goddess) and Marduk (Babylon’s patron deity). All the gods rallied to Tiamat, forming
a council to prepare for the fight. Among them
were “monster-serpents, sharp of tooth, unsparing of fang … roaring dragons she has clothed with
terror, has crowned them with haloes, making
them like gods”—a description that appears four
times (I.133–37; II.20–24; III.24–28, 82–86; ANET,
62–65). In the end, Marduk crushes Tiamat’s skull
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and splits her body in two in order to form the cosmos.
In the Gilgamesh Epic, a serpent thwarts Gilgamesh’s attempt to become immortal. Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh how to obtain a plant that
would give new life. Gilgamesh finds the plant,
but the serpent snuffs out its fragrance and carries it away, depriving Gilgamesh of immortality
(XI.268–289; ANET, 96).
A more benign serpent appears in the Etana
legend. This serpent makes a mutually beneficial
agreement with an eagle, but the eagle breaks it
and destroys the serpent’s young in its nest. When
the serpent discovers the damage, it scratches the
ground with its claws, weeps before the sun-god
Shamash, and asks Shamash to curse the eagle (S.
Langdon, Babyloniaca, XII; cited in ANET, 114–15,
A-2, lines 4–24).
Egypt
In Egyptian texts, serpents represented both benign and malevolent powers. The mythological
serpent Apophis, enemy of the sun-god Re, attacked the ritual sailing ship thought to transport
Re across the heavens every night while Meḥen,
another serpent, protected Re. Apophis existed
in the waters of primeval chaos prior to creation
and continued to resurface as chaos was repeatedly confronted. On the other hand, the cobra
Wadjet was closely linked with the king and defended him by attacking his enemies with its fiery
breath. Depicted as an erect cobra with its hood
expanded, Wadjet often was attached to the solar
disc (Wilkinson, Complete Gods, 220–28). Several
biblical texts allude to Pharaoh himself as a great
sea monster (Ezek 29:3; Isa 51:9–11) who was submerged in the sea of reeds, the “sea of extinction”
(Batto, Slaying the Dragon, 115–16, 171).
Canaan
Closer to Israelite culture, the Canaanite combat
myth of Baal and Anat likewise sheds light on the
biblical serpent motifs. While the translation in
ANET (137) suggests that the goddess Anat claimed
victory over the crooked serpent (Lotan, Litan, or
Leviathan), some interpretations of the critical
passage attribute the deed to both Anat and the
storm-god Baal (see Day, God’s Conflict, 13–18; “God
and Leviathan,” 427–29). Barker has proposed that
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the critical four lines (in italics, below) consist of
the underworld-god Mot’s accusation of Baal followed by his declaration of what he will do to Baal:
“Though you smote Litan the fleeing serpent,
finished off the twisting serpent,
the encircler with seven heads,
you burned him up, and thus you brightened the
heavens,
even still, I myself will tear you to pieces,
I will devour you, I will eat thigh, blood, and
forearms,
You will indeed go down into the throat of Divine
Mot,
Into the maw of the Beloved of El, the Hero”
(KTU 1.5.i.1–8; Barker, “And Thus,” 42).
Here, Mot acknowledges that Baal had dominated the heavens by attacking the dragon/serpent. “The defeat of Litan would result in Baal’s
continual dominance in the heavens, the on-going welfare of Shapash [the sun] as a subject of
Baal and the daily continuation of the sunrise”
(Barker, “And Thus,” 44). Cosmic order was maintained with both the sun (Shapash) and Baal, god
of storm and rain, in balance. On the other hand,
Litan and Mot were determined to disrupt the cosmic order.
The sea dragon’s conflict with the sun echoes
Egyptian motifs. Just as the Egyptian serpent god,
Meḥen, protected Re and sometimes Osiris, Litan
may have served as the protector of Mot. In fact,
Litan could be an Ugaritic composite of Apophis
and Meḥen (Barker, “And Thus,” 45–47). Barker’s
new translation—to the effect that Baal brightened the heavens by striking Litan—manifests
connections with Job 3:8 (rousing Leviathan and
extinguishing the luminaries) and Job 26:13 (“By
his breath, the skies became fair; his hand pierced
the gliding serpent”; Barker, “And Thus,” 47–48).
Biblical Data
The serpent of the Hebrew Bible is no longer the
chaos monster of the Ugaritic and Mesopotamian
myths; the Genesis narrative has “tamed” it (Batto,
Slaying the Dragon, 84). Furthermore, the biblical
serpent lacks the definitive identification as the
adversary and the devil that appears in the extrabiblical literature of the first centuries bc and ad.
When readers confront those terms specifically
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articulated in the context of the apocalyptic, seven-headed “dragon” of Revelation 12, it is evident
that further development has occurred.
The Serpent in Genesis 3
In the Genesis narrative, the serpent is a metaphor for deception, writ large. In that context,
the serpent was more wise (ָעּרום, arum) than all
the other creatures of the field which the Lord
God had made (Gen 3:1). The narrative does not
use the most common Hebrew word for “wise”
(ָחכם, chakham); the term it uses instead (ָעּרום,
arum) has a rather wide (and ambivalent) lexical
range—including “shrewd,” “clever,” and “cunning.” Nevertheless, it was a wisdom that, in other
biblical contexts, hearers of the text were to emulate (Prov 12:23; 13:16; 14:8; 14:15; 22:3; 27:12). The
serpent spoke, and while its cunning words were
laced with false implications, they also were intertwined with truth.
Development of the Serpent’s Transcendent Identity
Along with these verbal complexities, the Genesis narrative contains a stunning gap: Absent
is the later transcendent identity of the serpent.
Nevertheless, by the first centuries bc and ad,
the serpent in Gen 3 had become linked with the
malevolent figure of Satan, the devil, the great
dragon. This connection is most comprehensively
articulated for the Christian community in Rev
12:9 and Rev 20:1 (see section on “The Serpent
in Revelation,” below), but some aspects of the
identification are already evident in extrabiblical
texts (e.g., Apocalypse of Moses, 15–21; Life of Adam
and Eve, 12–16; 2 Enoch, 31:3–6; Wisdom of Solomon,
2:23–24; Apocalypse of Abraham, 23).
Within the matrix of Old Testament texts and
extrabiblical contexts, the serpent gradually came
to function as a metaphor or symbol for Satan, as a
textual way of mediating that dreadful reality.
Lethal Land Creatures. Biblical record overwhelmingly highlights the destructive nature of
serpents. These creatures were recognized and
feared denizens of the great and terrible wilderness, which was inhabited by both the ( ׁ ָָנחשnachash, “serpent”) and the ( ָשׂ ָרףsaraph, “burning
[serpent]”), along with the scorpion (Deut 8:15).
The prophets drew on the venom associated with

serpents and vipers (ענים
ֹ ִצְִפ, tsiph’onim) as they
both announced God’s chastisement (Jer 8:17;
Amos 5:19) and promised peace in the natural
world for the future (Isa 11:8). The poison of the
wicked was likened to that of the serpent and
cobra (פ ֶתן,
ֶ phethen) who stopped their ears and
would not be enchanted (Psa 58:4; see also Psa
140:3).
The author of Ecclesiastes posed a series of anticipated consequences for particular actions; one
of these is digging into a wall and getting bitten
by the serpent (Eccl 10:8). The toxic results of excessive drinking include a bite like a ( ָנָחׁשnachash,
“serpent”) and poison like a ( ִצְפעֹ ִניtsiph’oniy, “viper”; Prov 23:32). Jeremiah prophesied that Egypt,
as it fled, would be like a hissing serpent, drawing on the onomatopoeic nature of the word (Jer
46:22).
Positive and Negative Symbolisms. The complex
symbolic nature of the serpent merits consideration: While it represented terrifying destruction,
its presence also signified healing. In response to
the wilderness complaints of the Israelites, God
sent ( נְ ָח ִשים ְש ָר ִפיםnechashim seraphim, “burning
serpents”) that bit the people, who then died
(Num 21:4–6). Immediately after this, when Moses prayed that the ( נָ ָחׁשnachash, “serpent”) be
removed, God told him to make for himself a ָש ָרף
(saraph, “burning one”) and put it on a standard.
Moses made aׁ ( נְ ַחׁש נְ ח ֶֹשתnechash nechosheth,
“bronze serpent”) and set it on a standard, and all
who looked at it lived (Num 21:7–9). Here, within a span of four verses, the meaning associated
with the serpent shifts from death to restoration,
a connection that pervaded the ancient Near
Eastern cultural contexts as well. Centuries later,
Hezekiah determined that the bronze serpent had
become a snare for Israel and ordered it to be destroyed (2 Kgs 18:4), reversing once again the sense
of what was good and what was not. In the material realm, the “good snake” became a static idol
(חשת
ֶ ְנָ ָחׁש נ, nachash nechsheth, “bronze serpent”)
that was “evil,” and therefore was broken (compare Gen 3:15). The serpent in the garden had been
cursed to slither in the dust; God’s enemies in the
future would “lick dust” as the serpent did
(Isa 65:25; Mic 7:17).
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Isaiah also included these wilderness creatures as he represented the continuous presence
of hostile forces in an oracle directed against the
Philistines: “From the root of the ( נָ ָחׁשnachash,
“serpent”) will come out a ( ֶצ ַפעtsepha’, “viper”),
and its fruit will be a ( ָש ָרף ְמע ֵֹפףsaraph me’opheph,
“darting, burning [serpent]”)” (Isa 14:29). This
connection between nachash and saraph further
develops a matrix of profound cosmic identities,
not least among them the mighty seraphim of Isa
6:2. While the saraph of the wilderness may have
“darted” (Isa 14:29) rather than flown and may
have been known to emit venom, Isaiah’s superlative experience of burning creatures (ש ָר ִפים,
ְ seraphim) indicated that:
• they were well-prepared to fly (having been
endowed with six wings);
• they voiced continually the praises of the Lord;
• one of them transported a live coal to cleanse
Isaiah’s lips (Isa 6:2–7).
Thus, they were properly described as “burning
ones.”
Leviathan. Around the central figure of the
( נָ ַחׁשnachash, “serpent”), zoologically a dry-land
creature, are watery glimpses of the mythic and
shadowy Leviathan, Rahav, and the ( ַתנִ יןtannin,
“snake”), all of which represented a creature opposed by God.
One pivotal text in Isaiah connects nachash
with two additional words and transfers the
sphere of activities from barren wilderness to
tumultuous water: “In that day the Lord will visit
with His hard and great and strong sword against
Leviathan, the fleeing serpent (נָ ָחׁש ָב ִר ַח, nachash
bariach), against Leviathan the twisted serpent
(נָ ָחׁש ְַע ַק ָלתֹון, nachash aqallathon); He will kill the
snake (תנִ ין,
ַ tannin) that is in the sea” (Isa 27:1). At
this point, the web of texts expands considerably—with both verbal and conceptual connections—as God punishes some monsters of the sea,
called Leviathan and tannin, whose identities are
linked with the serpent.
The same motif is evident in Psa 74:13–14: “You
[God] divided by Your might the sea; broke the
heads of the ( ַתנִ ינִ יםthanninim, “snakes”) over the
water; You smashed the heads of Leviathan and
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gave him (as) food for the people of the desert.”
That the tannin was construed as a formidable
presence is also suggested by Job 7:12: “Am I the
sea or tannin that you place over me a guard?” The
“fleeing serpent” of Isa 27:1 also appears in Job
26:12–13, which addresses the sovereign power
of God over creation and might foreshadow what
God himself will say at the end of the book: “By
His power He disturbed the sea, and by His understanding He shattered Rahav (ר ַהב,ָ rahav); By His
spirit the heavens are clear; His hand pierced the
fleeing serpent.”
The parallelism between Rahav and the fleeing serpent suggests another connection: “Awake!
Clothe yourself with strength, O arm of the Lord.
Awake as in the days of old, the everlasting generations. Are not you the one who cut apart Rahav,
who pierced tannin? Are not you the one who dried
up the sea, the waters of the great deep?” (Isa 51:9).
See also Psalm 89:9–10: “You rule over the pride of
the sea; when its waves mount up, You still them.
You have crushed Rahav as one of the slain; with
Your mighty arm, You have scattered Your enemies.”
(As a side note, the close identity of the נָ ַחׁש
[nachash, “serpent”] with the [ ַתנִ יןtannin, “snake”]
is also evident in the early Exodus narratives.
When the rod of Moses first became a serpent
in the wilderness of Sinai, it turned to a nachash
[Exod 4:3]; in the Nile context of Egypt, it turned
temporarily into a tannin [Exod 7:9–12]. The same
parallel occurs in Amos 9:3, which places the nachash at the bottom of the sea.)
However, even these strong negative depictions are not necessarily absolute. Leviathan “frolics” (ל ְשחֹק,
ִ lischoq) in the sea (Psa 104:26), and this
powerful cosmic figure lashes the waters of Job 41.
To be sure, in the latter description, Leviathan is
utterly fearsome; nevertheless, there is no indication that God had any intention of subduing this
wild creature. Instead, the Almighty clearly enjoys
it.
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The Serpent in Revelation
The patterns in the Old Testament come together
forcefully to suggest a complex personality behind
the figure of the serpent. This shadowy cosmic
identity has parallels in ancient Near Eastern texts
alluding to dragons and serpents—creatures with
multiple heads.
In addition to these rich ancient Near Eastern
connections, the specific identity of the serpent
as an apocalyptic dragon in Rev 12 may have a
relatively simple textual grounding in the Septuagint. Characteristically, the Greek text renders
the wilderness ( נָ ָחׁשnachash, “serpent”) as οφις
(ophis, “snake” or “serpent”) but translates the water-based ( ַתנִ יןtannin, “snake”) as δρακων (drakōn,
“dragon”). Nevertheless, in Isaiah 27:1—the critical
passage combining the nachash with both Leviathan and tannin—the identification is explicitly
stated: The serpent that flees and the crooked
serpent are the drakōn. In fact, both Leviathan and
tannin are translated as drakōn. The Leviathan
and tannin of Psalm 74:13–14 are likewise rendered
drakōn, and the Leviathan of Job 41 is a drakōn. A
particularly telling passage in this regard is Job
26:12–13, in which the ( נָ ָחש ָב ִר ַחnachash bariach,
“fleeing serpent”) is rendered in Greek as δρακοντα αποστατην (drakonta apostatēn, “the apostate
dragon”). The powerful and evil opposition of this
creature to God is assumed. This web of texts is
likely the foundation for Revelation’s apocalyptic
and hopeful vision of this creature’s ultimate destruction.
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YHWH (יהוה, yhwh) The personal name of Israel’s
covenant God in the Old Testament, often called
the Tetragrammaton (based on the Greek for
“four” and “letter”).
Etymology
It is widely accepted that YHWH is a causative formation of the Hebrew verb “to be” (הוה, hwh) (e.g.,
Albright, “Contributions,” 370–78; Yahweh and the
Gods of Canaan, 168–72; Cross, Canaanite Myth, 60–
75; Freedman, “Name of the God of Moses,” 151–56;
“Yahweh,” 513–16; “The Real Formal Full Personal
Name of God,” 83; for an alternate suggestion, see
Payne, “;הוָ ה
ָ (hāwâ) II,” 210–11). Similar grammatical forms serve as the basis for the names of other
deities in the ancient world (van der Toorn, “Yahweh,” 913).
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Numerous alternate etymologies have been
suggested with no final consensus (see MacLaurin,
“YHWH,” 440). Some scholars have suggested, on
the basis of Akkadian parallels, that Yahweh is the
abbreviated name of a deified ancestor (van der
Toorn, “Yahweh,” 914) or that it may derive from
the pre-Islamic Arabic pantheon (van der Toorn,
“Yahweh,” 915). However, no solid evidence supports these conjectures.
Meaning
The traditional explanation of the meaning of the
divine name is derived from Exod 3:14 (which appears to be an explanation of the significance of
an already-known name rather than the revelation
of the name for the first time; see Abba, “Divine
Name,” 323). It either expresses God’s quality of
absolute being as the eternal, unchanging, dynamic presence, or it means “He who causes to be.” Although the latter meaning is possible, de Vaux argues that the divine name should be understood as
a simple tense, which de Vaux translates as “I am
the Existing One” (de Vaux, Early History of Israel,
353). Jacob Milgrom identifies the divine name as
an imperfect tense, which he translates as “I am/
will be present” (Milgrom, “Desecration,” 81). He
argues that understanding the name Yahweh as a
causative would be “neither relevant nor comforting to Israelites in desperate need of redemption.”
He suggests that his proposed meaning “is precisely the assurance that Israel’s God, the God of the
fathers, has heard their cries and will rescue them
(Exod 3:7–9)” (Milgrom, “Desecration,” 81).
There are, however, some difficulties with this
proposed meaning of the name. First, the phrase
( ֶא ְהיֶ ה ֲא ֶשר ֶא ְהיֶ הehyeh asher ehyeh) (NASB, ESV: “I
am who I am,” compare Hos 1:9) is an expression
in the first-person singular, whereas the initial י
(y) in the divine name is typical of a third-person
singular verb (see MacLaurin, “YHWH” 440). Furthermore, the name would seem to be from a root
of ( הוהhwh) rather than the ( היהhyh) found in the
phrase from Exod 3:14 (although הוה, hwh; is probably either an archaic form of היה, hyh; or else derives from a cognate loan-word; see Abba, “Divine
Name,” 324).
Finally, the meaning of the phrase ֲא ֶשר ֶא ְהיֶ ה
( ֶא ְהיֶ הehyeh asher ehyeh) is also debated. Some
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scholars argue that it is effectively a rebuff, implying “It does not concern you” (Abba, “Divine
Name,” 324). Others, reading the verbs in the present tense, suggest something like “I am the self-existent one,” an understanding reflected in the LXX
Ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ὤν (Egō eimi ho ōn), “I am the one who
is” (MacLaurin, “YHWH,” 440). Another interpretation reads the verbs as causal, meaning “I cause
to be that which I cause to be,” or simply “I am the
Creator” (Abba, “Divine Name,” 325). Brownlee
ties this understanding to the repeated appearance of the verb ( היהhyh) in Genesis 1 (Brownlee,
“Ineffable Name,” 40). Exodus then expands on
this by associating the meaning with both creation
and God’s continued providence for His people
(Brownlee, “Ineffable Name,” 42). This reading requires no change to the consonantal text, although
it does require the vowels (which themselves are
a much later addition to the Hebrew text) to be
changed so that the explanatory phrase reads ָא ְהיֶ ה
( ָא ְהיֶ ה ֲא ֶשרohyeh asher ohyeh). It also stands behind
the common English transliteration of the name as
“Yahweh.” One difficulty with this interpretation,
however, is that this form of the verb (חיה, hych; in
the Hiphil) is not attested in biblical Hebrew (Stuart, Exodus, 121; Hamilton, Exodus, 65). Nonetheless, the uncertainties associated with the entire
phrase make it difficult to rule out this reading.
Scholars have proposed numerous other interpretations, many of which are theologically justifiable but go beyond what is exegetically warranted.
While no solution is problem free, the best options
appear to be either the simple reading “I will be
who I will be” (which would result in the name
יִ ְהוֶ ה, yhwh) or the causative “I will cause to be that
which I cause to be” (giving יָ ְהוֶ ה, yhwh).
Origins
Another important question in the study of the
Tetragrammaton is when the name came to be
known. Scholarly debate centers on apparent contradictions between Exodus and Genesis.
According to Exodus, God says, “I appeared to
Abraham, Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty,
but by my name the Lord I did not make myself
known to them” (Exod 6:3 ESV). However, the book
of Genesis frequently uses the divine name and
seems to claim that it was known in pre-Mosa-
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ic times (Gen 4:26). At the very beginning of the
Abraham narrative, the patriarch invokes “the
name of the Lord” (Gen 12:8 ESV). Later, after the
near sacrifice of his son, Abraham calls the place
where he had bound Isaac Yahweh Yir’eh (“the
Lord will provide”; Gen 22:14 ESV). Such usage
continues throughout the book of Genesis.
A variety of approaches have been taken to explain this apparent contradiction. Some interpreters have argued that Yahweh was only revealed in
Exod 3, and that earlier references to Yahweh must
be explained away by various means. Others argue
that the name Yahweh was already known in times
prior to the exodus, but the true meaning of the
divine name was revealed in the exodus events. Finally, some argue that the use of the name Yahweh
in Genesis reflects the understanding of the later
writer(s) and does not mean that the subjects in
the stories knew the divine name. In a summary
article, Allen Ross argues that there is no reason to
conclude from Exod 6:3 that the name Yahweh was
unknown before Moses’ day. He notes that Exod 3
is not giving a new meaning to the Tetragrammaton, nor is it adding new attributes to the divine
character; “it is expressly linking the name with
the fulfillment of the covenant promises. When Israel would experience the fulfillment of the promises, then they would truly know Yahweh” (Ross,
“Did the Patriarchs,” 338).
Pronunciation
The precise pronunciation of the divine name is
uncertain. Aside from the general difficulties associated with determining pronunciation of ancient
words, a number of additional difficulties are associated with the divine name.
Use in Antiquity
It is unclear whether the Tetragrammaton was
spoken in antiquity. It is known that by the late
Second Temple period, the Tetragrammaton came
to be seen as imbued with spiritual force, and
Jews therefore did not pronounce it. However, it
could have been vocalized before that time. There
are numerous passages in Genesis where people
used the name Yahweh (e.g., Gen 4:26; 12:8; 22:14).
Aaron was told to speak a blessing to the Israelites
that included the Tetragrammaton, by which he

would confer Yahweh’s name to them and bless
them (Num 6:22–27). Furthermore, the affirmation
in Deuteronomy, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord [Yahweh] our God, the Lord is one” (Deut 6:4 ESV),
appears in the context of two paragraphs that
were to be recited in the evening and the morning
prayers (Deut 6:4–9; 11:13–21). The daily recitation
of these two paragraphs is known from at least the
late Second Temple period (e.g., Josephus, Ant.,
4.212–13). There is no evidence that anything was
substituted for the Tetragrammaton in these or
any other spoken contexts in the First Temple period.
If the Tetragrammaton was spoken in antiquity, it was probably pronounced “Yahweh.” This reconstruction is based on at least three indicators:
1. The Hebrew waw was pronounced like an English “w” in biblical times.
2. Biblical theophoric names (names that include
the names of gods) indicate that the first syllable was yah (e.g., Joshua, Jehonathan, Isaiah,
Eliyahu). These suggest a form of the divine
name similar to that found in the Elephantine
papyri (יהו, yhw), although precisely how this
relates to ( יהוהyhwh) is not entirely clear. It
may have been a special notation similar to
later abbreviations or distinctive forms used to
distinguish the divine name in the text. In light
of solid evidence for the form ( יהוהyhwh) in
the ninth-century bc Mesha Stele (COS 2:138),
it seems best to work from the basis that these
are later, abbreviated forms.
3. Postbiblical transliterations of the Tetragrammaton reflect this pronunciation.
Avoidance in the Second Temple Period
There are clear indications that the divine name
was given special treatment beginning in the last
centuries bc. This is reflected in the writings of
the postexilic period, both biblical and nonbiblical, in which Yahwistic theophoric names became
increasingly uncommon (e.g., the list of names in
Ezra 2). In postexilic biblical literature, the more
generic ֹלהים
ִ ( ֱאelohim, “God”) replaced the Tetragrammaton (compare 2 Sam 6:9, 11; 1 Chr 13:12, 14).
When copying biblical texts, scribes began using a
special script, palaeo-Hebrew, for writing the di105
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vine name (Tov, Scribal Practices, 218–21).
In some manuscripts preserved among the
Dead Sea Scrolls, the name is written in palaeo-Hebrew in documents otherwise written
using the square Jewish script. Elsewhere, אדוני
(‘dwny), “Lord,” is substituted for ( יהוהyhwh) (e.g.,
1QIsaa), or else ( יהוהyhwh) is written in red ink;
represented by four dots; signified by ‘( אלl) in
palaeo-Hebrew script; or through various other
forms (Fitzmyer, Semitic Background, §2, 126–27;
Rösel, “Reading and Translation,” 413). “Lord” is
frequently used as a title for God in the nonbiblical
Dead Sea Scrolls. This reflects the context against
which the early Greek translations of the Old Testament were made and lends weight to Pietersma’s
observation that it is certain “both adonai and the
tetragram were equated with kyrios already in
pre-Christian times” (Pietersma, “Kyrios,” 98).
Among Greek translations of the Old Testament (the Septuagint), ( יהוהyhwh) was represented in a number of ways. There are some Greek
texts that opt for what appears to be a visual parallel by rendering the Hebrew with the Greek ΠΙΠΙ
(PIPI) (Fitzmyer, Semitic Background, §2, 122–23).
There are also a number of apparent attempts
at transliteration into Greek represented by the
forms Ιαουε (Iaoue)/Ιαουαι (Iaouai) and Ιαβε (Iabe)/
Ιαβαι (Iabai).
There are a small number of Greek manuscripts in which the divine name is written using
Hebrew (sometimes palaeo-Hebrew) script. This
has prompted some scholars to argue that the
substitution of κύριος (kyrios) for ( יהוהyhwh) was
the result of Christian revisions of the translations and hence κύριος (kyrios) was not original
(MacLaurin, “YHWH,” 447). However, these may
be revisions to an original Greek translation that
consistently used κύριος (kyrios) to render the Hebrew ( יהוהyhwh) in an archaizing process. Such a
process is also apparent at Qumran (see Pietersma, “Kyrios,” 99; Rösel, “Reading and Translation,”
416–19; Skehan, “Divine Name,” 34–38). Consequently, the substitution of κύριος (kyrios) for יהוה
(yhwh) in the Hebrew Scriptures was already well
established prior to the writing of the New Testament. This allowed the New Testament writers to
use the title κύριος (kyrios) to refer to Jesus in such
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a way that it also implied identity with ( יהוהyhwh).
Thus when Matthew 3:3 quotes Isaiah 40:3, Matthew’s use of κύριος (kyrios) can be understood to
refer to Jesus, a connection that is not as apparent
in some modern English translations that preserve
the divine name in the Old Testament (Blomberg,
“Matthew,” 13).
The Masoretes
The Masoretic scribes who were responsible for
recording the vowels associated with the consonantal Hebrew text around the ninth century ad
deliberately chose not to record vowels with the
divine name that would reflect its pronunciation
(if they even knew it). Instead, they used vowels
from the Hebrew word ( ֲאד ֹנָ יadonay) to produce
( יְ הוָ ֹהyhwh) or, more commonly, ( יְ הוָ הyhwh) (Jehovah) as a reminder to the reader to avoid attempting to pronounce the divine name, and to
say adonai instead. In ( יְ הוָ הyhwh), the vowel under
the  )‘( אof ( ֲאד ֹנָ יadonay) was changed to a simple
šĕwa under the ( יy) of ( יהוהyhwh) (compare van
der Toorn, “Yahweh,” 910), and the vowel over the
( וw) may have been omitted to render the pronunciation impossible (compare Rösel, “Reading and
Translation,” 413).
The traditional name Jehovah is thus not correct, based as it is in the amalgam of vowels from
adonai, “Lord,” with the consonants of the divine
name. In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance,
some Christian readers of printed Hebrew Bibles
thought the vowels under the Tetragrammaton
were the vowels for pronouncing the divine name
and concluded, incorrectly, that it should be pronounced “Jehovah.” This became the standard rendering of yhwh in English literature. Most modern
English translations, however, have followed the
Jewish practice, rendering the name as “the Lord.”
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appeared to His followers after His resurrection,
as the prophets had predicted. If the disputed
passaged about Jesus is authentic, it would validate the biblical narratives. The references in the
Talmud were much later and sought to exonerate
the Jews for the crucifixion—that is if they are indeed references to Jesus of Nazareth (a point still
Martin A. Shields and Ralph K. Hawkins disputed). They also scorned Jeshu of Nazareth for
leading the world astray.
There are also Christian pseudepigraphal accounts (ca. ad 150–350) and “agrapha,” which are
JESUS CHRIST (ca. 5/4 bc–ad 30/33) According
sayings of Jesus that are not found in the canonto the New Testament, Jesus Christ is the incarnate ical Gospels, and are likely not authentic to their
Word of God, the Creator and Savior of the world,
ascribed authors. Their content ranges from the
the founder of Christianity, and the sinless exemdubious (Infancy Gospel of Thomas) to the heretical
plar of its principles and practices. “Jesus”—His
(Gospel of Peter) to the doubtful (Gospel of Thomas).
personal name—is the Greek equivalent of the
These sources highlight the remarkably restrained
Hebrew “Jeshua” (or “Joshua”). In Matthew 1:21 the canonical accounts of Jesus. One can conclude that
name was divinely appointed, “for He will save
plausible anecdotes and logia from noncanonical
His people from their sins.” Since the name was
traditions supplement historical data in the Bible,
common in His lifetime, He was usually referred
but they do not affect the canonical presentation
to in a more specific way, such as “Jesus of Nazaof Jesus.
reth” (John 1:26; Schaeder, “Nazarēnos, Nazōraios,”
Biblical Sources
874–79). “Christ,” the anointed one, is a title that
Biblical sources to the historical life of Jesus inacknowledged that He was the expected Messiah
of Israel. In the Gospels, Jesus is usually identified clude the Gospels and Acts, as well as major parts
of the rest of the New Testament. The canonical
as “the Christ.” After Peter’s sermon at Pentecost
Gospels are primary sources for information about
in Acts 2:38, He was usually referred to as “Jesus
the historical Jesus. The Synoptic Gospels (MatChrist.” This composite name joins the historic
thew, Mark, and Luke) “look alike” because of
figure with the messianic role that prophetic expectation and early Christianity knew that He pos- their literary similarities. Often, Mark is viewed as
the initial account, which Matthew and Luke used
sessed.
along with “Q,” a proposed source containing JeThe Sources
sus’ teachings. (This source is merely a scholastic
reconstruction, based on parallels in the Gospels.)
Extrabiblical References
To these they added distinctive other materials
Jesus was mentioned by only three Graeco-Roman
referred to as M and L in Synoptic Gospel Studies
authors: Pliny (Epistles 10.96), Tacitus (Annals
respectively. However, the historicity of the Syn15.44), and Suetonius (Lives 24.4). Tacitus noted
optic Gospels can be established without being
that Christ was executed under Pilate; Pliny wrote
certain of the order of the sources.
Emperor Trajan about the Christian “superstition”
The Gospel of John is traditionally dated at the
and Christ as an object of ridicule; and Suetonius
end of the first century, assumed to be written by
noted Jewish restlessness under “Crestus.”
“the disciple whom Jesus loved” to supplement
Jewish sources, such as Josephus (Antiquities)
the other Gospels (John 13:23; 19:26–27; 20:2–9;
and the Talmud contain scant data about Him.
21:20–24; compare Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.7). This
Josephus’ statements validate John the Baptist’s
anonymous disciple has usually been identified
execution—and a contested passage refers to Jesus
with John the son of Zebedee (also known as John
as a wise man with a significant following who
the Evangelist). The Gospel tells the story of Jesus
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in a distinctive way from the Synoptic Gospels
and affirms its own historicity—its many points
of originality and discontinuity lend it historical
weight, as does its agreement with the traditions
as a whole. The Johannine letters rely on John’s
Gospel for common themes (e.g., Jesus’ coming “in
water and blood”; compare 1 John 5:6 with John
19:34–35).
The Acts of the Apostles, letters, and Revelation also presuppose the Gospel accounts of Jesus’
earthly life. In Acts, Peter claims that “we are
witnesses of everything he did in the country of
the Jews and in Jerusalem” (10:39) and specified
that Judas’ replacement must be “one of the men
who have accompanied us during all the time that
the Lord Jesus went in and out among us” (1:21).
Historical data was attested in pre-Pauline materials that resurfaced in his letters (Phil 2:1–6;
1 Cor 11:23–25; 15:3–5; Rom 1:3–4). Jesus was also
well known to Paul, though in a different way. He
describes Him as born of a woman (Gal 4:4), descended from Abraham (Rom 9:5; Gal 3:16) and David (Rom 1:3), under the law (Gal 4:4), and having
a ministry to Israel in fulfillment of the promises
of the covenant (Rom 15:8). Similarly, the Letter to
the Hebrews was based on the supreme revelation
of the Son, Jesus, “who was made lower than the
angels for a little while, now crowned with glory
and honor because he suffered death … in bringing many sons to glory, to make the pioneer of
their salvation perfect through sufferings” (1:1–4;
2:9–10). The resurrection of Jesus, then, was God’s
answer to Jesus’ prayer at Gethsemane (5:7) after
he was crucified “outside the city gate” (13:12).
There are many parallels between the accounts
in the Acts of the Apostles, and the letters in the
New Testament. For example, Peter’s letters agree
with the Psalms, the Prophets, the Synoptics, Paul,
and Johannine traditions on the image of Jesus being the living Stone as the foundation of the new
temple (e.g., 1:4–8). And, by way of another example, James contains an estimated 20 allusions to
the sayings of Jesus.
Viewed as a whole, the New Testament presents a consistent portrait of Jesus Christ from Nazareth as the subject of Old Testament expectation.
Its authors do so through a diversity of genres,

purposes, and responses. The New Testament is
not a mass of disconnected data, but rather a “Jesus tradition” that has nourished Christian convictions and community.
The Historicity of the Gospels
Modern Challenges
In spite of the apparent authenticity of the canonical materials, they are often dismissed by
modern scholars. Textual criticism is an ongoing
concern for biblical scholars. Most English Bibles
now contain caveats with Mark 16:9–19 and John
8:1–11 about their absence in the earliest manuscripts and other ancient witnesses. However,
textual problems are not the primary concern
in our knowledge of Jesus Christ. The number of
passages that contain major textual variants in the
New Testament is actually quite small, and none
of these passages change the basic views articulated in early statements of faith, like the Apostle’s
Creed.
Thus, modern objections to the biblical accounts are not primarily based on scientific data,
like what textual criticism presents, but instead
on philosophical presuppositions that dismiss
the uniqueness of this one person, Jesus, who has
seemingly contradictory information presented
about Him. This then calls into question for these
critics the supernatural aspects of Jesus’ ministry.
However, any objection to the “biblical Jesus” must
account for the counter-intuitive aspects of Jesus’
ministry, the transformation of the disciples, the
confessional conclusions (especially Nicaea and
Chalcedon) of the Church, and the acceptance
of canonical materials among the fathers of the
Church.
Jesus was presented as a unique, exclusive
person. The messianic King was born in a manger,
loved unlovely people, advocated humility as His
governing ethic, stood uncompromisingly against
political hostility on behalf of His Father, and
was crucified without adequate legal charges. He
claimed that “no one comes to the Father except
through me” (John 14:6). In the Roman Empire or
a pluralistic world, this is not an acceptable statement. Hick argued in Myth: “Is it credible that the
loving God and Father of all men has decreed that
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only those born within one particular thread of
human history shall be saved? Is not such an idea
excessively parochial, presenting God in effect
as the tribal deity of the predominantly Christian West” (Hick, Myth of God Incarnate, 180)?
Hick’s objection raises a number of issues about
the spread of a worldwide religion, the “western
identity” of the Judaeo-Christian traditions and
the biblical presentation of God and the gospel.
Our concern is with the authenticity of biblical
claims—claims that often make us uncomfortable.
Those claims are not the kind of propaganda that a
budding movement would use to expand its influence in the Roman world. And the biblical Gospels
have been vindicated by Jesus’ ongoing authority
through the ages and the worldwide influence of
His movement in spite of their counter-intuitive
appeals.
Additionally, the Gospels present Jesus’ earthly
ministry with apparent contradictions. How do we
harmonize disparate materials? With the exception of the Passion Narratives, the Synoptics seem
to disagree in details about events like the announcement of His birth, the timing of the temple
cleansing, the length of His public ministry, and
the dating of the Last Supper. These discrepancies
have preoccupied modern scholars (Schonfield,
The Passover Plot), but they were apparently ignored by the early church. Historians have tried a
number of ways to dovetail the separate accounts
into a harmonized “biography.” We now realize
that all attempts at harmonization must be tentative and that the biblical authors never intended
to fulfill modern expectations about what a biography of a “life of Christ” should look like—instead, they were concerned with the theological
ramifications of what Jesus said and did. They had
distinctive agendas and thematic priorities that
were complementary rather than repetitive. For
example, Matthew’s birth narrative records an
angelic visitation with Joseph that accords with
“the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David
[the king].” Luke records Gabriel’s communication
with Mary in accord with his human genealogy.
Both accounts can be historically true in light of
the different purposes of the authors.
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Further, miraculous works occupy a significant
place in the Gospel narratives. Nonetheless, scholars like Rudolf Bultmann dismissed them as relics
of a past worldview that modern scholars could no
longer accept. In his Mythology, Bultmann argues:
“Therefore, modern man acknowledges as reality
only such phenomena or events as are comprehensible within the framework of the rational
order of the universe” (Jesus Christ and Mythology,
37). In response, one must point out the disciples’
acceptance of miracles, Jesus’ own attitude towards self-glorification, and the evidences of the
resurrection. If Jesus performed no miracles, then
why are so many of them recorded during a comparatively short period? Why did the biblical authors find nothing incongruous about the claims
of Christ and His works, when miraculous events
are beyond the comprehension or ability of any
person in any age? Against Bultmann’s view, Jesus’ temptation indicates that He rejected the use
of miraculous power for self-display. Instead, He
quoted Deuteronomy to show that godly character
rejects self-centered motives. The resurrection
stands as a verifiable event, attested by numerous
witnesses who were transformed by what they
saw and heard. If the biblical account of Jesus’
resurrection, the greatest miracle, is true, how
can any other miraculous works be dismissed as
“unhistorical”? Consequently, the Gospels record
words and works that promote a response of faith
to the uniqueness of the incarnate Savior.
Beyond these generalizations, the issue of
historicity involves the sociohistorical context of
Jesus’ life, the distinctive purpose of the biblical
accounts, and specific criteria for assessing the authenticity of the Gospel accounts.
Sociohistorical Background
Jesus’ incarnation took place in a period of decline
for Palestinian Jews. This decline began with the
end of the Maccabees and culminated in Titus’
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple (ad 70).
The midpoint was marked by the rule of Herod
the Great, a half-Jew and Roman vassal. His unpopular reign was followed by an administrative
division of Israel and, finally, by direct Roman
administration. Rome’s administrative record in
Palestine was poor, but economic instability was
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even worse. In the first century, polarization of
wealth, natural catastrophes like the mid-century
famine, and oppressive taxation kept the population in a state of turmoil (Jeremias, Jerusalem in the
Time of Jesus, 87–144). Messianic rumors gravitated
to political deliverance from oppressive rule and
restoration of a stable Israelite prosperity. Social
instability is evident in Jesus’ teachings and the
Jewish leadership’s responses to Him. The context
is uncertain—there was a complex mixture of
divergent ideologies: revolutionary Zealots, pragmatic Sadducees, idealistic Pharisees, and ascetic
Essenes. However, one must address the Jewish
and Roman tensions in Jerusalem to account for
the hostility between Jesus and the ruling elites.
The ruling class was afraid that rumors of insurrection would reach the Romans, who would intervene and seize the privileges of the Jewish leaders.
This turmoil would lead to a brief ascendancy of
oppressed groups and then an outbreak of revolt
in ad 66–70—ending in destruction. Much of the
opposition to Jesus can be attributed to his association with the poor, oppressed, and “unclean”
masses. His embrace of the powerless made him
a threat to the fragile balance between Jewish and
Roman interests in a politically volatile environment.
Biblical Intent
One of the significant contributions of form criticism in the 20th century was its recognition of
a kerygmatic intent “in drawing up things that
have been fulfilled among us … to write an orderly account … so that you may know the certainty
of the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:1–4).
“Kerygma” means “proclamation”—with reference
to both the acts and teaching of Jesus. The intent
of the Gospels was to solicit disciples of Jesus in
continuum with His own mission (John 20:30–31;
Matt 4:18–22; Mark 1:16–20; Luke 5:4–11, passim).
They intend to be historical, but nothing in their
narratives was included for the purpose of preserving mere facts. However, one cannot conclude
that events like the entry into Jerusalem and the
cleansing of the temple were nonhistorical, paraenetic creations of early Christianity. Acts and
teachings were recorded because they contributed
to the drama of the incarnation (Hultgren, Jesus

and His Adversaries, 72–75). Literary criticism suggests that the synoptic tradition was developed
after the Passion Narratives, and drew upon them
(Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 89–96).
However, the Gospels have clear story lines, and
were not merely isolated kerygmatic pericopes recorded arbitrarily.
Specific Criteria
Judgments about the historicity of the Gospels
must be carefully weighed with a view to the oral
tradition that preceded their writing and the difficulty of assessing their differences. Five indices
have been used to make these judgments: originality, discontinuity, multiple attestations, conformity to Jesus’ characteristic language, and conformity to established historical data.
Originality and Discontinuity. The most definitive of the criteria are originality and discontinuity. Originality refers to Jesus’ acts and sayings
that were distinctive in the context of Palestinian
Judaism. An example is the cleansing of the temple. It is certain to historical Jesus scholars that He
drove money-changers and merchants of sacrifices from the temple court—the Herodian temple
was so sacrosanct that a “cleansing” was bold, socially dangerous, and unprecedented. The act was
equally unlike the practices of early Christianity.
The biblical authors say little about it, presumably
because it was so presumptuous. Instead, they
only refer to it as a prophetic indictment of the
nation (Isa 56:7; Jer 7:11) and a trigger for Jesus’
death (Mark 11:17–18 and parallels). John recorded
the cleansing of the temple in another place—not
with the Passion Narrative.
Multiple Attestations. Multiple attestations are
when different traditions or genres agree on the
same acts or sayings of Jesus. An example would
be His fellowship with the sinners and outcasts of
society, which shocked the learned, pious elites.
In his teachings (e.g., the parables) and table fellowship, He underscored traditional themes of
repentance and conversion within Israel in combination with a radically untraditional separation
of the “righteous” and unrighteous. His success
with “sinners” polarized the official guardians of
the Mosaic heritage (Mark 2:13–17 and parallels).
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He reversed the traditional stance of conversion
before communion by using fellowship to promote
conversion. Various strands of traditions in the
Gospels agree on this distinctive aspect of Jesus’
ministry.
Characteristic Language. Jesus used some expressions that were characteristic of Him—that
would not likely be invented by others. Two examples are the “truly, truly” statements that underscore His authoritative sayings and His use of
“Abba” as an intimate address to His Father (Mark
14:36; compare Jeremias, New Testament Theology,
8–37).
Similarity to Historical Materials. A passage is
historically probable if it associates unusual materials with known historical data. The story of
Zacchaeus is a good example. The diminutive tax
collector climbs a tree to see Jesus, who then invites Himself to dinner. This story cannot be proven historically accurate based on any of the other
criteria. However, it is in entire agreement with
what is known about the social standing of tax
collectors in Palestine at that time, and with Jesus’
outreach towards the marginalized.
Cautions. It is important to determine historical
accuracy; fallacies and overgeneralizations must
be avoided; such as the fallacy of taking one part
of the Gospels and judging the whole on the basis
of this one part. For instance, some critics—seeing
that some aspects of the Gospels do not conform to
modern standards of historical writing—assume
that none of it is historical (Bultmann, History,
40). The (better) alternative, for historical study, is
to form accurate conclusions based upon specific
criteria and general principles of literary intent.
A pericope should not be discarded just because it
is not a recorded memory of a particular event—
such as the parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man
(Luke 16:19–31).
His Incarnation as Man and God
His Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Ascension
Jesus’ entire life points to His final glorification—
His return to the presence of the Father (John
12:23–28; 17:1). Towards the end of His three-year
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ministry, hostility towards Him crystallized as He
journeyed toward Jerusalem with His disciples. He
entered the city in a highly charged atmosphere
with prophetic passion and royal authority. He—
the Servant King—was the anticipated Davidic
Messiah. He approached Zion humbly, mounted
on the foal of an donkey (Zech 9:9; Mark 11:1–10;
John 12:12–16). A “great crowd” spread their garments and palm branches on the road. His disciples only later realized the prophetic nature of His
entry (John 12:16). “The city,” blinded by habitual
irreverence, inquired about His identity and was
told, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth of
Galilee” (Matt 21:11). Amid praise for His mighty
works (Luke 19:37; Matt 21:15), He informed an
indignant leadership that “perfect praise” would
come from “babes and sucklings” (Matt 21:16; Psa
8:2).
His entry was followed by His cleansing of
the temple. Quoting Isaiah 56:7 and Jer 7:11, He
indicted the merchants and moneychangers for
turning the “house of prayer for all nations into a
den of robbers” (Mark 11:16). It was a clash of powers (11:28). They questioned Jesus’ authority, and
He responded with a leading question (11:29–33)
and a riddle: “Destroy this temple, and I will raise
it again in three days” (John 2:19–23). Again, His
disciples did not understand this statement until
after His resurrection. This climactic moment
prompted the priests and scribes “to seek a way to
destroy Him” (Mark 11:18). This was matched by
Jesus’ declaration that “the time has come for the
Son of Man to be glorified” (John 12:23). With Judas
Iscariot, Jewish authorities proceeded with their
plan.
On the night of His betrayal, Passover Eve,
Jesus previewed the inauguration of the new covenant with table fellowship with His disciples, who
became the core of leadership of the early church.
According to Jer 31:31–34 and Ezek 36:22–33, believers would experience full forgiveness of sins and
a distinctive presence of the Holy Spirit. This is
one of those events that is difficult for anyone to
dispute, because the historicity of the supper and
the Eucharistic words were assured by their originality, distinctiveness, and the validation of Paul’s
“from the Lord” (1 Cor 11:23).
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Jesus was arrested in the garden of Gethsemane by members of the Antonia garrison, which
suggests collusion between Jewish and Roman
authorities (John 18:3–12). A Jewish council sought
unsuccessfully to convict Him for threats against
the temple. They chose instead for charges of
blasphemy and sedition—His admission that
He was the Son of Man, Son of God, and Messiah (Mark 14:61–62 and parallels; compare John
8:58–59). They delivered Him to Pilate, the Roman
prefect, who found “no basis for a charge against
this man.” But he condoned the political charge
and affixed “king of the Jews” above Jesus’ head
on the cross. On the eve of the Sabbath, Jesus was
crucified as a sacrifice for the sins of the world at
Golgotha outside of Jerusalem—a setting that was
saturated with Old Testament prediction (e.g., Isa
52:13–53:12; Psa 22). He was the righteous servant
of Yahweh in Isa 53:5–11, whose blood was poured
out for the many “from every tribe and language,
and people, and nation” (Rev 5:9). Buried in the
tomb of Joseph of Arimathea (Mark 15:43; John
19:38), He was resurrected on the third day and
appeared to his followers for forty days. These appearances included His exposition of the Old Testament—He explained to His disheartened followers that the Christ had to suffer the cross before
for the salvation of all (Luke 24). He then ascended
to heaven, where John witnessed “one like a son of
man, the Living One, the Alpha and the Omega” in
glory (Acts 1:10–11; Rev 1:10–16).
His Advent in Palestine
Matthew and Luke state that Jesus was born to
a virgin named Mary in Bethlehem, the town of
David. He was raised by Joseph and Mary in Nazareth. Caesar Augustus had decreed that a census
should be taken (Luke 2:1–3). So, Joseph—a descendant of David—went from Nazareth in Galilee to
Bethlehem: “Today in the town of David a Savior
has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” (2:11
NIV). Thus begins a stream of Old Testament quotations and allusions to demonstrate that Jesus
was Israel’s Messiah. During the reign of Herod
the Great, the family was forced to flee to Egypt
to escape the king’s massacre of Hebrew boys.
The flight to Egypt and return to Nazareth paralleled the exodus, for “out of Egypt I called my

son” (Matt 2:15). Luke provides a glimpse of Jesus
at twelve years of age during Passover in Jerusalem (2:41–50), where he amazed teachers with his
understanding. “Did you not know,” he explained
to his anxious parents, “I had to be in my Father’s
house?” Thus began the prominent theme of the
Son’s obedience to His Father as believers’ example. And he “grew in wisdom and stature, and in
favor with God and man” (2:52).
His Humanity as Messiah
Jesus’ reign as Servant-King began with His baptism by John (Matt 3:13 and parallels). Many Davidic promises and rituals converged on Jesus and
John at the Jordan: 2 Sam 7:11–14a; Psa 2:6; 89:20,
among others like Isa 9:6–7; 11:1–2; and 42:1. Second
Samuel 7:14 promised a Father—Son relationship
between Yahweh and the Davidic Son forever.
Psalm 2:6 applies the relationship to the installation of the Davidic kings: “You are my son, today
I have become your Father.” Psalm 89:20 speaks
of Yahweh as “having found David my servant;
with my sacred oil I have anointed him.” At the
baptism John was the harbinger of the Davidic
king, the “Elijah” who had to prepare the way (Mal
4:5; Matt 11:9–19). Heaven opened as the Spirit of
God anointed Him with the Father’s affirmation,
“This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well
pleased” (Matt 3:16–17). In Jesus’ words, “Even the
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mark
10:45; Matt 20:28).
Matthew 20:28 is a summary of Jesus’ self-understanding of His incarnation. The “Son of Man”
is one of His favorite titles for Himself. The allusion to Dan 7:13–14 is significant in two ways:
1. Daniel described an indefinite, eschatological
“one like a son of man” who approached “the
Ancient of Days” and was given glory and sovereign power: “His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his
kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.”
Jesus transformed this uncertain figure into
a self-given title, “the Son of Man.” He left no
doubt that—in spite of His impending death—
He was the one with unending sovereignty.
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2. His self-understanding specified a godly sovereignty—while His disciples were thinking
in terms of earthly power and prestige (Mark
10:35–42). “Not so among you,” He corrected
them—His greatness is found in life-giving
service. As usual, he reversed the values of the
world around Him.
To assist in His reign, Jesus called 12 disciples, a
living symbol of His mission to restore the tribes
of Israel to Yahweh. This act is very believable,
historically:
1. He includes Judas Iscariot (as Israel had so often betrayed God).
2. His choice of 12 is attested in different traditions (Luke 8:1–3; John 6:67–71).
3. His disciples were not initially very effective at
all (compare Matt 17:19; Mark 9:28)
Jesus’ mission under the Father was confirmed by
His temptation in the wilderness (Mark 4 with
parallels). John the Baptist also introduced Him
as the bearer of life from above (John 3:22–35). Jesus affirmed that He was anointed by the Spirit to
“preach the good news to the poor and oppressed”
(Luke 4:14–21; Isa 61:1–2; Mark 2:15–17). His healings of sick, handicapped, and demon-possessed
people incited popular enthusiasm in Galilee. His
refusal to interpret the law according to the tradition of the elders—especially concerning the
Sabbath—inevitably led to inquiries about His
identity. The crowds fervently hoped that He was
a political deliverer, but He dissuaded them with
“hard sayings.” This set Him apart from political
messiahs, who always promised great things to
their followers.
His Teachings
At Caesarea Philippi, Peter answered Jesus’ direct
question about His identity with “You are the
Christ, the Son of the Living God.” This marked a
turning point: He taught less in public, and more
in private. He announced to His 12 disciples that
their authority would follow His death (Matt 16:13–
22). Rengstorf summarized the New Testament’s
teaching on “the Christ” as follows: “The decisive
feature of the New Testament against the background of contemporary messianic expectation is
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summed up in the thesis that the combined New
Testament witness to Jesus of Nazareth, however
varied in details, is conspicuously Christological.
Wherever the New Testament deals with Jesus, it
is concerned with him as Christ, i.e. as Messiah …
the One who is awaited comes as the One who has
already come” (DNTT, 2.338).
Christ’s teachings can be divided into two categories: public proclamation and private instruction. (Manson was the first scholar to note that Jesus used different themes with different audiences
[Teaching, 320–29].) Publicly, “the crowds were
amazed, because Jesus taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law” (Matt
7:28–29 and parallels). He used the emphatic “I”
in place of scriptural references, making Himself
the arbiter of God’s standards (Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 251–55). He replaced the external
standards of the law with an internal standard of
the heart: “Nothing that goes into a man from outside can defile him, but only what comes out of a
man can defile him” (Mark 7:14–15; compare Mark
7; Matt 15). His critique extended to the Sabbath,
the touchstone of Torah piety in the context: “If
you had known what this means, “I desire mercy
and not sacrifice,” you would not have condemned
the guiltless. For the Son of Man is lord of the
sabbath” (Matt 12:7–8). Mark added, “The sabbath
was made for man, not man for the sabbath.… The
Pharisees went out, and immediately held counsel
with the Herodians against him, how to destroy
him” (2:27; 3:6 RSV). Meyer concludes, “In the
tension-laden little world of Roman-dominated
Israel there was not room enough for both this
aristocracy and that incalculable popular figure
and possible messianic pretender” (ABD 3, 792).
And so, “they were on their way to Jerusalem, with
Jesus leading the way, and the disciples were astonished, while those who followed were afraid”
(Mark 10:32).
Privately, Jesus prepared His disciples with two
cautions. First, greatness in God’s kingdom would
be defined by childlike humility—the last would
be first and the servant of all (Mark 9:33–37 and
parallels). This was based on the Old Testament
principle that everyone who exalts himself will be
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be ex-
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alted (Matt 23:12; Prov 29:23; Ezek 21:26), which defined humility in terms of God-centredness rather
than self-abasement. Jesus exemplified this with
His “triumphal entry” on a colt (compare Zech 9:9)
on the palm and garment covered road to crucifixion: “Blessed is the kingdom of our father David
that is coming.” Second, he grieved over Jerusalem
and explained that tribulation would precede His
return and the final transformation of the world.
“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you; how often I have
longed to gather your children together, as a hen
gathers her chicks, but you were not willing. Your
house is left to you desolate. For I tell you, you will
not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is He who
comes in the name of the Lord’ ” (Matt 24 and parallels).
His Deity as the Son of God
Acts through Revelation reflect on the character of
Jesus and discuss the fullness of His deity, particularly in Paul, John, and Hebrews. The author of the
Hebrews underscores Christ’s supremacy as the
Son of God: He is the radiance of God’s glory, the
savior and sustainer of creation (Heb 1–2), a better
mediator than the patriarchs, the High Priest of
the new covenant, and the exemplary leader of His
followers (Heb 2; 12). However, Hebrews describes
the loftiness of the glorified, cosmic Christ, it also
holds up Jesus’ earthly life as an example for His
followers. Paul wrote to the Philippians that their
humility of mind “should be the same as Christ
Jesus,” who “emptied” and humbled Himself and
“made Himself nothing” for their salvation (Phil
2:1–11). Peter wrote, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps” (1 Pet
2:21).
In Colossians 1, Paul described the Son of God
as the image of the invisible God, the Creator and
sustainer of creation, and the head of the Church,
so that in everything He might have supremacy.
Twice he emphasized that “in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (2:9; compare 1:19).
John stressed the incarnation of the Word as
the Son of the Father. His prologue transitioned
from “the Word became flesh … the glory of the

One and Only, who came from the Father” (1:14) to
“no one has ever seen God, but God the One and
Only, who … has made Him known” (1:18). In His
humanity, the Son was tired, thirsty, and heartbroken (4:4; 11:38). As God, He shared authority
and honor with the Father (5:21–26). He came “in
His Father’s name” and offered Himself as “the
true manna” from the Father (5:42; 6:32–33). He
is the “I am” of Yahweh, a claim which prompted an assassination attempt for blasphemy (8:58;
10:34–38). These Trinitarian relationships reflect
the oneness of Deity—“I and the Father are one”
(10:30; 14:8–11). He prayed for the Father’s glory
in believers, even as He prepared for crucifixion
(12:23–28). His glorification meant that another
like Himself would come in His name to guide His
people, who should be “one as we [the Father and
Jesus] are one” (14; 17:11). And, after His resurrection, He commissioned His followers, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (20:21). Thus,
John presents the Son of God, validated by signs,
as the unique Mediator between the Father and
His people.
Related Articles
For information about scholarly approaches that
attempt to investigate Jesus as a historical figure,
usually treating the New Testament accounts
skeptically, see these articles: Jesus, Historical
Quest for.
For information about a contrasting scholarly
approach that prioritizes the portrayal of Jesus in
the New Testament, see this article: Jesus, Canonical Approach To.
For more information about the events of Jesus’
life as told in the New Testament, see these articles: Jesus, Virgin Birth of; Jesus, Nativity of; Jesus,
Temptation of; Jesus, Trial of; Jesus, Burial of; Resurrection; Jesus, Ascension of.
For more information about the teachings and
sayings of Jesus as told in the New Testament,
see these articles: Jesus, Teachings of; Jesus, Parables of; Sermon on the Mount/Plain; Sermon on
the Mount/Plain, Comparison; Beatitudes; Lord’s
Prayer; Seven Last Sayings of Jesus.
For more information about the genealogy and
family of Jesus as told in the New Testament, see
these articles: Jesus, Genealogy of; Mary, Mother
115

Lexham Bible Dictionary
of Jesus; Joseph, Husband of Mary; Jesus, Brothers
of.
For more information about names and titles
used to refer to Jesus in the New Testament, see
these articles: Jesus Christ, Titles of; Messiah; Son
of Man; Son of God; Immanuel.
For information about comparisons between
the Qumran community and the life and teachings
of Jesus, see this article: Qumran and Jesus.
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7. (1 Sam 19–27)—Fled, gathered a private army,
spared Saul
8. (1 Sam 31:2–5)—Ruled Judah, then all Israel afJ. Lanier Burns
ter Saul’s death

DAVID, KING OF ISRAEL (דוִ יד,ָ dawid) David
was the second king of Israel, after Saul. Brought
Israel to a position of power. In some ways, became the ideal for his people’s future messianic
leader.
Biblical Importance
God raised David from humble origins as a shepherd from Bethlehem to rule as Israel’s second
king. David led Israel to its pinnacle of power and
glory, and became the ideal for a future messianic
leader that ultimately found fulfillment in David’s
descendant—Jesus. He showed success in various
roles, including:
• Shepherd
• Military leader
• King
• Covenantal recipient
• Poet
• Musician
• Religious example
David’s failures as a father and king present him
as an imperfect human whom God both chastened
and blessed.
Shepherd and Military Leader
A summary of David’s rise from shepherd to king:
1. (1 Sam 16:11)—Tended father’s flocks near Bethlehem
2. (1 Sam 16:12–13)—Anointed by Samuel as Saul’s
eventual replacement
3. (1 Sam 16:17–23)—Served at Saul’s court playing
harp and caring for Saul’s military equipment
4. (1 Sam 17)—Defeated Philistine champion Goliath
5. (1 Sam 18:1–16)—Won respect from Jonathan
and nation, but suspicion and jealousy from
Saul
6. (1 Sam 18:17)—Married Saul’s daughter

King of Israel and Covenantal Recipient
After assuming the throne, David launched a swift
and effective campaign that raised Israel from
the threat of extinction to the pinnacle of ancient
Near Eastern power. A weakened Egypt to the
southwest and still coalescing Mesopotamian powers in the northeast offered a window of opportunity for a smaller nation like Israel to dominate.
• David conquered Jerusalem, and made it royal
rather than tribal property (“the city of David“).
• David moved the capital from Hebron in the
southern hills to the more central, neutral, and
strategically located Jerusalem, from which he
could launch his international expansion. The
Philistines reacted to David’s move, and he inflicted decisive defeat on Israel’s long-standing
nemesis (2 Sam 5).
• David expanded west and east, taking sections
of the coastal highway near the Mediterranean and the Transjordanian highway. This
increased Israel’s land holdings and enabled it
to profit from the international trade flowing
along these two major arteries.
• David also expanded south and well to the
north, conquering nearly all of the neighboring nations (2 Sam 8; Lancaster and Monson,
Regional Study Guide, 15–17).
• He enriched Israel with plunder from his victories, labor and annual tribute from the nations
he made vassals, and income from a vast trade
network.
In addition to making Israel a great political power, David also developed its religious practice. He
brought the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem, and
made extensive preparations to build a temple
to Israel’s God—a task and honor that God would
reserve for David’s son, Solomon. Yahweh promised David a “house”—or line of perpetual succession—in what is often called the Davidic Covenant
(2 Sam 7). God had not granted such a blessing to
David’s predecessor, Saul. God would keep this
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promise despite David’s numerous failures.
Failures as Father and King
The account of David’s positive, dramatic rise pivots with the story of David’s sin with Bathsheba (2
Sam 11:1–12:27). Through the prophet Nathan, God
rebuked David and showed that He valued character more than competence (2 Sam 12:1–15). David’s
humble response led God to promise forgiveness.
However, God also promised continual trouble in
David’s own family; these troubles dominated the
remainder of his reign.
• David’s eldest son, Amnon, raped his half-sister, Tamar (2 Sam 13). David failed to take action.
• Tamar’s brother, Absalom, killed Amnon
in retribution and fled north to Geshur, the
neighboring kingdom from which his mother
had come. David again failed to take action.
• After Joab rebuked David through a wise woman, David recalled his son, but refused to meet
with him until again prompted by Joab.
David’s failures and inability to take proper action
within his family contributed to greater problems
within the kingdom. His son, Absalom, rebelled
(2 Sam 15–19). David survived the attempted coup,
but Absalom did not. Other troubles followed,
including a rebellion by a relative of Saul (2 Sam
20). In a final error, David ordered a census of the
Israelite men available for military service. This
brought on God’s judgment, and David saw thousands of his subjects die in a plague (2 Sam 24).
David ended this disaster by buying property that
became the site of the temple.
Poet and Religious Exemplar
In addition to his influence in biblical poetry and
in Israel’s early monarchy, David—or the promise of him—is found in more than 1,000 places
throughout the Bible. In Genesis 49:10, Jacob
prophesied that “the scepter will not depart from
Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,
until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his” (NIV). This promise
reflects David’s royal and messianic roles. David
and his line of royal descendants partially fulfilled
the prophecy by ruling over God’s kingdom, and,
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at times, over other kingdoms. The later promises
to David gave exilic and postexilic Israelites hope
that God would restore them through a future ideal king like David (Jer 23:5; 30:9). David’s later Judaean descendant, Jesus, fulfilled these prophecies
about David.
Biblical Portrayal of David
Although the Bible largely portrays David in a
positive light, there are differences within various biblical accounts. Chronicles omits numerous
negative elements included in the portrayal found
in Samuel. The chronicler skips most of the stories from David’s long wait to secure the Israelite
throne, as well as nearly all of his failures as father
and king. For example, 1 Chr 11:1–3 describes that
“all Israel” made David king at Hebron following
Saul’s death rather than just the tribe of Judah.
Chronicles’ account of the conquest of Rabbah
avoids David’s sin with Bathsheba entirely (1 Chr
20:1–3). The chronicler portrays a godly David who
enjoyed almost unanimous support throughout his
reign.
The Hebrew version of Samuel contains many
significant textual problems (McCarter, 1 Samuel;
Ulrich, Qumran Text of Samuel. The oldest translation of Samuel, the “Old Greek” version of the
Septuagint, omits much of the story of David and
Goliath (Tov, “Composition of 1 Samuel 16–18,”
97–130). It also omits the initial account of the
friendship between David and his potential rival,
Jonathan (1 Sam 18:1–5). This lessens the positive
portrayal of Israel’s future king.
These issues have inspired a dissection and
analysis of the positive biblical portrayal, resulting in a different picture of Israel’s second king.
David’s reign is viewed as a compilation of distinct
sources with varying viewpoints, including (Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel, 30–91):
• “Ark Narrative” (1 Sam 4–6; 2 Sam 6)
• “History of David’s Rise” (1 Sam 16:14–2 Sam 5)
• “Succession Narrative” (2 Sam 9–20; 1 Kgs 1–2).
These differing viewpoints emphasize darker
aspects of David, including lust, cruelty, and vengeance.
Halpern argues that the portrait in Samuel
presents David as “a ruler altogether too good to be
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true” (Halpern, David’s Secret Demons, xvi). Samuel’s account would have been sponsored by David’s
line (perhaps Solomon), and served as the official
history of the line’s founder, as well as an apologetic against the accusations of his foes. David
likely had contemporary critics who charged him
with usurping Saul’s reign and doubted David’s
innocence (2 Sam 16). David benefited from many
events that helped advance his career, such as the
deaths of key enemies like Saul, Nabal, Abner, and
Ishbaal. He may have also cast blame on his military leader, Joab, for several of these deaths. McKenzie argues that David gave the order that wiped
out most of Saul’s line (2 Sam 21). Numerous uprisings—including one led by his own son—show
that some were displeased with David as king
(McKenzie, King David, 35). David may also be portrayed as “a complex, very human character” in
biblical narratives (Provan, Long, and Longman,
Biblical History, 217–21).
Scholastic Issues
Despite the biblical testimony about David’s
greatness, very little extrabiblical evidence can
be found about David. This results in questions of
whether the biblical accounts are historically accurate.
Appearance in Extrabiblical Sources
Prior to the mid-1990s recovery of an Aramaic
inscription at Tel Dan, no extrabiblical sources
supported the existence of David. Fragments discovered near Israel’s northern border show that an
Aramean king (ninth-eighth centuries bc) erected
a monument boasting about his victory over the
kings of Israel and “the house of David” (Ahituv,
Echoes, 466–73). This may demonstrate that David
lived and founded a dynasty which was referred
to by one foreign king more than a century after
David’s reign. However, Lemche challenges the
reconstruction and authenticity of the inscription
(Lemche, Israelites in History and Tradition, 39–43).
He suggests that since “House of David” (Bēt
Davîd) has no word dividers, it is better understood as a place name like Bethlehem or Beth-shean.
The discovery at Tel Dan led to the reexamination of other inscriptions with possible ref-

erences to David. By restoring a missing letter in
the Mesha Inscription (ninth century bc), it also
includes “house of [D]avid” (Ahituv, Echoes, 389–
418). Kitchen notes that an Egyptian list of places
conquered in 926/925 bc includes “The heights of
Dwt,” perhaps another reference to David (substituting “t” for “d” as was sometimes done) less than
50 years after David’s lifetime (Kitchen, Reliability,
93).
Mazar notes that some destruction levels at
sites like Megiddo, Tel Qasile, and Rehov may
reflect some of David’s conquests (Mazar, Archaeology, 371–75, 389–96). The substantial remains at
Bethsaida, the capital of the lesser neighboring
kingdom of Geshur, suggests a more substantial
Israel (2 Sam 3:3). Recent excavations at Khirbet
Qeiyafa (possibly Shaaraim—1 Sam 17:52) may
portray a substantial Israelite settlement from the
time of David along the Philistine border. Barkay
notes how Israelite culture transitioned during
the monarchy to an urban culture with a capital
city and royal cities (Barkay, “The Iron Age II—III,”
304).
The scarcity of remains from Israel’s capital
during its supposed time of glory under David
and Solomon argues against the biblical accounts.
However, Jerusalem has been destroyed and rebuilt many times, and continuing habitation up to
the present would naturally reduce the chances
of finding remains from 3,000 years ago (Provan,
Long, and Longman, Biblical History, 228–32). Mazar’s recent finds in the City of David, including
a possible palace from the time of David, have renewed the debate (“King David’s Palace”).
Historicity
Some archaeologists and historians argue strongly
against the idea that such data supports the biblical accounts of David:
• Finkelstein proposes lowering the previously
accepted dates for remains dated to the early
monarchy by nearly a century (Finkelstein,
“United Monarchy,” 177–85; Silberman, Bible
Unearthed, 340–44). This would effectively remove much of the archaeological support for
the biblical accounts of David and Solomon.
• Davies argues that the stories of David were
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written during a much later period, largely to
support the needs of a government long after
the time of David (Davies, In Search, 72–90).
• Dever questions whether archaeology allows
for a history of Israel at all (Dever, “Archaeology and the Age of Solomon,” 217).
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PAUL THE APOSTLE (Παῦλος, Paulos) The “apostle to the Gentiles” who spread the message about
Jesus Christ throughout the ancient world through
his missionary efforts. Several of his letters are included in the New Testament canon.
Introduction
Paul was probably born in the same decade as Jesus, and most likely died between ad 62–64. His
ministry and teachings were highly influential
in western history—especially his interpretation
of Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection. Close
readings and comparisons of his letters allow
modern interpreters to reconstruct his theology.
Luke’s story in the book of Acts and the narrative
elements of Paul’s letters reflect the effects of his
life on the spread of Christianity. Paul is one of
the first Christian missionaries to argue for the
inclusion of Gentiles into the covenants of Israel
through Christ.
Biographical Data
Paul’s biographical data includes:
• Born as Saul in Tarsus (on the southern coast
of modern-day Turkey). The exact date of his
birth is unknown.
• Schooled as a Pharisee under the Jerusalem religious leader Gamaliel.
• Became a traveling missionary and preacher
for the early church; renamed Paul.
• Worked as an artisan who made tents.
Activity and/or Location

Letters

• Was imprisoned multiple times by the Roman
authorities for his religious agitation.
• Wrote several theological letters (some of
which are included in the New Testament).
• Died sometime between ad 62–64; Paul may
have been martyred in Rome.
Chronological Issues
The Book of Acts and the Pauline Letters
Much of the book of Acts is dedicated to Paul’s
life and travels. His letters also provide information about him. While many points of reference
between Acts and the letters are in agreement,
other details of his life stand in tension. The autobiographical details in Paul’s letters can allow for
construction of a rough chronology of his life. This
chronology is then filled in by the details provided
by Acts. Sources outside of the Bible also provide
information on Paul’s life (Dunn, Beginning from
Jerusalem, 78–79; Fitzmyer, Acts of the Apostles, 133;
Riesner, “Pauline Chronology,” 9–29). Two points
that are problematic for harmonizing the letters
with Acts include:
1. Acts doesn’t mention Paul’s time in Arabia (Gal
1:17) and seems to imply that Paul immediately
returned to Jerusalem after leaving Damascus
(Acts 9:23).
2. It is unclear whether Gal 2:1–10 coheres with
Acts 11 or Acts 15.

Acts

Outside Attestation

Pre-Christian
Jewish Heritage

2 Cor 11:22; Phil 3:4–
5; Rom 11:1

Tarsus

Gal 1:21

Educated in Jerusalem
Pharisee

Jerome, On Illustrious Men 5
Acts 22:2 (compare
9:30; 11:25)
Acts 22:3; 26:4

Phil 3:5 (compare
Gal 1:14)

Acts 23:6; 26:5

121

Lexham Bible Dictionary

Persecutor

Gal 1:13–14, 22–23; 1
Acts 7:58; 8:1–3;
Cor 15:9; Phil 3:6; 1 9:1–2, 13–14, 21; 22:4,
Tim 1:13–15
19–20; 26:10–11

ad 31/32

Early Christian Life
Call/Conversion

Gal 1:15–16; 1 Cor Acts 9:1–22; 22:1–21; Ascension of Isaiah
15:9–10; Phil 3:4–11
26:1–18
9.16

Arabia

Gal 1:17

Damascus

Gal 1:17; 2 Cor 11:32–
33

Acts 9:23–25

Jerusalem

Gal 1:18–19

Acts 9:26–29

Caesarea

Acts 9:30

Tarsus

Acts 9:30

Antioch

Jerusalem

Acts 11:26

ad 39–40 (Chronicle of John Malalas
244–45)

Acts 11:30; 12:25

ad 44; Famine (Suetonius, Claud. 18.2;
Josephus, Ant. 20.51–
53, 101)

Initial Missionary
Journey
Antioch

Acts 13:1–3

Seleucia

Acts 13:4

Salamis

Acts 13:5

New Paphos

Acts 13:6–12

Perga of Pamphylia

Acts 13:13

Gal 1:21; 4:13; 2 Tim
3:11 (Assuming the
Antioch of Pisidia
South Galatian Theory)
Iconium
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2 Tim 3:11

ad 40; Death of Aretas IV

Acts 13:14–52
Acts 14:1–7

Lystra

Acts 14:8–20

Derbe

Acts 14:20

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
Lystra, Iconium,
Antioch

Acts 14:21–23

Perga, Attalia

Acts 14:25

Antioch

Acts 14:26–28

Jerusalem Conference
Jerusalem

Gal 2:1–10

Acts 15:1–29

Antioch

Gal 2:11–14

Acts 15:36–39

ad 48

Second Missionary
Journey
Syria and Cilicia

Acts 15:41

Derbe and Lystra

Acts 16:1–5

Phyrgia and Galatia

Acts 16:6

Mysia

Acts 16:7–8

Troas

Acts 16:8–10

Samothrace

Acts 16:11

Neapolis

Acts 16:11

Philippi

1 Thess 2:2; Phil 4:15

Amphipolis and
Apollonia
Thessalonica

Acts 17:1
1 Thess 2:1–12; Phil
4:15

Berea
Athens

Corinth

Acts 16:12–40

Acts 17:1–9
Acts 17:10–14

1 Thess 3:1–6

1 Cor 3:6; 4:15

Acts 17:15–34

Acts 18:1–17

ad 49; Jews expelled
from Rome (Suetonius, Claud. 25.4;
Orosius, C. Gent.
7.6.15–16; Dio Cassius
Rom. Hist. 60.6.6)
ad 51; Gallio proconsul of Achaia (SIG,
801; Seneca, Moral
Ep. 104.1)

Cenchrea

Acts 18:18
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Ephesus

Acts 18:19–21

Caesarea

Acts 18:22

Third (Collection)
Journey
Galatia and Phyrgia

Acts 18:23

Ephesus

1 Cor 16:8

Corinth

2 Cor 13:1–2

Acts 19:1–40

(compare 2 Cor 1:15–
16; 2:1–2, 5–8; 7:11–12;
12:14, 19–21)
Ephesus

2 Cor 2:3–4, 9; 7:8–13

Troas

2 Cor 2:12–13

Macedonia

2 Cor 7:5–7

Illyricum

Rom 15:19

Corinth/Greece

Rom 15:26

Acts 20:2

Macedonia/Philippi

Acts 20:3–6a

Troas

Acts 20:6b–12

Assos, Mitylene,
Chios, Samos

Acts 20:13–15

Miletus

Acts 20:16–38

Cos, Rhodes, Patara

Acts 21:1–2

Tyre

Acts 21:1–2

Ptolemais

Acts 21:7

Caesarea

Acts 21:8–14

Jerusalem
Arrest in the Temple
Imprisonment in
Jerusalem
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Acts 20:1

Rom 15:25

Acts 21:15, 17–26
Acts 21:27–31
Acts 21:22–32

ad 57

Concepts, People, and Place Entries

Imprisonment at
Caesarea

Acts 23:23–26:32

Felix as Procurator
(compare Josephus,
Ant. 20.182; Tacitus,
Annals 13.14)

Trip to Rome

Acts 27:1–28:10

ad 59; Festus procurator

Arrival and Imprisonment in Rome

Acts 28:11–31

Trip to Spain(?)

Rom 15:24, 28

ad 62–63 (1 Clement
5.5–7)

Imprisonment
and Execution in
Rome(?)

2 Tim 1:8; 4:6–8

ad 62–64 (Eusebius,
Hist. eccl. 2.22)

Dating and Authorship of the Pauline Letters
While locating a date of composition for most
books in the Bible yields only tentative results,
several of Paul’s letters yield relatively solid historical dates. The dates of others are debated. Letters directly attributed to Paul include:
• 1 Thessalonians (circa ad 51)
• 1 Corinthians (circa ad 52–55)
• 2 Corinthians (circa ad 52–55)
• Galatians (circa ad 50–55)
• Romans (circa ad 55–57)
• Philemon (circa ad 55–56)
• Philippians (circa ad 55–56)
While the above letters and dates are generally
accepted, other complications arise. For example,
Weiss argues that some of these “undisputed” letters (e.g., 1 and 2 Corinthians; Philippians) are actually multiple letters that have been merged into
a single document (Weiss, Der este Korintherbrief,
xl—xliii). Collins and Danker argue against a “partitionist” hypotheses (Collins, First Corinthians,
10–14; Danker, 2 Corinthians, 19–20).
Many have argued that the other letters traditionally attributed to Paul, and particularly
the Pastoral Letters (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and
Titus), may not have been composed directly by
Paul. These “disputed” letters may reflect words
from the disciples of Paul written in the name of
Paul. They could also represent the words of Paul

himself that disciples remembered and wrote
down later. Second Thessalonians, Colossians, and
Ephesians occupy something of a middle ground
between the universally accepted letters and the
Pastorals. Many attribute them to Paul’s direct
composition, while others place them alongside
the Pastorals as disputed.
For a more detailed discussion of the authorship of the Pauline letters, see this article: Paul the
Apostle, Critical Issues.
Psychological Observations
Paul’s “psyche” is a subject of study. Martin Luther
argued that Paul agonized about his imperfection
under Jewish law. He asserted that Paul was deeply troubled about earning his way to salvation
through works, and that he was liberated from
this agony when he discovered salvation by faith.
However, Luther may have been projecting his
own conflict with Roman Catholicism onto Paul’s
relationship with Judaism (Stendahl, “Introspective Consciousness,” 199–221; Sanders, Paul: A
Very Short Introduction, 57; Dunn, Theology of Paul,
336–37). Paul seems to have been proud of his
ability to excel within Judaism (Dunn, Theology of
Paul, 350–51). In fact, he claims to have been “found
blameless” in “righteousness which is in the Law”
(Phil 3:6 NASB).
Paul’s words about the “wretched man” in
Rom 7:24 have also received attention. It is un125
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clear to what extent Paul is referring to himself
in Rom 7:14–25. He describes inner conflict when
he writes, “For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to
do, but I am doing the very thing I hate. But if I do
the very thing I do not want to do, I agree with the
Law, confessing that the Law is good. So now, no
longer am I the one doing it, but sin which dwells
in me” (Rom 7:15–17 NASB).
• Packer argues that Paul was referring to his
own experience as a Christian who continued
to struggle with sin (see Packer, “Wretched
Man Revisited,” 70–81).
• Moo asserts that Paul refers to his previous life
in Judaism without Christ (see Moo, Epistle to
the Romans, 441–67).
• Dunn argues that Paul is referring to the common human experience under the sin of Adam
(Dunn, Romans 1–8, 374–412). He speaks for all
Jews and Gentiles, and then moves toward saying something about his own struggles.
Paul’s writings demonstrate that he exhibited a
high level of self-confidence. For example, he declares himself an “apostle” on par with Jesus’ first
disciples (2 Cor 11:5). His concept of “apostleship”
grows out of his conviction that the risen Christ
had called him to a particular mission (1 Cor 9:1).
From this calling, he is willing to exert his leadership over other church leaders (Phlm 1:17–21), take
bold positions (Rom 15:15), and rebuke them when
necessary (Gal 2:11–14). Paul’s zeal for Judaism and
his sense of self-purpose apparently continued
(although transformed in direction) throughout
his life in Christ.
Pauline Theology
Foundations and Developments
Paul’s letters contain many theological statements
(i.e., statements about God). For example, he
writes:
• (Rom 1:17 NASB)—“God is revealed from faith
to faith”
• (Rom 1:18 NASB)—“The wrath of God is revealed from heaven”
• (Rom 6:23)—“The free gift of God is eternal life
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in Christ Jesus our Lord”
• (1 Cor 14:33)—“God is not a God of confusion
but of peace”
• (Gal 3:20)—“God is only one”
The statements that Paul makes about God, Israel,
and creation draw from his lifetime of fluency in
Jewish culture, ritual, scripture, and religious experience. For example, the statement “God is only
one” likely echoes the foundational Jewish statement of monotheism in Deut 6:4 (NASB): “Hear, O
Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.” While
Paul does not include an overt statement of monotheism in every letter, this foundation stands beneath all of Paul’s theology.
Most (perhaps all) of Paul’s letters were written for particular occasions. Paul often assumes
that his audiences will already share a foundation
of knowledge with him so doesn’t restate information that he assumes they know. As a result, none
of Paul’s letters provide us with a systematic theology. The text that best resembles a fully voiced,
theological manifesto is the book of Romans. Yet
even in this letter, Paul leaves much unsaid. This
results in gaps in interpreting his theological program.
Monotheism. Paul often appeals to the foundational beliefs of Judaism when he wants to support
a controversial argument. For example, 1 Cor 8:6
(NASB) presents an assumption of monotheism:
“yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from
whom are all things and we exist for Him; and one
Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we
exist through Him.” In this passage, Paul builds
from the foundation of Jewish monotheism to
make a case for the divinity of Christ—an argument that would have been highly controversial to
most Jews in the first century. By appealing to Deut
6:4, Paul attempts to ground his belief in Jesus’ divinity on the very foundation of Judaism (Wright,
Climax 120–36).
Salvation. The first-century Jewish concept of
salvation was essentially linked to (although not
limited to) ethnicity—whether an individual
was an Israelite or a Gentile. Paul abandoned this
notion, arguing that the Israelites were chosen
because of the promise God made to Abraham.

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
According to Paul, Abraham was justified through
faith, not ethnicity. Paul asserted that Abraham
was justified before God without the Law, and
he identified Abraham as a precedent for being
a Gentile within Israel’s covenant. Furthermore,
Paul asserted that Abraham’s covenant promised
to be a blessing for all foreigners (see Gal 3:1; Rom
4:1–5:21).
Resurrection
Paul’s understanding of covenant-election and final judgment is connected to his interpretation of
Christ’s death and resurrection. Paul believed that
he was living in a new era marked by the resurrection of Jesus. In this new era, sin, exile, and death
had been conquered. While he had previously
thought that the era of resurrection would mark
the end of the previous era, Paul’s understanding
of Jesus’ resurrection changed his view.
Paul believed that the new era had already
come; paradoxically, he also believed that the
fully realized era had not yet come. In a sense, he
believed that he was living in overlapping eras
(Ladd, Gospel of the Kingdom, 40–51). While resurrection was a reality, sin, exile, and death are still
evident. Paul urged his followers to participate
in Jesus’ death and resurrection through baptism
and thus participate in the new reality—one that
would be marked by the evidence and guidance of
the Holy Spirit. Paul’s vision for salvation includes
all of creation (Rom 8:1); he believed that every
part of reality under the curse of Adam would be
made new in Christ.
Various Schools of Thought
It is debated whether Paul’s theology of “grace and
faith” is contrary to a more popular theology of
“law and works.” Martin Luther proposed that the
Judaism of Paul’s time was a merit-based religion
wherein individuals earned their way to salvation.
He argued that Paul was able to include non-Jews
into the promises of Israel because “in Christ”
salvation was by grace and faith. Responses to Luther’s arguments are varied.
• Cranfield, Schriener, and Seifrid accept Luther’s ideas (Cranfield, On Romans, 1–14; Schriener, Law, 13–32; Seifrid, “New Perspective,”
4–18)

• Sanders, Watson, Wright, and Dunn argue that
Luther misunderstood first century Judaism,
and thus misrepresented Paul (Sanders, Paul
and Palestinian Judaism, 1–12; Watson, Paul,
Judaism and the Gentiles, 1–22; Wright, Climax,
1–17; Dunn, “New Perspective,” 183–214). This
“New Perspective” argues that Judaism was
always a religion of grace, and that Jewish law
maintained a person’s status within the covenant—keeping the Jewish laws was an outward
response to grace, not a way to obtain grace.
• Westerholm and Thielman acknowledge the
faults of both Luther and the “New Perspective
on Paul” (Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New,
408–39; Thielman, Plight to Solution, 1–27).
The extent to which Paul’s letters intended to subvert the Roman Empire is also debated. Crossan,
Reed, and Elliot argue that Paul implicitly (and
sometimes overtly) positions the gospel of Jesus
against the Roman Imperial religion and the imperial presence of Rome in general (e.g., Crossan and
Reed, In Search of Paul, 69–123; Elliot, Liberating
Paul, 181–226). Bryan and Kim argue that Paul had
very little interest in politics and refused to give
Rome any particular prominence within his theology (Bryan, Render to Caesar, 77–93; Kim, Christ and
Caesar, 3–71).
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Leveraging the technology and databases that power Logos Bible Software, Lexham Bible Dictionary clearly
identifies every biblical person and place, as seen in the following examples for people named James.

JAMES, SON OF ZEBEDEE (Ἰάκωβος, Iakōbos)
A member of Jesus’ inner circle of disciples. The
brother of John. Not to be confused with James,
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brother of Jesus or James, son of Alphaeus. Later
Christian tradition called him “James the Greater.”

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
Biblical Relevance
James first appears in Scripture in Matt 4:21, when
Jesus calls him and his brother John to become disciples. Each of the Synoptic Gospels identify James
as an early disciple of Jesus (Matt 4:18–22; Mark
1:16–20; Luke 5:10–11). He goes on to become one of
the disciples of Jesus’ inner circle, along with Peter and John (e.g., Mark 5:37; 9:2; 14:33). However,
James did not go on to become a central figure in
the early church.
Mark 1:20 records that upon receiving Jesus’
call to follow Him, James and John left their father
with “the hired men” or “servants.” This has led
Stein and Black to theorize that James grew up in a
relatively affluent family, one able to hire outside
help (Stein, Mark, 80; Black, Mark, 70). Marcus
similarly believes this statement “is a realistic detail that suggests the middle-class status of these
apostles.” He further speculates that Mark may
have included it “to reassure the reader that James
and John did not leave their father totally helpless”
(Marcus, Mark 1–8, 181).
Luke 5:10 describes James and John as Peter’s
“partners” (κοινωνοὶ, koinōnoi), suggesting the three
of them may have worked together in business
(see Bock, Luke, 1:460, who cites Schürmann, Luke,
270). Jesus’ choice to call Andrew, Peter, James, and
John makes sense in that they all knew one another and worked together (see Stein, Mark, 79).
Mark 3:17 records that “[Jesus] gave [James
and John] the name ‘Boanērges,’ which means ‘sons
of thunder’ ” (NIV). In Marcus’ view, this epithet
“may hint at the hot temper that the sons of Zebedee will later display” (Marcus, Mark 1–8, 269; see
also Stein, Mark, 172). As support, Marcus points
to Luke 9:54, which records that when some Samaritans refused to receive Jesus into their town,
James and John asked Jesus, “Lord, do you want us
to command fire to come down from heaven and
consume them?” (NASB; see also Mark 9:38; Marcus, Mark 1–8, 269).
In Mark 10:35–37 James and John ask Jesus if
they can rule next to Him in His kingdom. Jesus
responds by asking, “Can you drink the cup I drink
or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized
with?” (Mark 10:38 NIV). Marcus argues that
Mark’s community would have understood this

statement as an allusion to James’ martyrdom by
Agrippa I around ad 44 (see Acts 12:2; Marcus,
Mark 8–16, 754).
The Name James
In place of a surname, the New Testament identifies James by his relation to his father, Zebedee
(Mark 1:19), as was the common practice among
Jews of the ancient world. The Greek name Ἰάκωβος (Iakōbos) would be more properly transliterated as Jacobus or perhaps Jacob. Marcus offers the
following explanation: “The etymological process
of transformation is roughly: Gk Iakōbos to Latin
Jacobus to Late Latin Jacomus… to [still Late Latin]
Jāmes… to [English] James” (Marcus, Mark 1–8,
181). Marcus further argues that the Gospels mention Zebedee “in order to distinguish James and
John from two other famous people with the same
names, James the Lord’s brother and John the Baptist” (Marcus, Mark 1–8, 180–81). James is usually
mentioned before John, possibly indicating he was
the older brother (Marcus, Mark 1–8, 180; Stein,
Mark, 79).
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mentioned there, he has often in church history
been called “James the Less” to distinguish him
from James, son of Zebedee (James “the Great”).
He may be a brother of Levi (or Matthew), who is
called a son of Alphaeus in Mark 2:14.

JAMES, SON OF ALPHAEUS (Ἰάκωβος, Iakōbos)
A disciple listed ninth in the four lists of Jesus’
twelve disciples (Matt 10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke
6:15; Acts 1:13). It is possible that James, son of
Alphaeus, is the James called the less/younger in
Mark 15:40. Regardless of whether he is the James

1. whether the conquest accounts are historical;
2. when the conquest may have occurred; and
3. how to explain the emergence of Israel if there
was no actual conquest.

JAMES, FATHER OF JUDAS (Ἰάκωβος, Iakōbos)
The father of the 11th disciple, Judas (Luke 6:16,
Acts 1:13). James, father of Judas, is not mentioned
in the other two lists of disciples (Matt 10:3;
Mark 3:18) but is included in these two places to
distinguish this Judas from the infamous Judas
Iscariot. The son of this James may be the same
“Judas (not Iscariot)” of John 14:22. It is very
unlikely that this should be translated Judas, the
brother of James.

JAMES THE LESS (Ἰάκωβος, Iakōbos) Also James
the Younger. A man mentioned as the son of a
certain Mary and brother of Joses in Mark 15:40.
Some have argued, based in part on Mark 6:3, that
he is to be identified with James the brother of
Jesus. This title has also been applied in church
tradition to James, son of Alphaeus, to distinguish
him from James the Great, son of Zebedee. This
James, son of Mary, is possibly also mentioned in
Matt 27:56 and Luke 24:10.

*****

CONQUEST OF CANAAN According to the book
of Joshua, the military campaigns of the Israelites
in the region of Canaan (west of the Jordan River)
Chris Kugler
were led by Joshua and succeeded in a relatively
short period of time. Scholarly debate over the
conquest has focused on:
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Conquest Narrative in the Bible
In the book of Numbers, Yahweh tells Moses to instruct the Israelites to drive out all the inhabitants
of Canaan, to destroy their idols and religious high
places, and to take possession of the land (Num
33:51–53). The goal of this conquest, according to
the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, and Judges,
was to establish the Israelites as a cohesive nation
in the promised land.
Initial Conquest
The narrative describing the conquest of Canaan
under Joshua is presented in Josh 6–12.
• The campaign begins with the attack on Jericho (Josh 6:1–26). Next, the Israelites attack Ai;
after an initial failure, they destroy the city and
defeat Bethel in the process (Josh 7:2–8:29).
• Residents of the next city, Gibeon, act cunningly to strike a pact with the Israelites and agree
to serve as their woodcutters and water carriers (Josh 9:1–27).
• Five Amorite city-states in the region—Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon—respond to the pact by attacking Gibeon together,
but the Israelites and Yahweh intervene to defeat the Amorite alliance (Josh 10:1–28).
• The Israelites then press south and conquer
the cities of Libnah, Lachish, Gezer, Eglon, Hebron, and Debir, and the region of the southern
wilderness (Josh 10:29–43).
• The final phase of the conquest involves the
northern part of Canaan. After defeating a coalition of city-states on the battlefield, Joshua
and the Israelites destroy Hazor, the most powerful city in Canaan at the time (Josh 11:1–14).
The narrative concludes with a summary of Joshua’s conquests, including a list of 31 kings and cities that were defeated by the Israelites (Josh 11:15–
12:24). A statement made by Caleb suggests that
these battles took place over the course of roughly
five years (Josh 14:7, 10; Caleb’s 45-year age difference includes the Israelites’ 40 years of wandering
in the wilderness).
Additional Campaigns
While the period of the conquest typically is considered to begin with the crossing of the Jordan

and the attack on Jericho and end with the capture
of Hazor, the text of Joshua describes additional
regions that remained to be conquered (Josh 13:1–
6). Even in the regions of the initial conquest, the
Israelites’ struggle to control the land continued
for centuries.
The Israelites’ full conquest of the land can
include their subsequent campaign on the eastern
side of the Jordan River, as well as later battles
during the time of the Judges. (The beginning of
Judges lists the places that the Israelites were not
able to conquer; Judg 1:19, 27–35.) However, these
additional campaigns typically are not considered
part of the main conquest narrative.
Historical Reliability
According to many modern scholars, the archaeological record poses significant challenges to a
historical reading of the conquest account (Finkelstein and Mazar, Quest, 61–62; Lemche, Early Israel,
56). Evaluations of the archaeological data and
comparisons to the narrative in Joshua typically
seek to determine:
1. whether the Israelites’ emergence involved
a military conquest (versus alternative theories of origin; see below: “Nonhistorical Approach”);
2. the probable date of the conquest (if one occurred) or emergence; and
3. the extent of agreement between specific
events in the narrative and the archaeological
record.
Some scholars accept the biblical narrative as history, while others view it as a myth or legend that
serves only to communicate ideology or theology.
While there is no consensus among current scholars, many question the historical basis of Joshua’s
conquest account (Finkelstein and Silberman, Bible Unearthed, 107, 118).
Historical Approach
This view accepts the conquest of Canaan as a historical event that occurred as depicted in the book
of Joshua (Albright, From the Stone Age, 273–89;
Bright, History of Israel, 129–43; Younger, Ancient
Conquest Accounts, 237–41). Within this view, there
are two main options for the date of the conquest
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(both within the Late Bronze Age, ca. 1500–1200
bc):
1. The conquest began just before 1400 bc, near
the end of the Late Bronze I period (Garstang,
“Story of Jericho,” 368–72; Wood, “Did the Israelites” 44–58).
2. The conquest began in the late 1200s bc, near
the end of Late Bronze II period (Yadin, “Israel Comes to Canaan,” 16–23; Ben-Tor, “Fall
of Canaanite Hazor,” 456–67; Kitchen, On the
Reliability; Albright, “Israelite Conquest of Canaan,” 11–23).
Literal Chronology: Around 1400 bc. According
to a literal reading of the Bible’s chronology, the
conquest of Canaan began around 1400 bc (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests). This is determined primarily by working backward from the established date
for the start of Solomon’s reign—ca. 970 bc.
• First Kings 6:1 indicates that the fourth year of
Solomon’s reign (ca. 966 bc) was the 480th year
after the exodus. This puts the exodus around
1446 bc.
• The Israelites camped at Sinai for about two
years (Num 10:11–12) and wandered in the
wilderness for about 40 years (Num 14:33; see
Josh 14:10). This puts the start of the conquest
around 1404 bc.
Figurative Chronology: Late 1200s bc. Following a figurative reading of the Bible’s chronology,
the second historical view dates the conquest to
the late 13th century bc (Kitchen, On the Reliability, 310; Hoffmeier, “What Is the Biblical Date”).
This approach associates Rameses the city (Exod
1:11) with the Rameses the pharaoh; the result is a
shorter time frame between the exodus and Solomon’s reign. Based on excavations showing layers
of violent destruction at several sites, Albright
concluded that the conquest occurred in the late
13th century bc (Albright, “Israelite Conquest
of Canaan,” 17–23). Subsequent excavations and
evaluations revealed that some of the destruction
evidence cited by Albright actually dates to after
the 13th century bc. Additionally, the Merneptah
Stele (ca. 1209 bc), which appears to name Israel
as the dominant group in Canaan, poses serious
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problems for a late 13th-century bc conquest (Hasel, “Israel in the Merneptah Stela,” 45–61). Scholars have largely abandoned this late 13th century
bc date due to discrepancies between the Joshua
narrative and the situation in Canaan in the 13th
century bc (as indicated by archaeological data;
Finkelstein and Silberman, Bible Unearthed, 76).
Nonhistorical Approach
In this view, the conquest is a later literary invention with little historical reliability (Finkelstein
and Silberman, Bible Unearthed, 107, 118; Dever,
Who Were, 51–74; Na’aman, “Conquest of Canaan,”
280–81; Fritz, “Conquest or Settlement?”, 84;
Thompson, Origin Tradition; van Seters, Pentateuch). Killebrew asserts that the book of Joshua
contains little historical value and most likely
reflects a later period (Killebrew, Biblical Peoples,
152). Some scholars propose that the conquest accounts in Joshua and Judges actually were written
as propaganda or etiologies in the seventh century bc (or even as late as the fourth century bc).
To account for Israel’s emergence apart from the
conquest, scholars have suggested at least three
distinct theories:
• Infiltration model: There was no conquest of
Canaan by invaders, but instead a gradual and
peaceful infiltration of foreign nomads who
eventually formed the nation of Israel.
• Peasant-revolt model: An internal peasant revolt against Canaan’s elite eventually resulted
in a new culture—the Israelites.
• Displacement model: Certain residents of Canaan were forced to move into the highlands,
and they eventually organized themselves into
what came to be called the Israelites.
Infiltration Model. The infiltration model posits
that nomads, primarily from outside the region,
gradually settled the unoccupied highlands of Canaan. Around 1100 bc, these nomads merged with
some Canaanites into a tribal confederation that
became known as Israel. Later periods were characterized by clashes between this new group and
older Canaanite city-states (Alt, Essays, 175–221;
Noth, History of Israel, 68–86). The infiltration
model agrees with some of the trends of archaeological data (such as new settlements and a new
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material culture), but it does not directly address
questions relating to the destructions, abandonments, and demographic shifts that appear to have
occurred in Canaan around the transition from
Late Bronze I to Late Bronze II.
Peasant-Revolt Model. The peasant-revolt model, originally proposed by Mendenhall, contends
that there was no invasion of Canaan in the establishing years of the nation of Israel. Specifically,
Mendenhall asserts that Canaanite cities were not
destroyed and that the local population was not
displaced (Mendenhall, “Hebrew Conquest of Palestine,” 73–77). Instead, the early Israelites were
among a group of peasants that revolted against a
network of city-states, withdrew from Canaanite
society, and formed a separate culture (Mendenhall, “Hebrew Conquest of Palestine,” 73–77). The
peasant-revolt model thus views Israel’s emergence in Canaan as a result of a Marxist-style
rebellion of the lower classes against the elites
(Mendenhall, “Hebrew Conquest of Palestine,” 66–
87). One variation of this theory argues that the
destruction of certain cities in Late Bronze-Age
Canaan was a result of violence during the peasant revolts (Gottwald, Tribes of Yahweh, 406–09).
Against the plausibility of this model, no ancient
sources suggest the occurrence of a peasant revolt.
Displacement Model. The displacement model
hypothesizes that Israel’s emergence was due to
environmental and economic factors that prompted many Canaanites to move out of low-lying
city-states and into the highlands. Eventually, this
migration led to a separate ethnic group called
Israel (Fritz, “Conquest or Settlement?” 84–100;
Callaway, “The Settlement in Canaan,” 53–84).
Finkelstein promoted a variant of this model, suggesting that the distinct culture identified at Iron I
archaeological sites is a result of the resettlement
of the highlands by the same ethnic group that
previously lived there during the Middle Bronze
Age (Finkelstein and Mazar, Quest for the Historical
Israel, 83). According to this theory, the precursors
to the Israelites had adopted a sedentary life in
Middle Bronze II, then lived as pastoral nomads
in Canaan during the Late Bronze Age, and finally transitioned back to sedentary life in Iron Age

I; these transitions were motivated by economic
and political conditions (Finkelstein, Archaeology
of the Israelite Settlement, 41; Lemche, Early Israel, 427–29). While this model relies on a certain
understanding of settlement patterns in Canaan,
there is no ancient textual evidence that reinforces the theory; furthermore, recent demographic
studies demonstrate that the new settlements did
not emerge exclusively in the highlands of Canaan
(Kennedy, “Demographic Analysis”).
Archaeological Findings
General Archaeological Setting
According to descriptions in the books of Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Joshua, many cities of
Canaan had fortifications. Before being sent out
to scout sections of Canaan, the Israelites were
instructed to determine the fortification status
of the cities and towns (Num 13:19). The scouting
reports in the stories state that the cities were
fortified with high walls, gates, and bars (Num
13:28; Deut 3:5; Josh 10:20). Past archaeological
evaluations of Canaan in Late Bronze II, the period
in which some scholars have placed the conquest,
suggest that there was a startling lack of fortifications in the region. At most sites excavated, no fortifications constructed in Late Bronze II had been
found (Mazar, Archaeology, 243). However, massive
fortifications originally constructed in the Middle
Bronze Age often continued to be used at least into
the first part of the Late Bronze Age (Mazar, Archaeology, 243). Thus, the archaeological data indicates that the percentage of fortified cities in Late
Bronze II might have been low, but fortifications
from the Middle Bronze Age often remained in use
into Late Bronze I and, to a much lesser degree,
Late Bronze II. While this appears problematic for
a 13th-century bc conquest of Canaan, the setting
coincides with a conquest beginning at the end of
the 15th century bc.
According to a literal reading of chronological references such as Judg 11:26 and 1 Kgs 6:1,
correlated with chronological data from Egypt
and Assyria, the conquest of Canaan under Joshua would have begun just before 1400 bc. This
chronology restricts the events of Joshua to the
end of Late Bronze I and the transition to Late
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Bronze II. Geographically, the events were isolated within southern Canaan. Archaeological
excavations and surveys reveal that specific cities
mentioned in the conquest narratives were indeed
occupied and fortified in Late Bronze I (Hansen,
Evidence for Fortifications; Kennedy, A Demographic
Analysis). During the proposed time in which the
Israelites first began their conquest of Canaan,
the city-states had been weakened by previous
Egyptian incursions and domination, especially by
the campaigns of Pharaoh Thutmose III, but the
Egyptian empire from the end of the 15th century
bc until the late 14th century bc was either uninterested in Canaan or unable to control and dominate it. The book of Joshua might allude to this
weakening of Canaan prior to the conquest when
it mentions the “hornet,” a symbol for Egypt, being sent into the land ahead of the Israelites (Josh
24:12). The subsequent period was an opportune
time for attacks upon the Canaanite cities. Archaeological data now also may point to a significant
demographic shift around the time of transition
between Late Bronze I and Late Bronze II, at approximately 1400 bc (Kennedy, A Demographic
Analysis, 579–88).
The Amarna Letters, some of which were
written by leaders, administrators, and vassals in
Canaan around the midpoint of the Late Bronze
Age during the reign of Amenhotep III, illuminate
conditions and events of this period (Horowitz,
“The Amarna Age Inscribed Clay Cylinder from
Beth-Shean,” 97; Moran, The Amarna Letters, xxxiv—xxxix). In Canaan, several city rulers wrote
letters to the Egyptian administration describing
severe war and the loss of cities, and many of
these leaders appealed for military support from
Egypt—support that apparently never came—
for cities that, according to the book of Joshua,
the Israelites were in conflict against during the
conquest of Canaan (Moran, The Amarna Letters,
EA 189, 207, 215, 243, 246, 271, 288; Josh 10:1–4,
10:31–33,12:11–21). A pattern is evident in these letters that Hapiru were attacking and conquering
many cities throughout the land of Canaan. This
suggests the possibility that sections of the book of
Joshua and certain events described in the Amarna Letters could be describing several of the same
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conflicts.
Jericho
At Jericho, the findings from extensive archaeological excavations have challenged the accuracy
of the Joshua narrative and the entire Israelite
conquest. Multiple expeditions have concluded
that the archaeological remains do not precisely
match the book of Joshua. The main difficulty involves the date of the final destruction of Bronze
Age Jericho. However, there is general agreement
regarding the manner of Bronze Age Jericho’s destruction, which includes details that align with
the narrative in the book of Joshua.
Date of Jericho’s Destruction. The view that
the archaeology of Jericho supports the biblical account of the conquest of Canaan, based on
Garstang’s work at the site, suffered a major blow
after Kenyon published the conclusions from her
excavations at Jericho. Kenyon argued that the final Bronze Age city was from the Middle Bronze
Age in the 16th century bc, not anytime in the Late
Bronze Age, and thus the Israelite conquest narratives must be merely legends since they contradict
the archaeological findings (Kenyon, Digging Up
Jericho, 213–18, 257–58).
According to Kenyon, Jericho was unoccupied
in the Late Bronze Age, so a historical conquest
in either the 15th century bc or the 13th century
bc did not fit with the data. Kenyon’s conclusions
were widely accepted and unquestioned for decades. Recently, Wood re-examined much of the
pottery excavated at Jericho and agreed with
Garstang’s earlier view that the archaeological evidence pointed to a Late Bronze Age occupation and
destruction of Jericho around 1400 bc (Wood, “Did
the Israelites Conquer Jericho?”, 44–58; Garstang,
“The Story of Jericho,” 368–72).
Using pottery chronology, Garstang interpreted the date of the destruction of Jericho as not earlier than 1426 bc or later than 1385 bc—approximately during the reign of Amenhotep III (ca. 1400
bc), but before that of the next pharaoh, Akhenaten, since no scarab seal bearing his cartouche
has been found (Garstang, The Story of Jericho, 135;
Garstang, “The Story of Jericho,” 370–71). Garstang
also found imported wares from the Late Bronze
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I—specifically the Cypriot ware that Kenyon supposedly did not find in her excavations (Garstang,
“The Story of Jericho,” 369–70; Garstang, “Jericho:
City and Necropolis,” 111; Wood, “Dating Jericho’s
Destruction,” 48). Wood, in a re-examination of
pottery from Jericho (local wares in particular),
agreed with Garstang and argued that the pottery
demonstrated that the city was occupied into Late
Bronze I (Wood, “Dating Jericho’s Destruction,”
47–48). The most recent excavations at Jericho
have affirmed that Late Bronze I pottery was found
at the site in past excavations (Nigro, “The Built
Tombs,” 362).
Besides evidence from pottery found at the
site, 18th Dynasty scarabs and a seal that are particularly relevant to the date of destruction were
discovered in the tombs. A scarab of the Pharaoh
Queen Hatshepsut, another scarab, and a seal of
her co-regent and eventual successor Thutmose
III were found, along with two scarabs of Amenhotep III (Garstang, The Story of Jericho, 126). Scarabs of the two Pharaohs in between Thutmose III
and Amenhotep III—Amenhotep II and Thutmose
IV—have not yet been found at Jericho. However,
the nearly continuous nature of the scarab series stretching back hundreds of years suggests
that the cemetery was in active use up to the end
of Late Bronze I, sometime during the reign of
Amenhotep III. The end of the scarab sequence
suggests, in agreement with the pottery, that the
city was destroyed around 1400 bc during the
reign of Amenhotep III—the same pharaoh to
whom were written many of the Amarna Letters
from Canaan describing attacks on the cities.
A final piece of chronological information
comes from a cuneiform tablet discovered near the
Middle Building at Jericho and dated to the 15th
century bc, further suggesting occupation of the
site until around 1400 bc (van der Toorn, “Cuneiform Documents,” 98). Ultimately, the archaeology
of Jericho does not unequivocally rule out a destruction around 1400 bc, and Kenyon’s assertion
that there was no evidence of occupation from
the Late Bronze Age is contradicted by pottery
and Egyptian scarabs that can date only to Late
Bronze I.
Manner of Jericho’s Destruction. The wall of the

final Bronze Age city of Jericho is referred to as a
cyclopean wall that encapsulates the city, and its
construction dates to Middle Bronze III around
1600 bc (Nigro and Taha, “Renewed Excavations,”
731, 734). Although the wall was built earlier than
the period(s) given for the conquest, the massive
fortifications continued to remain in use through
the final destruction of the city, just as similar
fortifications did at many other cities in Canaan
during the Late Bronze Age. Especially important,
though, is the manner in which the walls and city
were destroyed. According to the book of Joshua,
the walls fell down upon themselves rather than
being battered back into the city; the Israelites
then charged into the city and set it ablaze (Josh
6:20, 24). Archaeologically, this is exactly what was
found—the mud brick walls fell down in front of
the city; these bricks formed a crude ramp that
would have allowed attackers to climb up into the
city; and after the walls collapsed, Jericho suffered
a massive destruction by fire (Nigro and Taha,
“Renewed Excavations,” 735; Marchetti, Nigro,
Sarie, “Preliminary Report,” 143; Kenyon, Jericho,
680; Wood, “Did the Israelites Conquer Jericho?”,
54, 56; Garstang, The Story of Jericho, 118, 136, 142).
The way in which the city was burned also
is consistent with the description in the book of
Joshua, in that the Israelites burned but did not
plunder the city’s wares (Josh 6:18, 24). Excavations found many large storage jars full of grain
that had been completely burned along with the
buildings, as if the attackers had avoided looting the city (Kenyon, Digging Up Jericho, 230, 261;
Garstang, The Story of Jericho, 141; Garstang, “The
Walls of Jericho,” 193–94). Overall, the archaeological findings about the manner of destruction at
Jericho are consistent with the Jericho conquest
narrative found in the book of Joshua.
Ai
After Jericho’s fall, the book of Joshua claims that
the city of Ai was destroyed and burned. Because
of its general location and prominence, Khirbet
et-Tell has been the major candidate for the site
of ancient Ai. Most archeological evaluations of
Khirbet et-Tell have suggested that it was not occupied during the Late Bronze Age. Therefore, the
dominant view among scholars is that the con135
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quest of Ai by the Israelites was not a historical
event (Mazar and Finkelstein, The Quest for the Historical Israel, 62). As a result, other sites in the area
have been proposed as candidates for Ai, such as
Khirbet Maqatir and Khirbet Nisya. Although both
sites have yielded pottery from the Late Bronze
Age, Nisya had extremely limited remains and Maqatir appears to have been merely a village or outpost, perhaps walled, occupied at the beginning
of the Late Bronze Age (Livingston, Khirbet Nisya,
203–22; Livingston, “Is Kh. Nisya the Ai of the Bible?”, 13–20; Wood, “The Search for Joshua’s Ai,”
230; Wood, “Khirbet el-Maqatir, 1995–1998,”123–30;
Wood, Digging up Joshua’s Ai, 10–16). Because alternative suggestions have not yet revealed any convincing archaeological evidence that matches fully
with the narrative about the fire destruction of a
prominent fortified city in the region during the
Late Bronze Age, most scholars have been reluctant to accept the relocation of Ai.
Khirbet et-Tell still stands out as an imposing
mound. This site was promoted by Albright as a
result of his exploration of the area east of Beitin, and he saw no other possible site for Ai than
Khirbet et-Tell (Albright, The Biblical Period, 29).
Geographical factors in its favor as the site for Ai
include its proximity to Beitin (Bethel), a valley to
the north of the site, a plain nearby, and ancient
fortifications. Khirbet et-Tell was surveyed by
multiple explorers and archaeologists, but the first
actual excavations, though brief, were carried out
by Garstang in 1928 (Garstang, Department of Antiquities Report). A few years later, Marquet-Krause
excavated the great walled city of the Early Bronze
Age and part of a small Israelite Iron Age village
(Callaway, “Excavating Ai,” 19). Because a Late
Bronze Age city was not discovered, she concluded
that the Israelite conquest account of Ai (Josh 7–8)
was primarily legend (Marquet-Krause, “La Deuxieme Campagne,” 341). Later excavations appeared
to confirm the idea that the Late Bronze Age city
was missing (Callaway, “New Evidence,” 314).
Thus, during the period when the Israelite conquest of Ai was supposed to have taken place (the
Late Bronze Age) Khirbet et-Tell was apparently
uninhabited.
However, Garstang reported Late Bronze Age
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habitation at the site, although the majority of his
soundings were actually on the side of the mound,
outside the city walls (Garstang, Department of
Antiquities Report; Callaway, “Ai,” 39). Specifically,
Late Bronze I pottery dating to the 15th century bc
was found, including a Cypriot wishbone handle,
but no pottery types from after 1400 bc (Garstang,
Joshua—Judges, 356; Callaway, et al., “The 1964 “ai
(Et-Tell) Excavations,” 13). If Khirbet et-Tell was
uninhabited during the Middle and Late Bronze
Ages, then either the narrative about the Israelite
conquest of Ai is unhistorical or Khirbet et-Tell is
not the city of Ai recorded in Joshua.
Hazor
The massive city of Hazor in the north is the third
and final site that the conquest narrative in Joshua
reports was attacked and burned by the Israelites.
The text specifies complete destruction of Hazor
by fire (Josh 11:11). Archaeological excavations
revealed two fiery destructions of the city in the
Late Bronze Age—one around 1400 bc and another toward the end of the 13th century bc. The
first archaeological work at Hazor was a brief but
important excavation which found that the city
had been destroyed in a massive fire—both on the
acropolis and in the lower city (Garstang, Joshua—
Judges, 197–98). This destruction in the lower city
was dated to roughly 1400 bc.
Later, in the first major excavations at Hazor, it
was confirmed that Hazor suffered a fiery destruction near the end of Late Bronze I (Yadin, “Further Light on Biblical Hazor,” 33–47). Destruction
of the city in the late 15th century bc, including a
massive fire, was discovered at gates, temples, administrative buildings, cisterns, and pottery workshops (Yadin, Hazor; Yadin, “The Fourth Season of
Excavations at Hazor.”; Ben-Tor and Bonfil, Hazor
V). An important chronological marker, a royal
scarab of Pharaoh Thutmose IV, indicated that the
city continued to be occupied through most of the
15th century bc and destroyed near 1400 bc (Yadin, Hazor, 64). A widespread burning of the city,
intentional destruction of temples, and a period
of abandonment following the attack all suggest
that the Israelites destroyed Hazor around 1400
bc (Yadin, Hazor II, 153; Wood, “From Ramesses to
Shiloh,” 256–82; Petrovich, “The Dating of Hazor’s
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Destruction,” 489–512).
If the destruction at Hazor around the end of
the 15th century bc connects with the conquest of
Canaan, then the destruction toward the end of
Late Bronze I (near the end of the 13th century bc)
likely correlates with the attack on Hazor by Deborah and Barak, as recorded in Judg 4.
Shechem
References to Shechem in the book of Joshua also
are relevant to the understanding of the conquest
of Canaan. Joshua records no violent or destructive attack at Shechem, and yet the entirety of the
Israelite tribes are said to have assembled there
without resistance. Joshua 8:33 claims that the Israelites and local inhabitants assembled between
Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, in the area of the
Shechem city-state. The mention of newcomers
and natives indicates that Israelites and at least
some residents of Shechem gathered together in
peaceful association. In Joshua 24, Shechem is the
site of another peaceful gathering of Israelites, as
if the city had been conquered or a treaty had been
forged (Josh 24:1, 25). Because Shechem does not
appear in the list of conquered Canaanite cities
and kings (Josh 12:9–24), the logical conclusion is
that Shechem was not attacked by the Israelites
(Wright, “Shechem and League Shrines,” 575). Instead, an agreement for peaceful takeover or residence might have been made.
Shechem is mentioned in the Amarna Letters,
particularly in association with a Canaanite leader
named Labayu and Pharaoh Amenhotep III around
1400 bc (Harrelson, “Shechem in Extra-Biblical References,” 6). Perhaps the most important
Amarna Letter relating to Shechem and the Israelites records that Labayu had given the land of
Shechem to the Hapiru (Moran, The Amarna Letters, EA 289). This letter could explain the missing
piece from the book of Joshua—that for some reason the local leader gave Shechem to the Israelites,
avoiding battle. During the period into which this
event would fit, around 1400 bc, there is no archaeological evidence of an attack or destruction
at Shechem (Campbell, “Shechem,” 1347). In fact,
for approximately 50 years or more on each side of
1400 bc, archaeological data shows an undisturbed
time of occupation at Shechem, which accords

with the accounts in the book of Joshua (Dever,
“The Chronology of Syria-Palestine,” 15; Wright,
Shechem, 78, 122; Josh 8:33–35; 24:1, 25).
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sic declaration along the lines of “to acquit, to vindicate” or “to recognize/declare as right” (BDAG,
249). The LXX most often renders ( צדקtsdq) with
dikaioō in a forensic sense, as in Gen 38:26, where
Judah declares that Tamar is “justified rather than
I,” and in Deut 25:1 where judges must “judge and
justify the righteous one and condemn the impious.” The forensic usage of dikaioō continues
in subsequent Jewish writings (Sirach 7:5; 10:29;
13:22; 42:2; Psalms of Solomon 2:15; 3:3, 5; 8:7, 23, 26;
9:2), and this certainly influences usage in the New
Testament as well (Rom 2:13; 3:20, 24, 28, 4:2; 5:1,
T. Michael Kennedy etc.). At the same time, the judicial usage of dikaioō
as “to do justice,” common in Greek literature,
also appears in the LXX, as in Psa 82:3 with “Give
justice to the orphan and poor; of lowly and needy
JUSTIFICATION (δικαιόω, dikaioō, δικαίως,
maintain the right,” and Isa 1:17 with “defend the
dikaiōs) A Christian doctrine concerning how beorphan and do justice to the widow,” which is
lievers are declared to be in the right with God
analogous to the usage of ekdikeō in Luke 18:3, 5 for
through their faith in Jesus Christ.
“grant justice.” The noun dikaiōsis comes close to
“justification” or “vindication” and occurs only in
Introduction
Rom 4:25; 5:18, where it signifies the status of one
Justification is the biblical teaching about how
declared to be righteous.
believers are declared to be right before God
even though they are not actually righteous in
Luke–Acts
themselves. Given that Greek language does not
Outside Paul, references to dikaioō are most comstrictly differentiate “righteousness” and “justice” mon in Luke-Acts. A forensic sense of the term
as in English, the translation of the Greek words
is evident in Luke 7:29, where the crowd affirms
dikaioō and dikaiōsis into English creates an inJesus’ pronouncement about John the Baptist: “all
terpretive problem. Some have suggested using
the people … even the tax collectors—affirmed the
the Anglo-Saxon word “rightwise” (K. Grobel’s
righteousness of God, because they had been baptranslation of Bultmann, Theology, 1:253), the netized with the baptism of John.” Justifying God was
ologism “to righteous” (Sanders Paul, the Law, 6;
a common Jewish theme (e.g., Psalms of Solomon
Paul, 54–55), terms like “rectify” and “rectification” 8:7; Rom 3:4, 26). According to Luke 10:29, a scribe
(Martyn Galatians, 249–75; Moore, Rectification; de tested Jesus with the question “Who is my neighBoer, “Paul’s Use”), or even the barbarism “dikaio- bor?” because the scribe wanted “to justify himsify” (Westerholm, Perspectives, 262–63). However, self,” in the sense of trying to make a good case for
it is probably better to retain the customary trans- himself in public. The same sense of public reclation of “justify” and “justification” and to explain ognition of right occurs in Luke 16:15, where Jesus
their meaning with reference to usage in the New
censures the Pharisees: “You are the ones who jusTestament and articulation in Christian doctrine.
tify themselves in the sight of men, but God knows
your hearts.” Again, in this passage there is a close
Justification and the New Testament
parallel to Jewish usage of justifying oneself before others or before God (e.g., Gen 44:16; Job 32:2).
Lexical Data
In the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax ColIn Greek usage the verb dikaioō, usually translated
lector,
Luke informs readers that the tax collector,
as “to justify” in the New Testament, commonly
has a judicial sense of “to show justice, do justice,” rather than the self-righteous Pharisee, was “justhough in other instances it can designate a foren- tified” because of his confession of his sin and plea
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for mercy. The declarative sense is clear here, with
connotations of forgiveness and righteous status, and is plainly analogous to Pauline discourse
about justification. However, as a pre-Easter event,
the tax collector’s justification probably means
“vindicated as a faithful covenant member” rather
justified by faith like a Christ-believer.
Luke reflects Pauline usage in his account of
Paul’s preaching in Pisidian Antioch as he records
Paul’s sermon in the synagogue: “Therefore let it
be known to you, men and brothers, that through
this one forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you,
and from all the things from which you were not
able to be justified by the law of Moses, by this one
everyone who believes is justified” (Acts 13:38–39).
This passage seems to envisage more than a mere
verdict. Instead it denotes a restorative and transformative event whereby believers are forgiven
from sin and freed from sin. A parallel usage can
found in Rom 6:7, where Paul says that believers
are “justified from sin.”
Paul
Most of the references to justification in the New
Testament appear in the Pauline letters. On the
one hand, “justification by faith” was part of a
common tradition in Jewish Christianity to which
Paul and the other apostles subscribed (see Gal
2:15; 1 Cor 15:11). On the other hand, Paul’s teaching
on this area was contested by Jewish Christians
who insisted that Gentiles should be circumcised
and forced to obey the law as part of their salvation and as a basis for fellowship (see Acts 15:1–5;
Gal 2:1–14). For Paul, justification by faith was his
primary argument for God’s acceptance of Gentiles as Gentiles, without having to first convert
to Judaism and take on law observances. Viewed
sociologically, Paul was dissolving the differences
between a “God-fearer” (i.e., a Gentile sympathizer to Jewish ways) and a “proselyte” (i.e., a Gentile
convert to Judaism) by insisting on the sufficiency
of faith. Paul was arguing that God accepts as righteous those who have faith/trust/loyalty rather
than those who possess or perform the law. The
upshot is that one does not have to become a Jew
in order to become a Christian, and that kinship
is established by faith rather than by ethnicity.
Viewed theologically, Paul was asserting that the

law is not a means of justification because
1. the law can only point out sin but never set
people free from sin (see Rom 3:20; Gal 2:21;
3:21); and
2. justification by works of the law would mean
that God has limited His grace to only one people (Rom 3:30).
In summary, Pauline teaching on justification by
faith has several discernible characteristics:
1. Justification is eschatological. According to
many Jewish sources, God would preside in
judgment over both the wicked and the righteous at the end of history, when He would
vindicate the righteous and condemn the wicked. By comparison, Paul believed that those
who have faith in Jesus have received a verdict
of acquittal and been declared righteous in
advance of the final judgment. While Paul can
still maintain the future dimension of justification, where the verdict will be enacted at the
final judgment (e.g., Rom 2:13; 3:30; 5:19; 10:10),
he stresses the present side of the declaration,
where believers are already right with God and
right before God (e.g., Gal 2:15–17; Rom 3:21–26;
5:1, 18; 8:1; 8:30).
2. Justification is forensic. Justification is fundamentally a divine declaration that a believer
is in the right with God and righteous before
God. It refers to a person’s status before God
apart from their moral status. God justifies the
ungodly and makes them righteous (Rom 4:5).
The forensic sense is attributed not merely to
the lexical meaning of dikaioō, which largely means “declare to be just” in the LXX, but
also to the context of Paul’s discourse about
justification by faith alone. Justification is the
opposite of condemnation (Rom 5:16; 8:1, 34; 2
Cor 3:9) and is based on the “gift of righteousness” (Rom 5:17), which comes not from the self
but from God (1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21; Phil 3:9).
This is not a legal fiction, as if God pretends
that believers are righteous; rather, God acts to
satisfy His justice (Rom 3:25–26) and to prove
His faithfulness to His promises (Gal 3:21; Rom
15:8). Justification describes how God establishes a right relationship with believers, and
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because the relationship is real, so too is their
righteous status.
3. Justification is covenantal. While justification
is vertical/forensic and pertains to a believer’s
status before God, justification is also horizontal/covenantal and pertains to the legitimate
place of Gentiles in the church. Paul shows in
Romans that Christian Gentiles have experienced the great covenantal renewal that Israel was waiting for and that they are thereby
“reckoned” as circumcised, that is, as members
of the covenant (Rom 2:25–29). Paul tells the
Galatians that Christ was cursed on the cross
not only for redemption, but also “in order
that the blessing of Abraham might come to
the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, so that we might
receive the promise of the Spirit through faith”
(Gal 3:13). Similarly, Paul appeals to the story
of Abraham, citing Gen 15:6 in Rom 4 and Gal
3, to prove that God can and does justify Gentiles by faith. According to Paul, God’s promise
and plan all along was to create a multiethnic
family of faith for Abraham. In other words,
justification by faith entails fellowship by faith,
and Jewish Christians cannot exclude those
whom God has justified. This means that what
counts is grace, not race, and neither circumcision nor uncircumcision matters, only the new
creation (Gal 6:15). Justification is not simply
about “What must I do to be saved?” but “Who
are the people of God?” Justification by faith is
about God’s verdict to save and define a people
for Himself.
4. Justification is transformative. Justification
(declared to be right) and sanctification (living
right) are linked logically rather than conceptually. The basis for being justified is not being
sanctified, otherwise justification would not
be by grace and through faith (see Rom 3:24).
And yet we must remember that Paul teaches
that those united with Christ have both the
status of righteousness and must thereafter
live as slaves of righteousness (see Rom 6:1–23).
The Holy Spirit works in the life of believers
in order to conform them to the image of God’s
Son so that at the final judgment they will be
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proven to have lived a life in accordance with
the grace given to them in Christ (see 1 Cor 6:11;
Rom 8:4). No believer is saved by works, but
neither is any believer saved without them.
Taking into account these four themes in Paul, we
might propose the following definition of justification by faith: Justification is the act whereby God
creates a new people, with a new status, in a new
covenant, as a foretaste of the new age.
James
The remarks about justification in Jas 2:14–26
have caused consternation to many commentators because James appears to deny justification
by faith alone and to insist on justification by a
combination of faith and works. While some have
wondered whether James offers a deliberate repudiation of Pauline teaching, it is more likely that
James is dealing with a distortion of Paul’s teaching on justification, namely, that it could lead to
antinomianism, a charge that Paul was aware of
and clearly rejected himself (see Rom 3:8; 6:1). It is
important to keep in mind thatPaul and James do
not use the words “faith” and “works” univocally,
but differently. When Paul denies that justification
is by works, he means that a right standing before
God does not come by adopting the Jewish way of
life as codified in the Torah. For James, works are
loving demonstrations of faith, a view that Paul’s
letters agree with (see Gal 5:6). When James denies
that justification is by faith alone, he means “faith”
by way of mere assent without faithfulness or
obedience. Paul also stresses the importance of the
“obedience of faith” (see Rom 1:5; 16:26). James and
Paul both agree that believers are saved by hearing
the “word” (Rom 10:17; Jas 1:21) and good works
demonstrate the integrity of the faith that believers profess (Eph 2:10; Jas 2:14–17).
The Christian Doctrine of Justification
In the domain of systematic theology, justification
by faith has been the subject of several controversies.
1. The primary debate between Protestants and
Catholics is whether justification is a forensic declaration based on the imputation of
Jesus’ righteousness to believers, or based on
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the infusion of righteousness into the believer through the sacraments, enabling them
to do works of charity by which they might
be justified. Recent studies like that by Hans
Küng, who compared Karl Barth and Roman
Catholicism, and the Joint Lutheran-Catholic
Statement on justification, have attempted to
show the similarities between the two positions. While fresh new ecumenical ground has
been broken, thus far no consensus has been
reached. The Catholic Catechism remains firmly committed to the teachings of the Council of
Trent, which remains a barrier to any consensus emerging.
2. The New Perspective on Paul has promoted
an intense scholarly debate about the context
and content of Paul’s doctrine of justification.
Many scholars have argued that Judaism was
not a legalistic religion devoid of grace and,
consequently, that Paul’s problem with Judaism
was not its legalism but its ethnocentrism, that
is, its exclusion of Gentiles from salvation. This
has led to the New Perspective’s description
of God’s righteousness in terms of God’s covenant faithfulness and justification as covenant
status rather than one’s standing before God.
According to New Perspective advocates, Jewish writings show that authors never forgot the
grace and mercy of God as the source of salvation (see 1QS 11.11–15; 4 Ezra 8:20–36; Philo, De
Sacr. 54–57). They also tend to emphasize that
Paul is concerned with legitimizing the status
of Gentiles within ethnically mixed assemblies (Rom 3:27–31; Gal 2:15–3:28). At the same
time, legalistic aspects of justification probably
should not be dismissed since legalistic tendencies often emerge:
• in heightened eschatological contexts when
there is a concern with what must be done to
enter the future age;
• in sectarian contexts where there is a concern
over whose interpretation of the law avails for
righteousness; and
• in the context of discussions of the criteria for
the admission of outsiders into a group. Similarly, Paul’s remarks on justification cannot
be reduced to a social epiphenomena, and the

acceptance of Gentiles in the church cannot be
affirmed apart from God’s acceptance of them
by uniting them with Christ by faith.
3. A Finnish interpretation of Martin Luther has
attempted to present a new portrait of the German Reformer by placing his theology of justification in coordination to a theology of theosis
or deification (e.g., Mannermaa, Christ Present).
The comparisons of Luther with Eastern Orthodox themes on participation in the life of
God are genuinely illuminating and stimulating where points of contact can be demonstrated. Even so, most of the proposed similarities
seem strained and driven more by the ecumenical context of eastern Scandinavia, where the
Lutheran and Orthodox churches exist side by
side, rather than formed by a faithful rendering of Luther.
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Covenant Defined
The proper definition of “covenant” is debated.
Since the 19th century, German scholarship tends
to define “covenant” in strictly legal terms, thereby
reducing it to a synonym for “law” or “obligation.”
While covenants invariably contain laws, a growing number of scholars recognize the priority of
covenant relations over legal obligations. The 20th
century saw the emergence of a virtual consensus
among Protestant (F.M. Cross, G.P. Hugenberger),
Catholic (D.J. McCarthy, P. Kalluveettil) and Jewish
(M. Weinfeld, D.N. Freedman) biblical scholars,
who see that covenants in antiquity represent
sealing sacred kinship bonds between two parties
by means of both legal sanction and liturgical rite.
As Harvard professor F.M. Cross explains, covenant “is … a widespread legal means by which the
duties and privileges of kinship may be extended
to another individual or group, including aliens.”
Covenants are sealed by oath-swearing, and the
Michael F. Bird resultant familial bonds are ratified with the celebration of cultic rites and the regulation of legal
conditions and obligations.
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COVENANT (ב ִרית,
ְ berith; διαθήκη, diathēkē) A sacred kinship bond between two parties, ratified by
swearing an oath. Covenant making was a widespread custom throughout the ancient Near East
and Graeco-Roman culture, serving as a means to
forge sociopolitical bonds between individuals or
groups. God’s covenants are prominent in every
period of salvation history. Divine covenants reveal the saving plan of God for establishing communion with Israel and the nations, ultimately
fulfilled by the death and resurrection of Christ.
An inadequate rendering of “covenant” as “testament” may obscure the theological meaning of
the division of salvation history—and the biblical
canon—into the old and new covenants. Covenant
language is more prominent in the Old Testament,
which reflects its futuristic character as “a story
in search of an ending.” The language of divine
kinship (e.g., “father,” “son”) emerges in the New
Testament, because Christ’s fulfillment of the Old
Covenant forges familial bonds of divine communion with all humanity.
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Covenant and Contract Distinguished
Contracts and covenants differ in a few areas. In
terms of initiation, contracts are made by the exchange of promises, whereas covenants are sworn
by solemn oaths. In application, contracts are
limited by the terms of the exchange of property (“this is yours, that is mine”), while covenants
involve an exchange of life (“I am yours, you are
mine”), which covers a virtually unlimited range
of human relations and duties. In terms of motivation, contracts are based on profit and self-interest, while covenants call for self-giving loyalty
and sacrificial love. Contracts are temporary while
covenant bonds are permanent, even intergenerational. Such distinctions do not imply that
covenants are necessarily opposed to contracts,
since covenants call for both promise-making
and oath-swearing (Heb 6:13–18). A contract is an
arrangement in human affairs that may be reinforced by swearing a covenant, in order to add the
more binding dimension of the divine.
Covenant and Oath: Blessing and Curse
Scripture and ancient Near Eastern texts pres-

Concepts, People, and Place Entries
ent varied ways for solemnizing covenants. In
most cases, the act of making a covenant involves
oath-swearing by one or both of the parties (Gen
21:31–32; 22:16; 26:28; Josh 9:15; Ezek 16:59, 17:13–19).
By invoking the divine name, the swearer calls
upon God (or the gods) to enforce the covenant,
with either a blessing for obedience or a curse for
rebellion.
A covenant oath is solemnly sworn and then
ritually enacted. Ancient Near Eastern texts offer
many examples of such sworn oath rituals, like
the one presented in an Assyrian text (754 bc):
“This head is not the head of a lamb, it is the head
of Mati’ilu [the covenant-maker]. If Mati’ilu sins
against this covenant, so may, just as the head of
this spring lamb is torn off … the head of Mati’ilu
be torn off ” (ANET, 532). Similar covenant oath
rituals of self-malediction are attested in scripture
(Gen 15:7–21), where Abram cuts the animals in
half for the Lord to pass between the pieces (see
Jer 34:18). Other kinds of self-maledictory rituals
are also found in scripture, such as animal sacrifice and the sprinkling of blood (Exod 24:8; Psa
50:5), which seem to convey a similar message:
“May our blood be shed as the blood of these victims.” G.P. Hugenberger, M.G. Kline and others argue that the symbolic meaning of circumcision is
probably self-maledictory (Gen 17:10; i.e. “whoever
violates this covenant will—like this foreskin—be
cut off ”). Traces of covenant oath swearing and
conditional self-malediction also appear in New
Covenant ritual acts: baptism and the Eucharist
(Mark 10:38; 1 Cor 11:27–32). Indeed, the description of baptism as “an appeal to God for a clear
conscience” (1 Pet 3:21) implies that baptism was
understood very early in terms of a covenant oath.
Alternatively, a number of biblical texts offer
examples of covenant oath rituals that signify
the opposite of malediction (i.e., benediction),
which reflect the positive aspect of sharing sacred
kinship bonds. For instance, the covenant-making parties may share a common meal to confirm
their new familial fellowship (Gen 26:30; 31:54;
Exod 24:11; Josh 9:14–15; Luke 22:14–23). Likewise,
the common use of kinship terms (“brother,” 1
Kgs 20:32–34; “father and son,” Pss 2:7; 89:26–28;
2 Sam 7:14; Luke 22:29), and the exchange of gifts

or clothing (Gen 21:27; 1 Sam 18:3) also express
familial solidarity. The new covenant is ratified
at the Last Supper (Luke 22:20) with the institution of the Eucharist, when the disciples share a
sacrificial meal with Jesus like the one Moses and
the elders of Israel shared with God at Sinai (Exod
24:11). Indeed, Jesus’ solemn declaration, “This is
my blood of the covenant” (Matt 26:28), echoes the
words of Moses while sprinkling the blood of the
sacrificial animals to ratify the covenant at Mount
Sinai (Exod 24:8). Thus, the Eucharist is the sacrifice and family meal of the new covenant (Luke
22:14–29; 1 Cor 10:16–17; 11:23–25).
Covenant and Family: Relations, Obligations,
Consecrations
Three distinctive and interrelated dimensions of
covenants in Scripture and the ancient Near East
can be identified: relations, obligations, and celebrations. Covenants are familial bonds that are
legally sanctioned and liturgically ritualized. All
three aspects appear in the covenant ceremony at
Sinai (Exod 24:3–11). The familial bond is illustrated by the shared meal (24:9–11); the legal sanctions
are reflected in Israel’s sworn oath (24:7–8); the
liturgical ritual is enacted at the altar of sacrifice
(24:4–5). Thus, covenants give rise to familial relations and their attendant legal obligations, which
are divinely consecrated in ritual.
Covenant Types: Kinship, Treaty, Grant
Covenants may be classified according to which
party swears the oath that ratifies the covenant.
When both parties swear, a “kinship” (or “parity”) covenant results. This type of covenant is
classified as “kinship” on account of the mutual
pledge sworn by both parties rather than a unilateral obligation sworn by one party to another.
In a kinship covenant, both parties jointly pledge
themselves to each other, resulting in a bond with
reciprocal responsibilities. Scripture offers many
examples of kinship covenants (Gen 26:30; 31:54;
Exod 24:11), which typically include a family meal
in the covenant ritual.
When a subordinate party alone swears the
covenant oath, the result is a “vassal” covenant.
In such a situation, the superior party imposes a
unilaterally sworn covenant oath upon the infe145
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rior, frequently with a ritual of self-malediction.
Ancient Near Eastern examples of this covenant
include the famous Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon
(king of Assyria, 681–669 bc), who imposed covenant loyalty oaths on rebellious vassals to guarantee their acceptance of his heir, Ashurbanipal.
Biblical examples of the vassal covenant include
the covenant of circumcision (Gen 17), where
Abraham alone performs the ritual, along with
the Deuteronomic covenant, where Israel alone
swears an oath of self-malediction (Deut 27:11–26;
Josh 8:30–35).
When the superior party alone swears the
oath, a “grant” covenant results. Various grant
covenants are found in ancient Near Eastern
sources, in which suzerains reward the loyal service of vassals by swearing a covenant oath, granting them royal lands (or offices) in perpetuity. In
such a covenant, the superior party unilaterally
binds himself to bless the inferior for heroic deeds
of loyal service. Biblical examples include God’s
sworn covenant oath with Abraham and Isaac on
the occasion of the Aqedah (Gen 22:15–18; Luke
1:72–73; Heb 6–7), and with David and Solomon
(Pss 89:3–37; 110:4; 132:1–11)
Secular Covenants in the Ancient Near East
and Sacred Scripture
The majority of covenants in Scripture and the
ancient Near East are called “secular”—these are
made between human parties, apart from divine
interventions.
Ancient Near Eastern archaeology has uncovered many such “secular” covenant texts. Two
of the larger collections are the Hittite Covenant
Treaties and the previously mentioned Vassal
Treaties of Esarhaddon. The Hittite Treaties date
from the second millennium bc, and involve covenants made by the King of Hatti (modern Turkey)
with rulers of surrounding people groups. The
treaty texts of these covenants followed a formal
pattern, nearly identical to the structure of Deuteronomy:
1. Title and Preamble (compare Deut 1:1–5)
2. Historical Prologue (Deut 1–3)
3. General Stipulations (Deut 5)
4. Specific Stipulations (Deut 6–11; 12–26)
5. Dual Sanctions: Blessings and Curses (Deut
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27–28)
6. Instructions for the Storage and Reading of
the Covenant Document (Deut 31:9–13)
7. Invocation of Witnesses (Deut 31:14–29)
Many form-critical scholars note the remarkable parallels between Deuteronomy and the Hittite treaties (M.G. Kline; K. Kitchen; J. Berman),
and argue for an earlier dating of Deuteronomy
(second millennium bc). Neo-Assyrian treaties
from the first millennium bc diverge sharply from
this formal pattern. The Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon (eighth century bc), for example, omit
several elements, most notably the Historical Prologue and the Blessings.
A number of secular covenants between two
human parties are recorded in the Bible: between
Abraham and Abimelech (Gen 21:22–33), Isaac and
Abimelech (Gen 26:26–33), Jacob and Laban (Gen
31:43–54), the Israelites and Gibeonites (Josh 9:15),
David and Jonathan (1 Sam 18:1–4; 20:8), Ahab and
Ben-Hadad (1 Kgs 20:32–34), Jehoiada and the palace guards (2 Kgs 11:4) and others. These “secular”
covenants testify to the widespread use of covenants to extend sacred kinship bonds in ancient
society. Even these secular covenants forged bonds
of sacred kinship that could not be broken without
triggering curses, even when covenants were established under false pretense or duress (Josh 9:19;
Ezek 17:11–21).
Divine Covenants in the Economy of Salvation
History
Israel is unique among ancient Near Eastern peoples in their belief that God entered a covenant
with them. While non-Israelites formed covenants
with other peoples by invoking the names of their
gods, only the God of Israel initiates a covenant
and binds himself by oath to his people (Gen 22:16–
18; Heb 6:13–19) and Israel responds by swearing
a covenant by which they bound themselves to
him (Exod 24:3–11). Even after violating that oath
with the worship of the golden calf (Exod 32),
Moses discovers how God’s “sworn mercies” take
precedent over covenant curses (Exod 32:13), and
so Israel’s covenant is renewed according to God’s
“grace and mercy” (Exod 33:19).
A pattern of divine covenants characterizes the
whole economy of salvation history, starting with
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creation. The climax is the sanctification of the
Sabbath—the “sign of the covenant” with creation
and Israel (Gen 2:1–4; Exod 31:16–17). God’s “fatherly plan” for his family advances at every stage of
salvation history through a series of divine covenants with chosen mediators: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and ultimately Jesus Christ.
This sequence of divine covenants may be interpreted in theological terms, as God accommodates
himself to the developmental stages of the human
family: marriage, household, tribe, nation, international kingdom, and ultimately the universal
church of the new covenant.
Divine Covenants in Genesis (Adam, Noah, Abraham)
The first stage of the divine covenant plan is revealed in the marital covenant between Adam and
Eve. Even after they violate that covenant, God’s
justice is mitigated by His sworn mercies. God
renews a domestic covenant with Noah and his
household (Gen 6:18). God renews a tribal covenant with Abram, who is called to serve as a channel of God’s fatherly blessing to all nations (Gen
12:2–3).
This Abrahamic covenant advances in three
distinct divine covenant-making episodes.
God first makes a (kinship) covenant with
Abram (Gen 15:1–21), which is then renewed—with
Abraham—through the covenant of circumcision
(Gen 17:1–27). Finally, God rewards his servant’s
loyal obedience at the Aqedah by swearing to renew the covenant with Abraham’s seed (Gen 22:15–
18). These covenants are cumulative. Genesis 15
describes the initial covenant with Abram, where
God upgrades His earlier promise to make of him a
great nation (Gen 12:2a) into a covenant oath (Gen
15:16–21). The circumcision covenant (Gen 17) upgrades the second promise of “a great name” (Gen
12:2b) into a covenant of “kingship” over many
nations (Gen 17:6). Genesis 22 describes how God
swears a covenant oath to the seed of Abraham
(22:15–18), following the Aqedah, to confirm the
third promise (Gen 12:3)—to make him the source
of God’s fatherly blessing for “all nations” (Gen
12:3). The subsequent divine covenants in salvation history are grounded in the Abrahamic covenant.

The Mosaic Covenant
In the exodus, when the Lord delivers Israel from
Egyptian slavery (see Gen 15:13–14), He renews the
covenant with Moses at Sinai. This reconstitutes
the 12 tribes into a “kingdom of priests”—a national family of God (Exod 19–24). Israel’s subsequent worship of the calf (Exod 32) necessitates
a renewal, and reconfiguration of the covenant
(Exod 34:1–35), where the general priesthood of
the firstborns of Israel is transferred to the Levites
(Exod 32:27–29; Num 3:5–51). The Levitical covenant brings about a number of legal changes and
additions (Exod 35–Lev 27). After forty years of
continuous rebellions in the desert (Num 11; 12; 14;
16; 17), culminating with the idolatry and harlotry
of the second generation at Beth-Peor (Num 25),
the covenant undergoes a second major renewal and reconfiguration with the Deuteronomic
(vassal) covenant on the Plains of Moab (Deut 1:5;
3:29; 4:44–46). The Deuteronomic covenant is distinguished from the initial covenant at Sinai (also
called “Horeb,” see Deut 29:1). In addition to a theophany, Moses now becomes Israel’s lawgiver, and
gives them many statutes unique to Deuteronomy,
including permission for monarchy (17:14–20),
total warfare (20:16–18), usury (23:20), divorce,
and remarriage (Deut 24:1–4). Jesus will teach that
some of these Deuteronomic statutes were not the
divine ideal, but concessions to Israel’s “hardness
of heart” (Matt 19:8–9).
The Davidic Covenant
Under the Davidic covenant, the Lord elevates the
nation of Israel to an international kingdom. This
covenant is announced in Nathan’s prophetic oracle (2 Sam 7:5–16), although the word “covenant”
only appears in other texts (2 Sam 23:5; Pss 89:19–
37; 132:1–18; Isa 55:3; 2 Chr 13:5; 21:7; Jer 33:20–22).
Distinctive aspects of the Davidic covenant include
an everlasting throne (2 Sam 7:13–16), the gift of
divine sonship for anointed heirs (2 Sam 7:14; Pss
2:6–9; 89:26–27), and the centrality of Zion and the
Jerusalem temple, to which pilgrims come from
all Israel and the nations (1 Kgs 8:41–43; Isa 2:1–4;
56:6–7).
After a brief period of Solomonic glory, when
the features of the Davidic covenant seemed to
be partially fulfilled (1 Kgs 4–10), the kingdom
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entered a long period of division and decline (1
Kgs 12). After this, the prophets announced a new
covenant (Jer 31:31; compare Isa 55:1–3; 59:20–21;
61:8–9; Ezek 34:25; 37:26). This new covenant is set
in sharp contrast to the broken Mosaic covenant
(Jer 31:32; compare Ezek 20:23–28; Isa 61:3–4), but
in continuity with the Davidic covenant, which
it would restore in a transformative manner (Jer
33:14–26; Isa 9; 11; 55:3; Ezek 37:15–28).

as a fulfillment of Amos’ promise that God would
restore the fallen “tent” (i.e. kingdom) of David
(Acts 15:13–18; compare Amos 9:11–12). The Apocalypse points to the consummation of salvation
history with the “unveiling” of the bridal church
as the “new Jerusalem” (Rev 21–22).
The new covenant also fulfills the other covenants of salvation history. Jesus is a new Adam
(Rom 5:12–19) who makes us a new creation (2
Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). He fulfills the sworn promises
The New Covenant
of the Abrahamic covenant (Luke 1:72–73; Rom 4;
The Gospels, especially Matthew and Luke, clearly Gal 3–4). Christ also fulfills the Mosaic covenant
depict Jesus as the Son (heir) of David and thus the with his new Passover and new exodus (Luke 9:31;
one to restore the Davidic kingdom covenant (Matt 22:14–20). For Paul, it is by the power of the Holy
1:1–25; Luke 1:31–33, 69; 2:4). At the Last Supper, Je- Spirit that the divine law, which was given to Issus explicitly identifies His body and blood as the
rael in the Mosaic covenant, is fulfilled in the new
new covenant promised by the Prophets (Jer 31:31;
covenant (Rom 8:3–4; 10:4; 13:8–10). The notion
Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25), fulfilling the oracle of Isaof covenant reaches its zenith in Christ, who fuliah regarding the Servant of the Lord, who would
fills the divine covenants not only in who He is,
not simply make a covenant but would become one as the eternal Son of the Father, but by what He
(Isa 42:6; 49:8).
accomplishes in causing us to share in the grace
John’s Gospel presents Jesus performing seven
of His own divine sonship (1 John 3:1–2). The new
“signs” in connection with seven temple feasts
covenant of Christ ends up fulfilling the old cove(2:13; 5:1; 6:4; 7:2; 9:14; 10:22; 11:55), in order to show nant in a way that surpasses the greatest hopes of
how the risen Jesus is the new temple (John 2:19–
ancient Israelites, even as it will exceed our own
20). Jesus also declares the “new commandment”
expectations (1 Cor 2:9).
to be precisely that life-giving “love” that he embodies—and imparts—to all believers (John 13:34;
English Translation of the Terms for Covenant
15:12; 17:23–26). Seventeen of the 33 occurrences
The Hebrew word for “covenant” in the Old Testaof “covenant” in the New Testament are found in
ment is berith, which the Septuagint consistently
Hebrews. The author of Hebrews argues for the
renders with the Greek word diathēkē. There is
superiority of the new covenant over the old (i.e.
little doubt that the New Testament authors folbroken Mosaic) covenant, based on the “better”
lowed the practice of the Septuagint and employed
promises, mediator, sacrifice, high priesthood,
the term diathēkē to mean berith, “covenant.” Howoath, sanctuary etc. (Heb 1–9). All of this is the
ever, because many classical Hellenistic sources
result of the royal high priestly work of Christ as
also used diathēkē to refer to a “last will” or “tesGod’s firstborn Son (Heb 1:6).
tament,” some older English translations (KJV)
While the new covenant surpasses the Mosaic, render diathēkē as “testament” in certain passages.
it does so by restoring and transforming the DaMore recent translations correct this error, except
vidic, for Jesus is also the Son of David who rules
in a couple of instances. For example, Heb 9:15–17
eternally from the heavenly Zion (Heb 12:22–24).
(RSV) reads as follows:
Similar echoes are heard throughout the New
“Therefore he [Christ] is the mediator of a new
Testament, where Jesus manifests His rule over
covenant [diathēkē], so that those who are called
Israel and all nations (Matt 28:18–20). He does this may receive the promised eternal inheritance,
through His 12 royal ministers (Luke 22:32; Matt
since a death has occurred which redeems them
19:28; compare 1 Kgs 4:7), and His royal steward,
from the transgressions under the first covenant
Peter (Matt 16:18–19; compare Isa 22:15–22). James
[diathēkē]. For where a will [diathēkē] is involved,
sees the church’s growth among Jews and Gentiles the death of the one who made it must be estab148
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lished. For a will [diathēkē] takes effect only at
death, since it is not in force as long as the one
who made it is alive.”
The word diathēkē is translated as “covenant”
in Heb 9:15 but as “will” in the following verses.
Some see the author switching to the classical
meaning of diathēkē in these latter verses, where
the discussion seems to revolve around executing
a will at a person’s death. However, the author
of Hebrews may also refer to “covenant” in 16–17.
Indeed, the covenant under consideration is the
broken covenant at Sinai. The Greek of these
verses may be translated as follows: “For where a
[broken] covenant is involved, it is necessary for
the death of the covenant-maker to be borne. For
a [broken] covenant is enforced upon dead bodies,
since it certainly is not in force while the covenant-maker still lives.”
The author of Hebrews is emphasizing that the
(broken) Sinai covenant required the death of the
Israelites (Exod 32:9–10) because of the curse of
death they put themselves under by swearing the
covenant oath at Sinai (Exod 24:8). Due to God’s
previously “sworn mercies” to Abraham, the curse
of death was not executed at the time (Exod 32:14).
But that is precisely what Christ endures, as He
dies on behalf of Israel (Heb 9:15).
A similar translation problem occurs in Gal
3:15: “To give a human example, brethren: no one
annuls even a man’s will [diathēkē], or adds to it,
once it has been ratified” (RSV).
In the context (Gal 3:15–18), Paul is discussing
the fixed nature of oath-sworn covenants. Since
even a human covenant cannot be changed after it
has been solemnly sworn (Gal 3:15; compare Josh
9:18–20), God’s sworn covenant certainly cannot
be (Gal 3:17). God cannot change His covenant
with Abraham (Gen 22:15–18) to bless all nations
through his seed (Gen 22:18, compare Gal 3:14) by
adding the Mosaic law as a condition 400 years
later (Gal 3:17–18). To Paul, if it is unjust for humans to attempt to add new conditions, or alter a
covenant after it has been sworn, it is no less so for
God. (All occurrences of diathēkē in the New Testament may and should be translated “covenant,”
following the consistent example of the Septuagint.)
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LAW AND THE NEW TESTAMENT Surveys
issues related to how early Christians understood
the law.
Introduction
The subject of law and the New Testament is an
important though complex topic. There have been
many debates regarding how the early Christians
understood the concept of law and works, as well
as more specifically how they interpreted and reflected on the validity and significance of the Old
Testament law.
What Is the “Law”?
Typically when the New Testament writers refer
to “law,” they are specifically referring to the Old
Testament law, that is, the law of Moses or Torah.
The New Testament writers also use the term
“law” in phrases such as “the law and the prophets” (compare Matt 5:17; Luke 24:27) and “the law
of Moses, and the prophets, and the psalms” (Luke
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24:44) to refer to broader parts of the Old Testament. Sometimes, though, “law” can simply refer
to all of Scripture (see John 10:34; 12:34; 1 Cor 14:21).
The Law and the New Testament in Scholarship
Until relatively recently, many Jesus scholars presumed that Jesus rebelled against Judaism and,
thus, was anti-Torah. We might take as a significant example Ernest Renan, a writer included in
the first “quest” for the historical Jesus. In his Life
of Jesus he wrote:
“Far from Jesus having continued Judaism, he
represents the rupture with the Jewish spirit.…
The general march of Christianity has been to remove itself more and more from Judaism. It will
become perfect in returning to Jesus, but certainly
not in returning to Judaism. The great originality
of the founder remains then undiminished; his
glory admits no legitimate sharer” (Life of Jesus,
309).
Some of Renan’s anti-Judaism statements
came from long-held assumptions about Jews and
Judaism from a “Christian” perspective, but it
was not until the mid-20th century that biblical
scholars truly reckoned with the diverse nature
of first-century Judaism. Frederick Murphy explains, for example, that Jesus’ debates with other
Jews were a normal part of intra-Jewish dialogue,
given the variety in perspective and practice that
marked early Judaism. Insofar as there was no singular, “orthodox” movement of Judaism in the first
century, it is not clear what would have set Jesus
over against “Judaism.” So Murphy concludes that
Jesus’ arguments with the Pharisees “do not make
Jesus different from his compatriots; they make
him similar to them” (Murphy, Early Judaism, 328).
Two strands of scholarly discussion have especially led to a new appreciation of the “Jewishness”
of the New Testament (and, thus, more nuanced
perspectives on the relationship between early
Christianity and the Jewish law): the so-called
“Third Quest” for the historical Jesus and the “New
Perspective on Paul”. Both of these movements,
growing out of concern for the bias of anti-Judaism in light of the Holocaust, have attempted to
challenge the view that Judaism was a legalistic
system of meritorious works that earned salvation
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against which Jesus and the apostles supposedly
rebelled.
Jesus and the Law
“Taken simply as they stand, prior to any critical
sifting, the four Gospels depict Jesus delivering
teaching that, by turns, confirms, extends, internalizes, radicalizes, or even rescinds individual
elements of the Law—all the while taking the Mosaic Torah for granted as the given, indeed, the divinely given” (Meier, Law and Love, 26). Undoubtedly, in the study of the historical Jesus, there is
much debate regarding whether the Galilean Jesus
was Torah-obedient.
Jesus’ Teaching on the Law
In favor of viewing Jesus as “Torah-observant,”
it is often pointed out that His parents took care
to follow standard Jewish regulations regarding
circumcision and dedication when He was born
(Luke 2:22–24). He attended synagogue regularly
(Luke 4:16), and chose to teach in the synagogues
throughout Galilee (e.g., Matt 4:23; compare Matt
9:35; 12:9; 13:54) when He launched His ministry.
According to Matthew, Jesus wore the religious
fringes on His clothes (ציצית, tsytsyt; Matt 9:20)
and observed the Jewish festivals according to
John (e.g., John 10:22–23). Meier is no doubt correct that “the historical Jesus is the Halakic Jesus”
(Meier, Law and Love).
When it came to Jesus’ own teachings and discourse with Jewish leaders, He quoted the Old Testament in an affirming way and defended His behavior and ideas from Scripture (e.g., Mark 12:24).
When asked about the greatest commandment,
He responded with the biblical commands to love
God completely (Deut 6:5) and to love neighbor as
self (Lev 19:18; see Matt 22:36–40; compare Mark
12:29–34). In His teaching, Jesus presumed that His
followers would take sacrifices to the temple (Matt
5:23), and when He healed the 10 lepers He commanded them to appear before a priest with the
requisite offering in testimony (Mark 1:44).
There are also stories in the Gospels in which
Jesus does not appear to be “Torah-observant.”
This more negative association attached to Jesus’
attitude toward the law tends to come from four
issues evident in the Gospels: Sabbath, food laws,

corpse impurity, and “supra-Torah” statements.
In the first place, we have the Gospels’ account
of Jesus’ many miracles performed on the Sabbath.
These acts drew suspicion from various Jews, who
questioned why He did such activity on this particular day. It should be noted, however, that Jesus
responded with argumentation from logic that attempted to continue a discussion of permissibility
within the bounds of Scripture: “Suppose one of
you has only one sheep and it falls into a pit on the
Sabbath, will you not lay hold of it and lift it out?”
(Matt 12:11). In this passage Jesus argued to support
what He considered to be the true intent of the law
rather than against it.
A second matter involves Mark’s discourse
regarding the disciples’ failure to ritually purify
their hands before eating (Mark 7:1–23). The Pharisees and scribes decried this as an act of defiance
against “the tradition of the elders” (Mark 7:5).
Jesus accused them of prioritizing their own human traditions above having a heart that was pure
and right before God: “there is nothing outside a
person that by going in can defile, but the things
that come out are what defile” (Mark 7:15). In a
statement of clarification privately with His disciples, Jesus explained, “Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile,
since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and
goes out into the sewer?” (Mark 7:18–19). The author of Mark adds an explanatory note in the text,
“Thus he declared all foods clean” (Mark 7:19).
Jesus probably did not intend for this message
to serve as His way of “overturning” Jewish food
purity regulations. After all, it would have stirred
up heavy controversy if Jesus ate pork in public
(for example) or encouraged His disciples to do
so—controversy that we do not see in the reception of Jesus and the Gospels. Also, if in fact Jesus
pronounced an end to food impurity, then it would
not have been so hard for Peter to understand the
later vision he received of the unclean creatures
offered for him to eat (Acts 10:9–17). Most scholars
interpret Mark’s editorial inclusion as a later justification of the acceptance of Gentiles into the people of God in Christ rather than as an explication of
Jesus’ intention to obviate the observation of Old
Testament food laws.
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A third matter pertains to corpse impurity (see
Num 5:2). According to the Gospels, Jesus sometimes touched dead bodies to restore them to life
(e.g., Mark 5:21–43). It could be argued that Jesus
flouted Jewish purity rules pertaining to corpses,
but His actions demonstrate His concern to reverse the problem rather than deny it.
Finally, we have places where Jesus makes
statements in which He appears to surpass the
law. In Matthew He claims superiority to the
temple (Matt 12:6), and in John Jesus claims to
be the “way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6).
A Jew could easily mistake this claim in terms of
Jesus Himself transcending the role of Torah. Also
relevant to Jesus’ attitude toward the law are the
several “you have heard it said” statements where
Jesus offers His own ethic: judgment for anger (not
simply murder), judgment for lust (not simply
adultery), judgment for swearing (not simply false
swearing), and so forth (Matt 5:21–48). It is difficult
to understand exactly what Jesus’ intentions and
implications were in these statements as it pertains to the voice of Torah, but many scholars read
these statements not as rejection of the Torah commandments, but as Jesus’ pronouncement on the
proper meaning of them (see McKnight, Sermon,
76).
Interpretations of Jesus’ Attitude toward the Law
R. T. France offers a series of conclusions about
Jesus’ intentions in these ostensibly antithetical
statements (France, Matthew, 197):
1. They promote an “inward” focus on motive and
attitude more than the “outward” act.
2. They seek out principles that regulate the life
of the people.
3. They represent a positive goal, rather than
avoidance of vice, for obedience.
4. They aim for an ideal ethic (of perfection)
rather than “what is in principle a 100%
achievable righteousness (the avoidance of
breaking a definable set regulations).”
This may indeed explain what Jesus meant when
He stated that He did not come to abolish the law,
but to fulfill it (Matt 5:17).
In conclusion regarding Jesus and the law, it
merits repeating that the evidence in favor of a
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law-observing, law-respecting Jesus is significant,
and the typical texts cited to demonstrate Jesus as
law-rejecting are open to a variety of interpretations. Much of what appears as antithesis is a matter of emphasis. For example, in Matthew when
Jesus was confronted by the Pharisees for allowing
His disciples to pluck grain heads and eat them on
the Sabbath, Jesus quoted Hosea 6:6: “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” (Matt 12:7). Jesus was no more
rejecting the concept of sacrifice than Hosea was
in his time. Rather, this is an example of emphatic negation rather than exclusive negation. It was
a form of prophetic hyperbole that was focused
more on making a point about mercy than it was
doing away with sacrifice once and for all.
While the case has been strongly made for the
Halakic Jesus, it is still worth considering why He
went beyond traditional Jewish prophetic critique
of misinterpretations, abuses, and hypocrisy, and
brought a new form of authoritative teaching that
centered on Himself. After all, Jesus claimed that
the Son of Man is “Lord of the Sabbath” (Matt 12:8;
Luke 6:5) and that He was uniquely qualified to
pronounce what is true and right (e.g., Matt 5:22,
28). E. P. Sanders explains Jesus’ authority concerning the law in terms of eschatology. He suggests that Jesus considered the law to be important
and holy, but not ultimate: “[Jesus] spoke of and
demonstrated the destruction of the old temple
and the coming of the new, he admitted sinners to
the kingdom without requiring the lawful signs
of repentance, and he issued at least one law for a
new order: the prohibition of divorce.… He apparently did not think that [the law] could be freely
transgressed, but rather that it was not final”
(Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 267).
Paul and the Law
The Law in Paul’s Letters
Before interacting with the present scholarly perspectives of Paul and the law, a brief overview of
Paul’s statements about the law will be beneficial.
Paul makes many statements in his letters that
reflect the law positively. On reflection of his life
before Christ, Paul considered himself “faultless”
with respect to the law (Phil 3:6). Even “in Christ”
he acknowledged the value of the law: as a special
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privilege that Israel received (Rom 9:4), as a gift
from God that is spiritual and good (Rom 7:14, 16),
something in which Jews could delight (Rom 7:22).
Even as a believer in Jesus, Paul could appeal to
the law positively in order to prove a moral point
he was making (1 Cor 9:8–9); when it came to the
climax of behavior and life in Christ, Paul could
refer to the Spirit-led nature of true love to be the
fulfillment of the law (Gal 5:14; 6:2).
Despite these positive notions, Paul makes a
number of negative statements about the Jewish
law, but almost always in a context of debate. For
Paul, the coming of Christ marked the end of the
age of the law (Rom 10:4), because the law is not
“of faith” (Gal 3:13). Thus believers are no longer
“under the law” (Rom 6:14; compare Gal 5:3; 5:18).
Paul saw the law as inadequate as a means of justification before God (Gal 2:16–17, 21; 3:21; 5:4; Rom
3:20, 28), and he could argue that Israel ought to
acknowledge this limitation of the law because
Israel could not do the law (Rom 2:13, 17–23). Thus
the law condemns and brings wrath (Gal 2:19; Rom
4:15). Going even further than that, the law led to
the increase of sin (rather than the opposite; see
Gal 3:19; Rom 5:20), it set a curse on the inevitably
disobedient (Gal 3:10) and, somehow, “the power of
sin is the law” (1 Cor 15:56).
Earlier Interpretations of Paul and the Law
Traditionally, Paul has often been characterized
as the Christian apostle who opposed the Jewish
law of his Pharisaic heritage. In classical Lutheran
expression, Paul’s theology of justification by faith
emphasized the grace of Jesus Christ over against
the legalistic attempts of earning righteousness
before God that supposedly marked the Judaism of
his time. This perspective has been used to explain
the negative language used of the law especially
in Romans and Galatians (e.g., Rom 3:28; 10:4; Gal
2:21; 3:23–25).
For many years a large number of scholars
maintained that Paul was a thoroughgoing Hellenist. Accordingly, they suggested that Paul’s theology was more influenced by Greek thought than
Jewish thought. In the mid- and late 20th century,
however, it became clearer that Paul’s thought was
heavily indebted to his Jewish heritage and that
one could not simply label the diaspora Judaism

of his birthplace (Tarsus) as “Hellenized” in opposition to a “Jewish” Palestine. Mere geography
did not determine “Jewishness,” and in any case a
close reading of Paul’s letters reveals a great debt
to Jewish convictions and assumptions (see Davies,
Paul and Rabbinic Judaism).
Largely thanks to E. P. Sanders and his watershed work, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, biblical
scholars were inspired to revisit and carefully
examine the nature and “pattern” of Judaism in
the first century. Sanders’ conclusion was that this
Judaism could be called “covenantal nomism,” a
phrase that identifies both the gracious work of
God in choosing his people as well as the covenantal demand of obedience. Sanders’ understanding
of covenantal nomism included these elements
(Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 422):
1. God has chosen Israel and given the law. The
law implies both:
a. God’s promise to maintain the election
b. The requirement to obey.
2. God rewards obedience and punishes transgression.
3. The law provides for means of atonement
4. Atonement results in maintenance or re-establishment of the covenantal relationship.
5. All those who are maintained in the covenant
by obedience, atonement and God’s mercy belong to the group that will be saved
While Sanders’ efforts have contributed to a wider
appreciation of the complexity and multifaceted
nature of Judaism (or, perhaps better, “Judaisms”)
of Paul’s time, there is still wide disagreement
about Paul’s attitude toward the Jewish law.
Paul and the Law in Current Scholarship
Much of the current debate about Paul and the law
relates to how one perceives Paul’s explanation of
the purpose of the law. In Galatians 3:19, Paul raises the question: “Why then the law?” He answers,
“It was added because of transgressions” (3:19).
Unfortunately, this answer is just ambiguous
enough as to still complicate the matter. Did Paul
mean that the law was given by God to correct sin
(a more “positive” purpose of the law)? Or did he
mean that the law was given to cause sin (a “negative” function of the Law)? Martin Luther insisted
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on the primacy of the negative function, while
not denying the formative contributions of the
Old Testament as Word of God. For Luther, the law
demonstrated the high (and impossible) standard
of God to a sinful people in order to prove their
helplessness before God and force them to acknowledge their sins and turn to Christ for grace.
The “New Perspective on Paul” shows greater
interest in the positive features of the law (see
Dunn, Galatians). According to some proponents
of the New Perspective on Paul, the law was not
a problem for Paul because it was an impossible
standard of righteousness, but because it was
focused on Israel exclusively. The way of Torah
was a Jewish way, and God’s intent in Jesus Christ
was to open the way for the people of God to be
Jew and Gentile together on equal footing. Thus,
when Paul was critical of the law, he was critical of
its exclusivity being forced on Gentiles. The New
Perspective on Paul has had a mixed reception
in scholarship, but most scholars affirm that this
perspective sheds considerable light on a number
of social issues in the first century, such as the discussion of circumcision and food laws in Galatians
and Romans.
Where scholars tend to find common ground
is the Pauline focus on eschatology—something
about the new age of Christ and faith in Christ has
fundamentally changed how the people of God relate to God in and through Jesus Christ. Paul could
refer to the previous age as one of being “under
law,” but the new age as one of being “under grace”
(6:14–15). No non-Christian Jew (like Paul himself
before meeting Christ) would ever make such a
contrast (between “law” and “grace”), but Paul, in
retrospect, saw this as the necessary eschatological logic.
Beyond the emphasis on eschatology, though,
there is little agreement among scholars. For example, those who continue to defend a Lutheran
interpretation of Paul urge that Paul had more in
mind in his criticism of the law than simply ethnic problems related to Gentile inclusion. They
claim that there must have been a problem with
the works-oriented nature of the law because Paul
sometimes uses the language of “works” in an
absolute sense (see Moo; Schreiner; Gathercole;
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Westerholm; Rom 3:27; 4:2–6; compare Eph 2:9).
At times this is expressed in terms of divine and
human agency: Paul was more pessimistic concerning human agency than his contemporary
non-Christian Jewish neighbors. Positively, Paul
preached a gospel that focused on the work of
Christ and the necessity of faith apart from works.
Put another way, if Jews of Paul’s time were covenantal nomists, Paul relied solely on the work of
God in view of justification.
Other scholars have been more open to comparing Paul’s “pattern of religion” with that of his
fellow Jews, where there is both grace and obligation in non-Christian Judaism and Pauline Christianity (see Hooker, From Adam to Christ; Dunn, The
New Perspective on Paul; “If Paul”). For example,
James Dunn urges that, while “justification by
faith” is clearly a key concept in Paul’s letters, the
apostle also emphasized judgment according to
deeds (e.g., 1 Cor 3:14–15). Although Paul did not
believe that Gentile believers in Jesus ought to
succumb to pressures to obey the Jewish law, nevertheless there is ongoing disagreement regarding
the relationship between faith and works in Paul’s
theology.
A key matter in this regard is Paul’s brief mention of the believer’s fulfillment of the “law of
Christ” (Gal 6:2; compare 1 Cor 9:21). Some have
taken this phrase to refer to a “new Torah” based
on the teachings of Jesus. Other scholars understand this as the Old Testament transformed
through the Christ event and the presence of the
Spirit, focused especially on Torah’s teaching on
love (see Stanton, “What Is the Law of Christ?”).
However, given the argumentation of Galatians, it
is most likely that Paul is playing on the meaning
of νόμος (nomos) (perhaps even ironically), which
can be translated “law, principle, norm.” While
Paul normally uses nomos as law (e.g., in reference
to Torah), here he may have been purposefully
switching the meaning to “principle” or “norm,”
implying something like the way of Christ or the
paradigm of Christ (see Hays, “Christology and
Ethics”). This new way related to Jesus Christ is
not a set of laws or written/oral rules, but, rather,
the expectation of the imitation of the way of Jesus, a way of self-sacrificial love.
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The General Epistles and Law
In the General Epistles, two books have explicit reflection on the Old Testament law: Hebrews, Letter
to the and James, Letter of. The book of Revelation
does not address the law directly, though it contains many allusions to the Old Testament.
Hebrews and the Priestly Law
Hebrews shares with Paul an interest in eschatology and how the new age of Christ has forced a
reconsideration of life with the law, though these
authors had different angles of interest in the
subject; as Morna Hooker notes: “Just as Paul had
to re-think what it meant to be ‘righteous,’ so our
author [of Hebrews] had to rethink what it meant
to be ‘perfect’ ” (Hooker, “Christ, the ‘End’ of the
Cult,” 209–10). For Hebrews, perfection was not a
reference to sinlessness; rather, it involved “perfect” access to God and a wholly right relation to
God.
According to Hebrews, especially Heb 7:1–10:18,
“law” is a term that refers to “the whole OT system
of tent, priests, sacrifices, purification rituals, and
the like, seen as a way of expunging sin and approaching God” (Cockerill, Hebrews, 428). Hebrews
can seem rather critical of the law in this regard,
insofar as it is deemed to be ineffectual, but the
author still considered the Old Testament to be the
Word of God. In Hebrews 10:1, the law is referred
to as a “shadow of the good things to come,” and it
was considered not to be “the true form of these
realities.” Sacrifices were a pointer to the work of
Christ, but the Old Testament sacrificial system
could not, all by itself, serve as the solution to
impurity. The author worked backward from the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ to come to this conclusion:
“For if that first covenant had been faultless, there
would have been no need to look for a second one”
(Heb 8:7). Retrospectively, then, he could claim
that the law made nothing perfect (Heb 7:19), but
paved the way for the permanent and eternal work
of Jesus Christ (see deSilva, Despising Shame, 232).
James and the “Law of Liberty”
James refers to “law” several times in his letter,
and always in a positive light. In James 1:25, he
mentions the “perfect law, the law of liberty” (see
also Jas 2:12); in Jas 2:8 the “royal law,” especially

in reference to the command to love neighbor (Lev
19:18). Some commentators have taken “law of liberty” to refer to Torah as traditionally understood
and observed by Jews. Others understand this as
the teachings of Jesus. A third view interprets this
as the Christian reinterpretation of Torah. The last
of these options tends to be the most convincing,
though James’ distinct understanding of how Torah should be understood and obeyed by believers
was different in the context of his letter from that
of Paul. While Paul was arguing for a recognition
that Gentile believers ought not to be compelled
to follow the regulations of the Jewish law, James’
readership was focused on Jewish believers and,
as Richard Bauckham notes, “It was a perfectly
coherent and intelligent position to expect full and
strict observance of the law by Jewish Christians
without requiring the same of Gentile Christians”
(Bauckham, James, 148–49); again, “James, addressing Jewish Christians, presumably assumed they
observe the ritual and cultic aspects of the law”
(Bauckham, James, 151).
Conclusion
All New Testament writers were in agreement that
the reality of the Christ event transformed their
understanding the Old Testament. They were all
also in agreement that the Old Testament maintains validity as the Word of God for the people of
God. In the context of the writing of each of the
texts discussed above, though, different concerns
and themes were brought to bear on the subject
and, thus, there is a rich “diverse unity” in the
New Testament discussion of the law.
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WOMEN IN THE BIBLE Overviews the biblical
portrayal of women with an introduction to how
gender ideology affects biblical interpretation.
Portrayal of Women in the Bible
Most societies in the ancient world were patriarchal. Their written records generally reflect a male
perspective, that is, they emphasize the interests
and concerns of the men who wrote them. The
biblical world was no different and the texts of
the Bible generally reflect a male, patriarchal perspective. As Sharon Ringe puts it, “Rarely if ever
do women in the Bible get to speak for themselves.
Rather, they are portrayed from the perspective of
male authors and in the context of religious communities where authority finally came to be vested
in men and where men’s experience was the norm”
(Ringe, “When Women Interpret the Bible,” 3).
Even though the Bible is typically male-oriented, women play important parts in many key
narratives, though most commonly in their roles
as daughter, wife, or mother. The mistreatment of
women is also frequently condemned or depicted
as wicked behavior (e.g., Gen 34; 2 Sam 13). Feminist approaches to biblical interpretation attempt
to draw new attention to the biblical portrayals
of women and question how much of the biblical
picture simply reflects the cultural assumptions
and expectations of an ancient patriarchal society
(Exum, Plotted, 8).
Old Testament
Women in the Pentateuch. In the opening narratives in Genesis, God creates woman in the image
of Himself (Gen 1:26–27). She then sins (Gen 3:6)
and suffers the consequences (Gen 3:16). Eve next
has a number of sons (Gen 4:1–2, 25). Once a descendant is secured (Seth), the text details a line of
descendants (Gen 5). The text repeats the creation
language, “male and female He created them” (Gen
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5:2 NRSV), but never mentions Eve’s name again.
Instead, the writer presents the genealogy from
only a patriarchal perspective.
Abraham is a key character in the book of Genesis and in the story of the people of God. He relocates his family in obedience to God (Gen 12:1–5),
and God promises to bless him through his offspring. The story focuses on the absence of male
offspring and on Abraham’s wife who Sarah fulfills
her wifely duty and bears a son in old age (Gen
15:2–5; 16:1–16; 17:15–21; 18:10–15; 21:1–8). Sarah appears as a barren yet dominant matriarch (Bronner, Stories of Biblical Mothers, 9). God fulfills His
promise through this matriarch and the birth of
her son, Isaac (Gen 21:1–3). God makes a covenant
with His people through Abraham (Gen 15:18–20;
17:1–8). The focus of the covenant soon becomes
a sign—circumcision of the males (Gen 17:10–14).
The covenant is viewed through the eyes of patriarchy. Females relate to the covenant only through
their male counterparts.
The matriarchs continue to have a small but
powerful voice in the Pentateuch as they deliver
the male offspring of promise (Bronner, Stories
of Biblical Mothers, 21–22). The women interfere
actively on behalf of their sons (though not on
behalf of their daughters; Fuchs, “The Literary
Characterization of Mothers,” 163). Their role in
the stories is to support the male characters in the
plot. For example:
• Abram “listened to the voice of Sarai” (Gen
16:2).
• The women in the story of exodus (Moses’
mother, the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah,
Pharaoh’s sister, and Miriam) are pivotal characters, without whom the exodus would never
have happened (Exod 1:15–2:10).
• Miriam is an essential voice in Exodus and
Numbers. She is called “prophet” (Exod 15:20)
and is implied as a spokesperson of God (Num
12:2). Egyptian influence is perhaps seen in this
role of women (Tetlow, Women and Ministry, 6).
The legal and ritual texts of the Pentateuch vary
in their portrayal of women, mostly depicting
them from a patriarchal perspective. Evans points
out that of the 187 chapters in the Pentateuch,
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107 directly mention a woman or women (Evans,
“Women,” 898). Male circumcision was the sign of
the covenant, but the blood of the sacrifice on the
altar became both the means of atonement for sin,
and thus the means to remain in the covenant (Lev
10:17–18; 16; 17; 10–11) and also a sign of exclusion.
Women were excluded from performing sacrifices
and worshiping—and even from the community—
during their menstrual period and after childbirth
(Lev 12:2–5; 15:19–31).
The biblical texts often portray women as
property of their fathers or husbands:
• Fathers and husbands could overrule any vow
made by a woman (Num 30:1–15).
• Fathers could sell their daughters as slaves
(Exod 21:7).
• Husbands who were displeased with their
wives could send away their wives (Deut 21:14;
24:1); however, women could not divorce their
husbands.
Furthermore, if a virgin was sexually violated, the
offender had to pay compensation to the woman’s
father (Deut 22:28–29). She often was forced to
marry the violator—only her father could refuse
a marriage (Exod 22:16). The ancients of biblical
times rarely considered rape as a simple crime
like murder. Rather, they considered that a woman brought shame upon her family whether she
voluntarily had sex with a man other than her
husband or was raped (Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22). The
only exception was if the sexual encounter occurred in an isolated area, since women were never to be alone with other men (Deut 22:25–27).
Women in the Historical Books. In the Historical Books—like the Pentateuch—the female voice
must be considered. Female characters may be
mere pawns in the story to move along the plot;
alternatively, their overall timid voices may be indicative of male domination. Women—especially
unnamed women—are frequent characters in the
book of Judges, which portrays the time before Israel functioned as a nation. In this period, women
played public roles (Meyers, “The Hebrew Bible,”
11). For example, Deborah (Tetlow, Women and Ministry, 21) led the people of Israel as judge and as
military commander (Judg 4–5). The text calls her
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“a mother in Israel” (Judg 5:7 NRSV).
Esther is often portrayed as a female hero who
succeeded in saving the Jews of Persia from genocide (Crawford, “Esther,” 76). However, her story is
told from a male, patriarchal perspective. She not
only serves as Yahweh’s agent, but also obeys her
uncle Mordecai’s commands (Fuchs, “Status and
Role of Female Heroines in the Biblical Narrative,”
79). The text describes Esther according to her
external beauty, flattering speech, recognition of
the king’s authority, and somewhat manipulative
behavior—all of which fit a patriarchal view of
women (Fuchs, “Status and Role of Female Heroines in the Biblical Narrative,” 81).
The few women who appear in the narratives
of the monarchies of Israel and Judah are mostly
related to the biblical kings. Their voices are dependent on their social class (Meyers, “The Hebrew Bible,” 11). The roles of women appear small
compared to the males. For example, the narrator
seems to have intentionally minimized the role
of Bathsheba in order to focus on David (Berlin,
“Bathsheba,” 58). Bathsheba appears to know nothing of David’s plan and is a silent part of the story
(2 Sam 11–12; 1 Kgs 1–2; 1 Chr 3:5). Her voice is heard
only at the announcement of her pregnancy, but
she remains silent even when her child dies.
Women in the Wisdom Literature. Female symbolism is varied in Wisdom literature. In Proverbs,
women are the embodiments of both folly (Prov
9:13–18) and wisdom (Prov 1:20–33; 8:1–36; 9:1–6).
Yet the proverbs also portray women as immoral, a
cult prostitute, a goddess, a foreigner, and a headstrong and contentious abuser (Prov 1–9; 11:22;
21:19; 27:15).
In contrast, the description of the woman in
Prov 31 portrays her as wise—perhaps the ideal
wife—and as a woman with a sense of independence who appears to own and sell property (Prov
31:16). However, the description falls short of describing her religious activity, which appears indicative of a male perspective. The poem is probably intended for young men rather than young
women. The intended audience is clarified as well
by the literary structure of the poem that emphasizes verse 23, the statement that her husband is
known in the city gates (Garrett, The New American

Commentary, 248).
Women in the Prophets. The prophets mention
a female prophet: “And I went to the prophetess,
and she conceived and bore a son” (Isa 8:3). Other
parts of the Old Testament mention prophetesses
as well: Miriam (Exod 15:20), Deborah (Judg 4:4),
Huldah (2 Kgs 22:14–20), and Noadiah (Neh 6:14).
However, the majority of the prophetic texts are
male focused. Meyers suggests that the relative
scarcity of female figures in the prophetic books is
not necessarily a gender bias because the literary
genre doesn’t focus on specific individuals (and
thus, it doesn’t focus on gender; Meyers, “The Hebrew Bible,” 11). However, the prophets use women
in a degrading way to taunt Israel’s enemies (Nah
3:13; Jer 51:30; Isa 19:16). Likewise, the prophets
portray Israel’s unfaithfulness by using metaphors
that depict women in a negative light. For example:
• Hosea and Ezekiel portray Israel as a woman
who has been unfaithful to her husband (Hos
1:2; Ezek 16:23).
• Isaiah uses sexualized overtones to convey the
city of Tyre’s unfaithfulness in economics (Isa
23:15–18).
• The prophet Nahum accuses Nineveh of economic prostitution.
It is unclear whether the reference to women as
cows in Amos is positive or negative. The text
states, “You cows of Bashan … who say to their
husbands …” (Amos 4:1). Biblical writers often
used animal metaphors for humans (Sanderson,
“Women (‘Cows’) of Bashan, “Women in Scripture,”
349; Walton, IVP Bible Background Commentary,
768). However, this reference takes place in a negative critique on the women of Samaria, suggesting the portrayal has negative connotations.
Apocrypha
Some books of the Apocrypha are named after female characters, but likely all of them were written by men (Craven, “The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books,” 14–15). The characters the books
are named after—Judith and Esther—are not presented as the authors.
Women are portrayed both positively and neg159
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atively in the apocryphal books. In the books of
Tobit and Susanna (the latter is an addition to the
Greek book of Daniel), for example, women are
overall rendered positively. They have traditional
roles in society. Sarah, a key woman in Tobit, has
to fulfill her main role in life: marry and beget
children. However, each one of her husbands is
killed on the wedding night. Finally, Tobiah comes
to the rescue and marries her (Tobit 7). Tobiah’s
marriage to Sarah solves her problem of a lack of
offspring as well as her widowhood (Nickelsburg,
Jewish Literature, 31). Susanna is presented as a
God-fearing woman (Susanna (1:2). The elders
conspire against her, and she is condemned to
death as a result of her obedience to God (Susanna
1:22–23). However, Susanna is rescued by Daniel,
a male savior-type character (Nickelsburg, Jewish
Literature, 23).
Judith is portrayed as a woman of great faith
and courage (Judith 8–9). However, like Esther, Judith is described as a woman of great beauty, and
she uses her good looks in a deceitful way. This
agrees with the male expectation of how a woman
uses her sexuality in a world dominated by men
(Craven, “Women/Wives of Bethulia”; Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature, 99).
The Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, Baruch, and 2
Esdras all portray Wisdom as a female figure.
Sirach contains an overtly negative portrayal
of women. In chapter 42, Ben Sira writes, “Better
is the wickedness of a man than a woman who
does good; it is woman who brings shame and disgrace” (Sirach 42:14 NRSV). He blames women for
bringing sin upon all (Sirach 25:24), and personifies iniquity as female. He also describes a wife’s
single purpose in life as making her husband happy (Sirach 25:23b, 26:1–4, 13–15, 26; 36:27–29). Men
appear to have a choice in marriage, but women
must accept any men who want them as wives
(Sirach 36:26). Sirach particularly shows that the
social structures in place during the Intertestamental period centered on men (Craven, “The
Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, 15).
In the Maccabees accounts, women have a part
in resisting the Seleucid oppressors. In 2 Maccabees, the mother of seven sons becomes a martyr
(2 Macc 7). The woman’s nobility and martyrdom,
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however, are described as her showing a “man’s
courage” (Barton and Muddiman, The Oxford Bible
Commentary, 742). Her speech, like her sons, is full
of faith in God (2 Macc 7:9, 11, 14, 23; Nickelsburg,
Jewish Literature, 108). However, although the narrator describes her speeches, her death—unlike
her sons—is only given a passing note. This failure
to describe a martyr’s death is example of patriarchal neglect (Barton and Muddiman, The Oxford
Bible Commentary, 742).
New Testament
Women in the Gospels. The Gospel of Matthew
includes the fewest number of women, while
the Gospel of Luke includes the most. It is debated whether Jesus only had 12 male disciples and
meant to set that group as a standard, or if the
Gospel authors writing in a patriarchal context
merely focused on the 12 male disciples. While Jesus’ use of 12 male apostles is often viewed as support to disqualify women from church leadership
(Spencer, “Jesus’ treatment of Women in the Gospels,” 140), Luke indicates that women were among
Jesus’ disciples and followers as well (Luke 8:1–3).
These women were probably independent women (without husbands) who had been rejected by
their families or had left the financial support of
male family members. They likely had left homes
and families, much like Peter remarked, “Look, we
have left our homes and followed you” (Luke 18:18).
If so, Peter was recalling that more than 12 disciples “had left homes,” including female disciples
(Bauckham, Gospel Women, 114–15).
Matthew, who addressed his Gospel to a Jewish
Christian audience in Antioch (Keener, The IVP
Bible Background Commentary, 44), wrote with a
patriarchal audience in mind. Mark addressed his
Gospel to (predominantly Gentile) Roman Christians in Rome (Keener, The IVP Bible Background
Commentary, 132)—an audience in which women
had more freedom than in a fully patriarchal environment. Differences in matters affecting women
in the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Mark
reveal key issues pertaining to women.
Both Matthew and Mark include Jesus’ statements about divorce. In the events where these
statements take place, the Pharisees attempt to
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manipulate Jesus into a statement of loyalty to
one of several groups of Jewish religious leaders,
whose views on divorce differed. One group followed the school of Shammai and believed that
divorce was not allowed under any circumstances.
Another group followed the school of Hillel and
believed that divorce was possible for any cause
(Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary, 96).
The Gospel of Mark, which was written first, mentioned that Pharisees came to test Jesus and asked
if it was lawful for a man to divorce his wife (Mark
10:2). Matthew, which was written later and relied
upon the text of Mark, also states that the Pharisees came to test Jesus, asking if it is lawful for a
man to divorce his wife, and adds “or any cause?”
(Matt 19:3). This added phrase points specifically
to the school of Hillel; by this time, the Pharisees
had the habit of sending women away.
Both Mark and Matthew also include Jesus’ discussion of issues pertaining to divorce. In Mark,
He speaks of the behavior of the husband and the
wife (Mark 10:11–12). In Matthew, Jesus mentions
unchastity as the reason for divorce (which differs
from Mark) and doesn’t mention the wife’s part.
Instead, the disciples remark how, if this is the
case, a man is better not to marry. The authors’
backgrounds explain why they put the issue of
women and divorce in a different light. Women
could not divorce their husbands in patriarchal societies; in Rome they could. Thus Matthew adjusts
his account. Matthew also mentions how men in
Jewish communities often abused women by sending them away for any cause they would make up.
He portrays Jesus standing against the mistreatment of women.
Women in the Book of Acts. Acts 18:26 records
that Priscilla and Aquila, a husband and wife
team, teach Apollos about Christ. The original text
records the female’s name first—which is unusual—and thus draws attention to Priscilla as the
leading person (compare Acts 18:26 NKJV, where
the names are swapped). Acts mentions several
additional females who play a crucial role in the
early church, such as Lydia, who became a follower of Christ and opened up her home for church
meetings (Acts 16:14–15), and four prophetesses
(Acts 21:9). As the Gospel is taken further west,

women respond to the Gospel, including Damaris
in Athens (Acts 17:34).
Women in the Letters. In some letters, Paul
makes statements that reflect strong, patriarchal
values and call for women to submit to men. However, in other letters, he describes women as active
ministers in the churches. For example:
• He describes women as ministers of the
Church (Rom 16:1–7), such as Phoebe, who was
a deacon (Rom 16:1).
• He mentions Priscilla and Aquila as having a
church meeting in their house (Rom 16:3–5).
• He refers to Andronicus and Junia as apostles
(Rom 16:7). While “Junia” is a female name in
Greek, many attempts have been made to alter
the name to “Junius,” a male name. This alteration would result in only males listed as apostles and has thus been used to support the idea
that woman cannot have leading pastoral roles
in the church (compare Epp, Junia, who argues
that Junia is a female name; Brooten, Women in
Scripture, “Junia,” 107).
The role of women in the Church appears contradictory throughout the Paul’s letters:
• At times, the writers describe women as teaching; at other times, they are forbidden to teach
(1 Tim 2:12).
• First Corinthians 11:4 describes women speaking in church (1 Cor 11:4) while 1 Tim 2:11 commands them to be silent.
• Some texts uphold the patriarchal patterns of
marriage and the household (1 Pet 3:1–6; Col
3:18; Eph 5:22–6:9) while other texts stress the
new freedom in Christ (Gal 3:28; 1 Pet 2:5, 9).
These texts much be approached with consideration of local contexts and backgrounds. Readers
should also consider whether a text is prescriptive or descriptive. Read with these components
in mind, the texts reveal that the character of the
Christ is the source of truth behind the material,
including critical women issues.
Women in the Book of Revelation. Some of the
main characters in Revelation are females who are
portrayed negatively with sexualized overtones,
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such as Jezebel, who is a fornicator (Rev 2:20–23),
and Babylon, who is the Great Whore (Rev 17). Kim
and Pippin argue that this portrayal of women is
misogynistic and shows a clear hatred of women
(Kim, “Uncovering Her Wickedness,” 61; Pippin,
Death and Desire, 47). However, other female characters are portrayed in a positive light, such as the
Woman Clothed with the Sun (Rev 12:1–6), whose
only task is bearing male offspring, and the Bride,
who represents the new Jerusalem (Rev 19:7–8;
21:2).
Positive female characters in Revelation are described with stereotypical female qualities (Hood,
“Women and Warriors,” 76), such as being protective. For example, the earth—a feminine noun
and personified as a female character—helps the
Woman with the Sun when the dragon (a negative
male warrior character) seeks to sweep her away
with a flood (Rev 12:15–16). The characterization
of the males and females in Revelation must be
read against the ancient background (Rossing, The
Choice Between Two Cities, 14), providing proper
balance.
Approaches to Bible Interpretation and Gender
Various issues and approaches affect a reader’s interpretation of a text, including the reader’s view
on the nature of the text (theology of inspiration)
and the roles of the authors and readers of the text
(hermeneutics). Perspectives on texts regarding
women in the Bible are likewise influenced by the
interpreter’s theological views and hermeneutical
approaches. Critical issues concerning women
in the Bible are therefore affected by the reader’s
view on key issues, including gender ideology, the
process of canonization of the Bible, and whether
sociological and geographical elements are considered in the discussion.
Women and Gender Ideologies
The stories of the creation of man and woman and
the subsequent fall of humanity in Gen 1–3 form
a foundation for gender ideology and Bible interpretation. In the opening chapter of Genesis, God
creates man and woman in His image (Gen 1:26).
The meaning of this verse and the remainder of
the creation accounts in Gen 1–2 is subject to much
discussion. Gender ideology following from the
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derived meaning is instrumental in framing critical issues concerning women in the Bible. There
are two predominant views.
The first view understands Gen 2–3 as describing man in a position of authority over woman—
with women consequently subordinate to men.
This view is further divided into two degrees of
understanding:
1. Men are ontologically in authority over women
2. This subjugation is expressed in different roles
for men and women
Those who uphold this view do so based on the interpretations:
• Man has authority over woman because man
was created before woman (Gen 2:7, 18).
• God said that He would make a helper suitable
for man (Gen 2:18).
• Man has a more active role than woman—he
names the animals, rejoices over the woman,
names the woman, leaves parents, and cleaves
to his wife (Gen 2:20, 23–24).
• Woman first took of the fruit of the forbidden
tree and gave it to the man (Gen 3:6).
• Eve usurped the man’s headship when she took
the fruit, ate it, and gave some to her husband
(Gen 3:6).
• God asked the man, “Where are you?” (Gen
3:9), implying that man was the head, since
He did not ask both Adam and Eve about their
whereabouts.
• Beginning in Gen 3:9, God addresses and questions the man, suggesting that the husband
was presumed responsible for religious decisions and the spokesperson for the couple.
• The statement to Adam in Gen 3:17 that the
ground was cursed because of him infers that
Adam was the head or the responsible member
of the couple.
The second view upholds that Gen 1–3 consistently depicts the unity of man and woman as equal
partners. This view stresses the total equality of
men and women without role restrictions in the
Church. It views male domination as a curse and a
result of the fall (Gen 3:16), which was reversed in
Christ (Gal 3:13). This view is based on the follow-
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ing interpretations:

human language” (Grudem, Systematic Theology,
97–98). Sparks responds to this claim by asserting
• God creates both male and female in His image that accommodation does not assume divine error.
and likeness (Gen 1:26–27; 5:1–2).
Rather, God used human authors to convey His in• God gives both male and female rule over anifinite perception of reality to finite human minds
mals and over all the earth (Gen 1:26, 28).
(Sparks, God’s Word in Human Words, 243, 256).
• God gives both male and female the same blessMost societies in the ancient world were patriing and commands both to be fruitful and mul- archal. However, a few exceptions existed. For extiply, fill the earth, and subdue it (Gen 1:28–29; ample, during the third millennium bc, Sumerian
5:1–2).
women experienced a period of near equality to
• God gives male and female together all plants
men and were able to own property, were educatfor food (Gen 1:29).
ed, and had various legal rights. In the next mil• Woman is a “help” to man (Gen 2:18–20), a
lennium, however, patriarchal societies replaced
noun never used in the Old Testament as an
these more equal ones. The women in Egypt likesubordinate, but used frequently to describe
wise had high status and approached near equality
God as a helper to people.
with man. The Greek Empire and the (western
• Man is “united” to his wife, implying oneness;
part of the) Roman Empire were influenced by this
and man is “one flesh” with his wife, implying
aspect of Egyptian civilization. By the first centuunity (Gen 2:24).
ry ad, the eastern part of the Roman Empire was
• Both man and woman eat the forbidden fruit
patriarchal, with the women in full subordination;
(Gen 3:6); both make a bad moral choice.
the western part, however, offered more social
• The eyes of both man and woman are opened,
freedom and opportunities to women. In Egypt,
both realize they are naked, both hide from
the women were still educated, free, and equal in
God, and both experience guilt (Gen 3:7–8).
various ways to men (Tetlow, Women and Ministry,
• God addresses both man and woman directly
5–6).
(Gen 1:28–29; 3:9–13, 16–19), showing both have
First century Judaism had emerged from a
direct access to God.
patriarchal tradition. In the centuries leading up
• God holds both man and woman directly reto the Christian era, Hellenism intersected with
sponsible for their sin (Gen 3:16–19; Payne, One Judaism in Israel. Some Jewish groups strongly
in Christ, 41–54).
sided on the patriarchal, male-domineering side;
other Jewish groups, such as the Jewish schools of
Women and Sociogeographical Considerations
The biblical writers had their own worldviews that Shammai and Hillel, gravitated more toward the
Hellenistic models (Keener, The IVP Background
reflected norms and values—including misperCommentary, 96).
ceptions; they also communicated in various literary genres. One prominent view in interpreting Women and Canonization
biblical texts is called accommodation (Sparks,
Views regarding canonization of the Bible also
God’s Word in Human Words, 256, 258). This view
affect interpretation. One perspective of canonholds that modern readers must consider the culization holds to an authoritarian model of canontural setting and the customs of ancient writing
ization, in which the canon was established in a
and build a bridge to make application within the
male-dominated environment—councils of male
modern setting (Davids, “Authority, Hermeneutics, rabbis and bishops (Klein, Introduction to Bibliand Criticism,” 10; Sparks, God’s Word in Human
cal Interpretation, 53–65). A different perspective
Words, 230).
recognizes that this process allowed for female
Challengers of using accommodation object via influence as well (Kraemer, “The New Testament,”
theories of inerrancy. Grudem connects the use
17–21).
of accommodation to inerrancy of the Bible, and
claims that it “denies God’s effective lordship over
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The biblical world emphasized patriarchy; as
a result, most of the biblical books are androcentric—meaning they are male focused. However,
some gynocentric (female-focused) texts became
part of the canon as well. Bauckham observes that
female voice and perspectives are not only found
in the few Bible books in which those have a lot of
weight, but also in biblical texts with a predominantly male perspective (Bauckham, Gospel Women, 13). For example:
• The book of Ruth is unusually gynocentric
both in language and plot (Kam, Their Stories,
Our Stories, 115).
• The female voice and plot line dominates in the
book of Esther.
• The book of Song of Songs presents a strong female voice. The mutuality of the lovers in Song
of Songs (e.g., Song 2:16; compare 6:3; 7:10,
NRSV), stands in sharp contrast to the laws in
the Pentateuch that treat female sexuality as
male property (Deut 22:13–21).
• In Genesis, stories of the matriarchs often interrupt the dominant male perspectives of the
stories of the patriarchs (Bauckham, Gospel
Women, 13).
• Female characters such as Deborah (Judg
4:4–5:31) and Hannah (1 Sam 1:1–21) provide
commentary on the androcentric narratives in
a way that sheds light on women in the ancient
world.
While the book of Ruth carries a strong female
voice, it is disproportional in size compared to
most books in the canon. Ruth, a Moabite, is often
identified as a relativizing or correcting force to
the lawlessness seen in other places in the Old Testament (Bauckham, Gospel Women, 12). The position in of the book of Ruth in the Christian canon
provides a positive balance to the mistreatment of
women in Judg 19–21. Ruth is likewise mentioned
in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus as Messiah (Matt
1:5).
Rabbinic and church councils participated only
in the final stages of the process of canonization,
and approved the canons that communities were
already using. In these communities, the process
of canonization took place over a long period of
time, while both men and women used the books
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in teaching and application. The real process of
canonization took place in the Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire, both in areas that practiced patriarchy and in areas where
women had more freedom in society and in religious communities (Tetlow, Women and Ministry,
5–7). Both women and men, as part of the audience
of the biblical literature, had a voice in the canonization process. Biblical texts with a strong female
voice, such as the book of Ruth, may have been deliberately added to provide a counterbalance to the
male dominance in other texts (Bauckham, Gospel
Women, 15–16).
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Contextual Articles,
Exploring Ancient Texts
The Lexham Bible Dictionary serves as a guide to ancient works related to the Bible.

BIBLE BACKGROUND LITERATURE Ancient
literature that is not part of the Bible but is relevant
to the study of the Bible and early Christianity.
Overview
This article provides an overview of the Lexham
Bible Dictionary‘s coverage of ancient texts related
to the Bible and the development of early Christianity. This literature includes a wide variety
of text types, which are relevant to the Bible in
different ways and to varying degrees. Several
broad categories of texts are covered in their own
articles; this article lists these broad-category articles as well individual texts not covered in those
broader categories.
Ancient Near Eastern Texts
The literature and nonliterary texts of the ancient
Near East provide cultural context for the world in
which the Old Testament was written. They also
provide external historical evidence for some biblical people and events.
For further details, see this article: Ancient
Near Eastern Texts.
Apocrypha
Several books are considered part of the Old
Testament by Catholic and/or Eastern Orthodox
churches but not by Protestant churches. These

books are known as the Apocrypha or the deuterocanonical books. Most of these books were written
in the centuries between the books of the Protestant Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) and the New
Testament. They can provide useful information
about historical and cultural context regardless of
whether they are regarded as Scripture or canonical.
For further details, see this article: Apocrypha,
Old Testament.
For further details regarding the books in the
canons of various traditions, see this article: Canon of the Bible, Traditions of the. For information
on the inclusion and exclusion of the Apocrypha
in particular canons, see this article: Canon, Old
Testament.
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha are works involving Old Testament figures that either ascribe
events to them that are not recorded in the Old
Testament or are pseudonymously ascribed to
them. Some were written by Jewish authors and
others by Christian authors. None of these books
is considered canonical by Protestant, Catholic,
or Eastern Orthodox churches; most of them have
never been considered canonical by any church.
However, a small number of them are in the Old
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Testament canon of the Ethiopian Orthodox
church (such as 1 Enoch). Most of these books provide insight into Second Temple Judaism and the
background of the New Testament.
For further details, see this article: Pseudepigrapha, Old Testament.
Nonbiblical Dead Sea Scrolls
The Dead Sea Scrolls, which were found in caves
near Khirbet Qumran and the Judaean Desert, include many manuscripts of biblical texts as well as
a variety of non-biblical texts. Among the nonbiblical texts are many previously unknown texts as
well as a few previously known texts of the Apocrypha and Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Many
of the previously unknown texts are sectarian
in nature and thus were probably not influential
outside the Qumran community. It is difficult to
determine whether the nonsectarian texts were
widely influential in Second Temple Judaism.
For further details, see this article: Dead Sea
Scrolls, Nonbiblical.
Rabbinic Literature
Jewish rabbinic literature after the time of the
New Testament can shed light on Judaism from
the time of Jesus. However, it must be used with
care for this purpose, since it is unclear precisely
which aspects of later Jewish literature reflect earlier tradition and which aspects developed later. It
is also possible to compare rabbinic literature with
New Testament texts and other early Christian
writings, although again it is important to take
care that the comparisons being made are appropriate.
For further details, see this article: Rabbinic
Literature.
Other Jewish Texts
The works of several Jewish authors and groups
of Jewish texts do not fit easily into the categories
above. They are thus listed individually here:
• The Bar Kokhba letters were written by the
Jewish revolutionary leader Bar Kokhba during
his revolt in the ad 130s. For further details, see
this article: Bar Kokhba Letters.
• The Cairo Genizah texts are a collection of
Jewish manuscript fragments, some of which
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date as early as the ninth century ad. The
fragments include biblical texts, Apocrypha,
rabbinic literature, and other Jewish religious
texts, as well as secular Jewish documents. For
further details, see this article: Cairo Genizah.
• Philo of Alexandria, also known as Philo Judaeus, was a Jewish philosopher who wrote in
Greek in the first half of the first century ad.
For further details, see these articles: Philo Judaeus.
• Titus Flavius Josephus was a Jewish historian
who wrote in Greek in the first century ad. For
further details, see these articles: Flavius Josephus and Jewish War, The.
• The writings of several Jewish authors are
preserved only as fragments quoted in later
works. These are not technically pseudepigrapha, but are usually grouped with the pseudepigrapha and so are covered in this article:
Pseudepigrapha, Old Testament.
New Testament Apocrypha
From the second century ad through the medieval
period, Christians and heretics alike wrote texts
about Jesus and other New Testament figures that
were not accepted by Christians as a whole as part
of the New Testament. Many of these texts claim
to have been written by an apostle but are demonstrably later compositions. The vast majority of
these texts were never considered authoritative by
any Christian community, and many were explicitly rejected by the church fathers as containing
heretical teaching. In this regard, the designation
of a majority of these texts as “New Testament
Apocrypha” is essentially a label of modern biblical scholarship; most of this corpus of literature
should not be viewed in the same way as the Old
Testament Apocrypha, which was legitimately included in early Christian Bibles.
For further details on the Apocrypha, see these
articles: Apocrypha, New Testament and Pseudepigraphy in the Early Christian Period. For further
details on books that were once in ancient Bibles
but no longer are, as well as the process of canonization, see these articles: Canon, Books in Codices; Canon, New Testament; Canon, Timeline of
Formation of.
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Books of the Ethiopian Broader New Testament
Canon
The Ethiopian Orthodox church has two versions
of its canon. The narrow version of the New Testament canon includes the same New Testament
books as Protestant, Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox churches, but the broad version includes several additional books. These books are not considered authoritative by any other Christian group.
For further details, see these articles:
• Didascalia, Ethiopian
• Clement, Ethiopian Book of
• Book of the Covenant, Ethiopian
• Sinodos
Apostolic Fathers
“Apostolic Fathers” is a modern term referring to
a collection of writings by Christian authors who
lived shortly after the apostles. In contrast to the
majority of the New Testament Apocrypha, these
writings are, on the whole, in accordance with
early Christian tradition and were respected by
the early church fathers. None of them is considered canonical by any present-day church, although some of them were included in a few early
Christian Bibles or canonical lists.
For further details, see these articles: Apostolic
Fathers and Canon, Books in Codices.
Other Early Christian Literature
For an overview of Christian literature through
the second century ad and early third century ad,
see this article: Early Christian Literature. For an
overview of some of the most important church
fathers of the second through fifth centuries ad,
see this article: Church Fathers.
Hypothetical Texts
Some source-critical studies postulate a hypothetical text (“Q”) that Matthew and Luke used in
writing their Gospels. For further details, see these
articles: Q Source and Q Source, Critical Issues.
Collections of Old Testament passages used
to support Christian beliefs are attested from the
third century ad and may have been used by New
Testament writers as sources for some of their Old
Testament citations, but this is debated. For further details, see this article: Testimonia.

Other Second-Century ad Writers and Texts
For information on second-century writers and
texts not covered in the articles on Apostolic Fathers, Early Christian Literature and the Church
Fathers, see these articles:
• Melito of Sardis
• Tatian; also see: Diatessaron
• Muratorian Fragment
• Marcionite Prologues to Paul (despite their
common title, it is disputed whether these actually reflect heretical Marcionite views).
Other Third-Century ad and Later Christian Writers
and Texts
For information on third-century and later writers and texts not covered in the articles on Early
Christian Literature and the Church Fathers, see
these articles:
• Eusebius of Caesarea
• Pseudo-Hegesippus
• Apostolic Constitutions and Canons
• Decretum Gelasianum
• Apostles’ Creed
• Nicene Creed
• Gospel Prologues
• Jewish-Christian Dialogues
• Ave Maria
Nag Hammadi Codices and Related Codices
Thirteen papyrus codices found at Nag Hammadi
in Egypt contain texts that mostly appear to be associated with Gnosticism (which was considered
a heresy by the church fathers). Most surviving
gnostic texts belong to this collection, but a few
other gnostic codices are also known; these include some of the same texts found at Nag Hammadi and some other texts.
For further details, see these articles:
• Nag Hammadi Codices
• Codex Tchacos
• Berlin Codex
• Askew Codex
• Bruce Codex
Papyrus Manuscripts
Papyrus manuscripts from a wide range of dates
in both the bc and ad periods have been found in
169
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the Egyptian desert. Among them are manuscripts
of biblical texts as well as extrabiblical literature
and practical documents. For discussion of significant collections of papyri, see these articles:
• Bodmer Papyri
• Chester Beatty Papyri
• Oxyrhynchus
• Elephantine Papyri
For further details, see this article: Papyrus.
Other Non-Jewish, Non-Christian Literature
Other non-Jewish, non-Christian texts from ancient times that are relevant to studies of the Bible
include:
• The fifth-century bc Greek historian Herodotus describes several historical events also narrated in the Bible, including the Assyrian king
Sennacherib’s campaign against Egypt. For further details, see this article: Herodotus.
• The first- or second-century ad Phoenician History by Philo of Byblos discusses Phoenician
mythology, including legends about Baal and
other Semitic deities mentioned in the Bible.
For further details, see this article: Philo of Byblos.
• The letters of Pliny the Younger, Roman governor of Bithynia-Pontus in the early second century ad, provide some of the earliest
non-Christian descriptions of Christians and
Christianity. For further details, see this article: Pliny the Younger.
• The second-century ad philosopher Celsus
produced the first known extensive written
attack on Christianity. For further details, see
this article: Celsus.
• The Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of writings associated with the deity Hermes Trismegistos, provides an example of Hellenistic
syncretistic religion, which combines elements
from different cultures, including Greek, Jewish, and Egyptian elements. Some texts from
the Corpus Hermeticum were found at Nag
Hammadi alongside the gnostic texts found
there. For further details, see this article: Corpus Hermeticum.
• Roman inscriptions related to the Bible include
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an inscription in Nazareth prohibiting grave
robbery and an inscription in Corinth that
mentions Gallio as proconsul. For further details, see these articles: Edict of Claudius and
Gallio Inscription.
• Texts within the Graeco-Roman chreia genre
were composed of short, pithy sayings, which
were especially used by philosophers. Some
sayings of Jesus have been analyzed as chreiai.
For further details, see this article: Chreia.
• Greek poetry from the Hellenistic period provides context for some aspects of the New
Testament, and there are a few quotations of
and allusions to Hellenistic poetry in the New
Testament and in the Apocrypha. For further
details, see this article: Hellenistic Poetry.
Rachel Klippenstein

DEAD SEA SCROLLS, NONBIBLICAL Scrolls
found among the 11 caves of Qumran by the Dead
Sea that are not copies of biblical books. These
scrolls date approximately to 250 bc–ad 50.
The nonbiblical Dead Sea Scrolls have had a
large impact on our understanding of the language, literature, and history of Judaism in Israel
in the first centuries bc and ad. The richness and
variety of the collection, despite its fragmentary
nature, can hardly be overstated. They can be divided into three major categories:
1. previously known noncanonical texts;
2. previously unknown parabiblical texts;
3. previously unknown sectarian texts.
(For texts and translations of the all the texts, see
García Martínez and Tigchelaar, Dead Sea Scrolls,
and Parry and Tov, Dead Sea Scrolls; for translations and introductions, see Wise, Abegg, and
Cook, Dead Sea Scrolls; for the numbering system
used for the Dead Sea Scrolls, see Fitzmyer, Guide,
1–4; Tov, Revised Lists.)
Previously Known Noncanonical Texts
Some of the scrolls contained the text of works
from outside the Hebrew canon of Scripture that
were previously known only in translation. For ex-
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ample, the book of Tobit, which Roman Catholics
consider to be canonical and Protestants consider to be part of the Apocrypha, is attested in five
manuscripts—four in Aramaic (4Q196–4Q199) and
one in Hebrew (4Q200). This text had previously
only been available in the Greek translation found
in the Septuagint. Likewise, the book of Ecclesiasticus (also known as Sirach or Ben Sira), which is
also among the Apocrypha and part of the Roman
Catholic canon, is attested in one very fragmentary Hebrew manuscript (2Q18) containing part
of chapter 6. A larger scroll found at Masada contains substantial portions of the Hebrew text of
chapters 39–43. Prior to the Dead Sea discoveries,
this text was available only in a Greek translation
and partial medieval copies of the Hebrew original
(see Beentjes, Book of Ben Sira).
Two of the ancient books classified as pseudepigrapha (meaning their authorship is fictionally
ascribed to Old Testament figures) were found at
Qumran: the book of Enoch and the book of Jubilees. Enoch is not canonical (except for the Ethiopian Orthodox church) but was very important in
early Judaism and is quoted in the New Testament
(Jude 14–15; 1 Enoch 1:9); however, until the Qumran finds, it was known only in Greek and Ethiopic translation. The Qumran scrolls (4Q201–202,
4Q204–207, 4Q212) contain about 15 percent of the
original Aramaic text, as well as parts of other
works from the Enoch literature—the Book of Giants (1Q23–24, 2Q26, 4Q203, 4Q530–533), and the
so-called Astronomical Enoch (4Q208–211), which
deals with the movements of the sun and moon.
Additionally, 15 Hebrew copies of the book of Jubilees, a 50-chapter retelling of the Genesis narratives from a sectarian viewpoint, were found at
Qumran (1Q17–18, 2Q19–20, 3Q5, 4Q216–224, 11Q12).
Like Enoch, the complete text had been known previously only in Ethiopic translation, as it is only
canonical for the Ethiopian Orthodox church (see
Milik, Books of Enoch).
Finally, the Hebrew text of the extrabiblical
Psalm 151, previously known only in Greek, was
found in the Cave 11 scroll of the book of Psalms
(11Q5, column 28; see Sanders, Dead Sea Psalms
Scroll).

For further details, see these articles: Tobit,
Book of; Sirach, Book of; Enoch, Books of; Enoch,
First Book of; Jubilees, Book of; Book of Giants;
Enoch, Astronomical; Psalm 151.
Previously Unknown Parabiblical Texts
The term “parabiblical” refers to texts that are
based on biblical stories or personages but contain
expansions, extra material, or narrative reworkings that go beyond the biblical text. A prominent
example of a parabiblical text is the Aramaic
Genesis Apocryphon from Cave 1 (1QapGen), of
which 22 mostly fragmentary columns survive. It
contains pseudonymous, first-person retellings
of some of the patriarchal narratives, including a
long section on Abraham (Fitzmyer, Genesis Apocryphon). Also of major importance is the Cave 11
Temple Scroll, the longest of the Qumran scrolls
(parts of 66 columns in 11Q19; 11Q20 also contains
part of the work). This text is a reworking of the
legal material from the Pentateuch claiming to
contain first-person utterances of God to Israel (for further information, see Fitzmyer, Guide,
205–12). Other Hebrew texts in this parabiblical
category are:
• the Vision of Samuel (4Q160);
• the Pseudo-Ezekiel texts (4Q385–386, 4Q385b,
4Q388);
• The Apocryphon of Joshua (4Q378–79);
• The Apocryphon of Joseph (4Q371–373) and a
related fragment tentatively titled the Apocryphon of David (2Q22).
Besides 1QapGen, other Aramaic texts in the genre
include:
• the Pseudo-Daniel text (4Q243–245);
• the so-called Birth of Noah texts (4Q534–536;
also known as the Elect of God texts);
• the Testament of Jacob (4Q537);
• the Testament of Joseph (4Q539);
• the Visions of Amram (4Q543–549);
• the Testament of Kohath (4Q542);
• the Apocryphon of Judah (4Q538).
The label “vision” denotes a vision that purports to
come from an Old Testament personage. The label
“testament” denotes the last words and instruc171
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tions purporting to come from an Old Testament
personage. In addition to those listed above, a
lengthy text that belongs to the testament genre is
known as the Aramaic Levi Document (4Q213–213ab214–214ab, 1Q21). This text deals with the patriarch
Levi and is apparently a source of the later Greek
Testament of Levi (see Greenfield, Stone, and Eshel,
Aramaic Levi Document.)
There are also a couple manuscripts of targums (Aramaic translations) of the book of Job;
these are more closely related to the Hebrew biblical text than the other parabiblical texts are. They
are distinct from the Rabbinic targums of Job.
For further details, see these articles: Genesis
Apocryphon; Temple Scroll; Vision of Samuel;
Pseudo-Ezekiel, Dead Sea Scrolls Texts; Apocryphon of Joshua; Apocryphon of Joseph; Apocryphon of David; Pseudo-Daniel, Dead Sea Scrolls
Text; Elect of God Text, Aramaic; Testament of
Jacob, Dead Sea Scrolls Text; Testament of Joseph;
Visions of Amram; Testament of Kohath; Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs; Testament of
Naphtali; Apocryphon of Judah; Aramaic Levi Document; Job, Targums of.
Previously Unknown Texts, Mainly Sectarian
The majority of the nonbiblical texts were religious documents composed or collected by a
Jewish sect. The identity of the sect is disputed,
but the most common guess is that they were Essenes. These sectarian documents are of various
types.
Rules and Religious Law
Several texts are “rules” (Hebrew serek) that present the sectarian view of Jewish law and ritual and
describe the community’s organizational regulations. The most important texts in this category
are:
• the Rule of the Community (1QS[erek], 4Q255–
264, 5Q11; also known as the Manual of Discipline);
• the Rule of the Congregation (1QSa);
• the Damascus Document (4Q266–273, 5Q12,
6Q15), a medieval copy of which (referred to as
CD, the Covenant of Damascus) had been discovered in the Cairo Geniza in 1895;
• the Rule of War (1Q33), usually known as the
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War Scroll, which describes the regulations for
the order of battle between the “sons of light”
and the forces of evil, the “sons of darkness,” in
the last days.
The Rule of the Community has received considerable attention because some of the community practices it describes are similar to Essene
practices described by Josephus (Josephus, J.W.
2.8.2–9, §§120–143). It also contains details of the
sect’s dualistic deterministic theology, describing
how the “sons of light” are ruled by the “Prince of
Light” and the “sons of darkness” by the “Angel of
Darkness” (1QS 3:13–4:26; see Leaney, Rule). The
Damascus Document contains many of the same
laws as the Rule of the Community but specifies that
it is for members of “the new covenant in the land
of Damascus” (CD 6:19; 8:21; 19:33–34), possibly a
separate group (for an outline and bibliography,
see Fitzmyer, Guide, 189–96). The Rule of the Congregation, which was an appendix to the Rule of the
Community, provides rules for the membership
of the community in the “last days” (1QSa 1:1) and
describes an eschatological banquet over which
the High Priest and the Messiah of Israel are to
preside (1QSa 2:20; see Schiffman, Eschatological
Community).
Another text in this category is a letter addressed to sectarian opponents concerning disagreements about ritual law. It is referred to simply as 4QMMT (4Q394–399) or, in Hebrew, Miqṣat
Maʿaśe Ha-Torah (“Some of the Deeds of the Law”),
a phrase that occurs near the end of the discourse
(for an outline and bibliography, see Fitzmyer,
Guide, 216–23; Kampen and Bernstein, Reading
4QMMT). This text, which was fully published in
the 1990s, reignited debate about the identity of
the Qumran sect, since many of the positions the
scroll writer took on disputed questions could be
interpreted as coming from the Sadducees rather
than the Essenes (see Cook, Solving the Mysteries,
111–16). Unlike most of the other Scrolls, this document is written in a dialect of Hebrew similar to
the one used in later rabbinic works such as the
Mishnah (ca. ad 200). The rest of the Hebrew documents favor the classical Hebrew dialect.
For further details, see these articles: Rule of
the Community; Rule of the Congregation; Damas-
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cus Document; War Scroll; Book of War; Miqsat
Maase Hatorah.
Biblical Interpretation
The Qumran sect found prophecies of themselves
and figures of their times within the Scriptures of
Israel. Many of their biblical commentaries introduce these interpretations using the phrase pesher
ha-davar (“the meaning of the matter”) or simply
pishro (“its meaning”). For this reason, their approach is known as the pesher method, and their
commentaries are known as pesharim (plural of
pesher). The pesharim can be thematic (i.e., dealing
with different passages of Scripture) or continuous (i.e., dealing with a complete book in order).
The most notable continuous pesharim are:
• the Habakkuk Pesher (1QpHab), dealing with
Hab 1–2;
• several pesharim on Isaiah (4Q161–165);
• the Hosea Pesher (4Q166–167);
• the Nahum Pesher (4Q169);
• the Psalms Pesher (1Q16, 4Q171, 4Q173).
All of these mention various historical figures under code names such as the “Teacher of Righteousness,” possibly referring to the founder of the sect
(also known from the Damascus Document), and
“Flattery-Seekers,” referring to an opposing group.
Other code names include the “Wicked Priest,”
the “Man of the Lie,” and the “Lion of Wrath.” In
its comments on Nahum 2:11, the Nahum Pesher
actually names a Gentile ruler—Demetrius III
Eukairos, who invaded the land in 88 bc. This has
enabled us to pinpoint more exactly the historical
era of the scrolls. There are also pesharim on
Genesis (4Q252–254a) and other books.
Included among the thematic pesharim are:
• 4QFlorilegium (4Q174), interpreting various
texts from Deuteronomy, 2 Samuel, and Psalms
as referring to the last days;
• 4QCatena (4Q177, 4Q182), which provides eschatological keys to passages from the Psalms
and Prophets;
• 11QMelchizedek (11Q13), a fragmentary pesher
that interprets Scripture passages about the
Jubilee as eschatological in intent, with an

exalted Melchizedek (Gen 14:18) as angelic messenger (see Horgan, Pesharim).
For further details, see these articles: Pesharim
from Qumran; Florilegium; Melchizedek Scroll.
Calendrical Texts
The Qumran sect favored a 364-day solar calendar
instead of the lunar calendar used by other Jews
(which is still in use). A large number of Qumran
texts deal with efforts to synchronize this calendar with various other ways of dividing time. For
instance, the Hebrew text 4QSigns (4Q319) tries
to synchronize the solar and lunar calendars with
the periodic Jubilee years. The Hebrew Mishmarot texts (4Q320–326, 4Q328–329) synchronize
the solar and lunar calendars with the 24 priestly
courses (Hebrew mishmarot) serving in the temple
(1 Chr 24:7–18), and also mention festivals or major
events. Another Hebrew text, 4Q317, deals with
phases of the moon. The Aramaic text 4QBrontologion (4Q318) gives a method for divination based
on the connection between thunder, the moon
phases, and the signs of the zodiac. The book of
Enoch and book of Jubilees (mentioned above) also
prescribe the use of the solar calendar (see Fitzmyer, Guide, 251–54; Wise, Abegg, and Cook, Dead
Sea Scrolls, 379–408).
For further details, see this article: Dead Sea
Scrolls, Calendrical Texts.
Wisdom Texts
Some of the texts are of the same genre as Wisdom books such as Proverbs or Ecclesiasticus (Ben
Sira). An important one is known as the Instruction
(or Mûsar le-Mēvîn, “Instruction for the Understanding”), which appears in six copies (4Q415–
418, 4Q423). Like Proverbs, it contains wise sayings
addressed by an ideal teacher to an ideal pupil
concerning the right way to live. Another work,
the Book of Mysteries (1Q27, 4Q299–300), stresses
the hiddenness of true wisdom and the necessity
of God’s revelation. The scroll called Wiles of the
Wicked Woman (4Q184) takes its inspiration from
Prov 7:1–27 and presents Folly, the opposite of Wisdom, as a seductress who seeks to lure people into
deception. 4QBeatitudes (4Q525) presents a series
of beatitudes, not unlike those of the Sermon on
the Mount (Matt 5:3–11), proclaiming the bless173
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edness of those who follow wisdom. The untitled
scroll 4Q424 is more prosaic in its advice, and its
maxims could sit comfortably next to the biblical
proverbs. All of these texts are written in classical
Hebrew (see Harrington, Wisdom Texts).
For further details, see this article: Dead Sea
Scrolls, Wisdom Texts.
Poetry
Many of the scrolls contain original poetic compositions, continuing in the scriptural traditions of
Hebrew poetry. The most notable is the collection
called the Thanksgiving Scroll (Hebrew Hodayot),
which exists in several copies (1QHa, 1Q35, 4Q427–
432); originally it contained at least 34 psalms,
many of which are introduced with the phrase “I
thank thee, O Lord.” The personal and intimate
tone of these hymns and prayers, as well as various sectarian allusions, suggest that they may have
been written by the Teacher of Righteousness
himself. Another group of psalms, less personal in
nature, are the Barkhi Nafshi (“Bless, O my soul”)
texts (4Q434–438). Lamentations in the biblical
style (see Lam 1–5) are found in 4Q179 (mourning
the destruction of Jerusalem) and 4Q445 (for the
Hodayot in particular, see Hughes, Scriptural Allusions; and Kittel, Hymns.)
For further details, see these articles: Thanksgiving Scroll; Barkhi Nafshi.
Liturgy
Closely allied to the poetic hymns are works
containing prayers and hymns apparently for
use in public ceremonies. Very striking are the
Songs for the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400–407, 11Q17),
which are 13 psalms and blessings for the weekly
sacrifice that invoke the presence of angels (under the name “gods”) and describe the heavenly
temple and the throne of God. Another collection of prayers, the Words of the Heavenly Lights
(4Q504–506), may have been recited throughout
the week. The work called Festival Prayers (1Q34,
1Q34bis, 4Q507–509) contains prayers to be recited on the Day of Atonement and other festivals.
Other texts contain psalms that imitate biblical
styles by celebrating God’s creative power and His
choice of Zion (so-called “noncanonical psalms,”
4Q380–381). Some of the Qumran copies of the bib174

lical Psalter (11Q5, 11Q6, 4Q88) contain otherwise
unknown psalms that the sect included with the
canonical psalms (see especially Charlesworth and
Newsom, Angelic Liturgy).
For further details, see these articles: Songs of
the Sabbath Sacrifice; Words of the Luminaries;
Festival Prayers, Dead Sea Scrolls Texts; Dead Sea
Scrolls, Psalms, Noncanonical and Apocryphal.
Narrative/History
The Scrolls are generally deficient in narrative
genres. There are no historical texts besides the
biblical ones, but there are a few Aramaic stories
about nonscriptural figures. The fragmentary
Prayer of Nabonidus (4Q242) tells how God healed
Nabonidus, the last king of Babylon, from a “severe inflammation” through a Jewish diviner
whose name is not preserved. Some scholars believe this story was part of the Daniel cycle and
influenced the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s healing
in Dan 4. Another Aramaic story, sometimes called
“Proto-Esther” (4Q550), is set in the Persian court
and relates how a certain Bagasrava—probably
a Jew—rose to success and was rewarded by the
king. It has some distant parallels to the canonical
book of Esther. A very fragmentary Hebrew text
(4Q332–333) related to the Mishmarot calendar
texts is not a narrative, but it does mention historical figures of the first century bc, such as Queen
Salome (Shelamzion), King Hyrcanus II, and the
Roman general Aemilius Scaurus. This is as close
as the Scrolls came to writing straightforward history (for Nabonidus and Proto-Esther, see Crawford, “Court Tales”).
For further details, see these articles: Nabonidus, Prayer of; Bagasraw, Tale of.
Apocalyptic and Demonology
The Scrolls include a rich variety of eschatological texts in the apocalyptic mode. The War Scroll
(mentioned above) is a rule for the “faithful”
during the final war against evil at the end of
days. There are also several copies of the Aramaic Description of the New Jerusalem (1Q32, 2Q24,
4Q554–555, 5Q15, 11Q18), wherein an angel relates
in a vision the dimensions and layout of the Jerusalem to come. This text is similar in some ways to
Ezekiel’s vision in Ezek 40–48 (see Chyutin, New
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Jerusalem). Another Aramaic visionary text is the
Four Kingdoms (4Q552–553), in which a seer sees
the successive ruling powers symbolized by four
trees. The so-called Son of God text in Aramaic
(4Q246) is a fragmentary vision of an unnamed
seer (possibly Daniel) who sees the coming of a
figure whom many will call the “son of God,” followed by the final war in which the people of God
shall prevail (see Cook, “4Q246”). Other texts are
unknown Hebrew pseudepigrapha with heavy
eschatological content, such as the Apocryphon of
Jeremiah (4Q383) and Pseudo-Moses (4Q385a, 4Q387,
4Q387a, 4Q388a, 4Q389–390). The Hebrew poem
4Q521 (Messianic Apocalypse) describes the coming
age of the Messiah (see Wise, “Messiah,” 60–65).
Almost all of the scrolls presuppose that the
powers of evil include demonic forces and hostile
supernatural beings. Some minor texts deal directly with the world of evil spirits. The Hebrew
Incantation of the Sage (4Q444) and the Aramaic
Exorcism (4Q560) were intended to protect against
or expel demons. A collection of noncanonical
Hebrew psalms (11Q11) has the overall theme of
resisting demonic attack (see Reynolds, “Understanding the Demonologies”).
For further details, see these articles: New Jerusalem Texts, Dead Sea Scrolls; Four Kingdoms,
Dead Sea Scrolls Text; Son of God Text, Aramaic;
Pseudo-Moses, Dead Sea Scrolls Text; Messianic
Apocalypse; Incantation of the Sage; Aramaic Exorcism, Dead Sea Scrolls Text.

Wolters, Copper Scroll).
For further details, see these articles: Rebukes
of the Overseer; Copper Scroll.
Related Article
For information on the process of canonization,
see this article: Canon, Old Testament.
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900-plus manuscripts, including 200 or so biblical texts, written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek.
These manuscripts and fragments have been dated
between 250 bc and ad 50. Their initial discovery
and subsequent publication has been a source of
controversy.
Initial Discovery
A great deal remains unknown about the initial
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, including the
exact date and who made the discovery. However, it is clear that W. F. Albright, an archaeologist
and biblical scholar, was correct in 1948 when he
declared: “It is easy to surmise that the new discovery will revolutionize intertestamental studies
… it will soon antiquate all present handbooks on
the background of the New Testament and on the
textual criticism and interpretation of the Old
Testament” (Albright, “Notes,” 3). The story begins
with just one cave, Cave 1; the other ten caves were
located later, between 1952 and 1956 (VanderKam
and Flint, Meaning, 1, 15–18).

The Cave 1 Scrolls
The Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered during a
particularly turbulent time in the Middle East as
the United Nations debated the partition of Palestine. Sometime during the winter of 1946 or early
in 1947, toward the end of the British Mandate
in Palestine, three men from the Ta’amireh tribe
of the Bedouins—Khalil Musa, Jum’a Muhammad Khalil, and their teenage cousin Muhammad
Ahmed el-Hamed (nicknamed “edh-Dhib”)—were
tending their flocks on the northwestern side of
the Dead Sea. While exploring the rock formation
above their grazing flocks, Jum’a came upon two
holes. He threw a stone into one of the holes and
Edward M. Cook was startled by what was apparently the sound
of pottery shattering. Because it was late in the
evening, the three agreed to explore the cave at
another time. However, a couple of days later,
Muhammad edh-Dhib returned on his own and reDEAD SEA SCROLLS, HISTORY OF REmoved two bundles wrapped in a “greenish” cloth
SEARCH Overviews the discovery of and history
and a third, large, unwrapped scroll. It is probaof research on the Dead Sea Scrolls, a collection of ble that these scrolls were the large Isaiah Scroll
writings discovered in the region of the Dead Sea
(1QIsaa); the Manual of Discipline, or Serek ha-Yahad
near the site of Khirbet Qumran beginning some(1QS); and a commentary, or pesher, on Habakkuk
time between winter 1946 and spring 1947.
The term “Dead Sea Scrolls” designates some
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(1QpHab; VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 3; Trever, Untold, 103–04).
The Bedouin brought the three scrolls to
Bethlehem in the spring of 1947, showing them to
antiquities dealers. Eventually, Khalil Eskander
Shahin (“Kando”), a Syrian Orthodox merchant
and antiquities dealer, saw the scrolls. In April
1947, Kando brought the scrolls to the attention of
Metropolitan Athanasius Yeshue Samuel, the Syrian Orthodox archbishop at St. Mark’s Monastery
in the Old City of Jerusalem. Metropolitan Samuel was aware of ancient reports of manuscript
finds near Jericho, and in July 1947 he purchased
the large Isaiah scroll (1QIsaa), the Manual of Discipline (1QS), and the commentary on Habakkuk
(1QpHab) for about $97.20 (Trever, Untold, 105–07;
Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 4–5).
Sometime in the early summer of 1947, the
Bedouin discovered four more scrolls. Three of the
scrolls—a second Isaiah scroll (1QIsab), the War
Scroll (1QM), and the Hodayot, or Thanksgiving
Hymns (1QHa)—were sold to a different antiquities dealer, Faidi Salahi. Kando acquired the fourth
scroll, the Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen; Collins,
Dead Sea Scrolls, 5–6).
As Metropolitan Samuel sought advice about
the age of his acquired scrolls, the ones purchased by Salahi were brought to the attention
of Eleazar Sukenik, a professor of archaeology
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. In November 1947, Sukenik examined a few fragments
through the barbed-wire barricade at the Jaffa
Gate in Zone B of partitioned Jerusalem (Trever,
Untold, 110). Learning about the scrolls’ discovery
in a cave near the Dead Sea, Sukenik resolved to
make a dangerous trip to Bethlehem to see Salahi
(VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 6). After examining the texts, Sukenik became convinced of their
authenticity and purchased the War Scroll (1QM)
and the Thanksgiving Hymns (1QHa) for the Hebrew
University. Thus Sukenik was the first scholar to
authenticate the scrolls (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls,
6). In late December 1947, Sukenik was able to
purchase the second Isaiah scroll (1QIsab; Trever,
Untold, 111).
In early December the same year, Sukenik
had told a friend about the scrolls, and his friend

informed him that earlier in the year he and a colleague had gone to St. Mark’s Monastery to view
some scrolls in the possession of Metropolitan
Samuel to advise him on the date of the manuscripts. Sukenik made the connection between the
scrolls he had agreed to buy from Salahi and the
ones in the possession of Metropolitan Samuel.
Near the end of January 1948, Sukenik met with
a representative of the metropolitan to examine
the documents (Fields, Dead Sea Scrolls, 46–52).
Convinced of their authenticity, Sukenik offered
to buy the scrolls. However, the offered sum alerted the metropolitan to the potential value of his
property (VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 7).
Instead of meeting again with Sukenik, associates of the metropolitan approached the American
School of Oriental Research (ASOR) in Jerusalem
in February 1948. Although the director, Millar
Burrows, was away, John C. Trever, a recent Ph.D.
and recipient of an annual ASOR fellowship,
took the call. Trever invited the metropolitan’s
emissary, Butros Sowmy, to ASOR (VanderKam
and Flint, Meaning, 7; Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 7).
Upon seeing the Hebrew script of the large Isaiah
scroll (1QIsaa), Trever recalled that W. F. Albright
had published an analysis of the handwriting of a
document called the Nash Papyrus, a small manuscript inscribed with the Ten Commandments
and the Shema (Deut 6:4). Albright dated the Nash
Papyrus to the first or second century bc (Trever,
Untold, 23). Based on the similarity of the scripts,
Trever concluded that the scrolls were quite ancient. Trever pursued photography as a hobby and
convinced the metropolitan to allow him to photograph the scrolls (Trever, Untold, 40). With the
assistance of William Brownlee, another recent
Ph.D. and recipient of an ASOR fellowship, Trever
photographed the entirety of 1QIsaa and 1QpHab
(Trever, Untold, 44; VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 8). The metropolitan agreed to leave the scroll
we now know as 1QS with Trever for subsequent
photographing (VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 9).
Trever sent sample photographs to Albright, who
confirmed Trever’s dating and congratulated him
on the great discovery (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 8).
On April 10th, 1948, the Yale University News
Bureau released what was effectively the “birth
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announcement” of the Dead Sea Scrolls, revealing
that four ancient Hebrew scrolls, among them one
of the earliest known copies of the book of Isaiah,
had been discovered (VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 10). Although the announcement contained
some errors, for the first time the wider public
became aware of the discovery. On April 26, 1948,
Sukenik also issued a press release announcing
the existence of the three scrolls in the possession of the Hebrew University (Schuller, Dead Sea
Scrolls, 6).
Still seeking a buyer, in January 1949, Metropolitan Samuel took his scrolls (1QIsaa, 1QpHab,
1QS, and 1QapGen) to the United States. In June
1954, an advertisement of sale was placed in the
Wall Street Journal. Coincidentally, Yigael Yadin,
Sukenik’s son, was in America at the time. Working anonymously, Yadin secured the purchase of
the scrolls for $250,000 (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls,
9). Thus all seven “original” Dead Sea Scrolls were
reunited in Jerusalem.
Excavation of Cave 1 and the Other Caves
The subsequent decade was a busy one for the
Bedouin, archaeologists, and scholars. With the
end of the Arab-Israeli War in 1948, it became possible for archaeologists to excavate Cave 1 near the
ruins of Qumran between February 15 and March
5, 1949. The operation was carried out under the
direction of G. Lankester Harding (Palestine Archaeological Museum) and Roland de Vaux (École
Biblique et Archéologique Française), who would
become the first editor-in-chief of the Judaean
Desert publication series created by Oxford Press,
Discoveries in the Judaean Desert (of Jordan), a position he held from 1954 until his death in 1970
(Fields, “Discovery,” 210; Briend, “De Vaux,” 203;
Tov, “Discoveries,” 205).
Caves 2–6 were discovered in 1952. Bedouins
found Cave 2, which contained only small fragments. In March 1952, archaeologists identified
Cave 3. Along with the fragments of about 14 manuscripts was the famous Copper Scroll, a list of
treasure sites on copper. However, it was again the
Bedouins who made the most important find: Cave
4 (VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 14–16). Sometime in September, de Vaux and Harding began to
get clues about a significant find. Located a short
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distance from the ruins of Qumran, this artificial
cave contained the remains of almost 600 manuscripts. The finding of Cave 4 changed the way
the discovery of the scrolls was handled (Fields, A
Full History, 138–39; VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 16–18). The lawful excavation of Cave 4 began
in late September 1952. However, the Bedouins,
as de Vaux wrote, “worked so meticulously that
only a few minuscule fragments remained in their
tailings” (cited in Fields, A Full History, 141). Still,
when the archaeologists explored the lower layers
of the cave they were able to collect about 1,000
fragments belonging to approximately 100 different manuscripts (Fields, A Full History, 141).
At the behest of Harding, the Jordanian government worked to make funds available for
purchasing the fragments taken by the Bedouin,
setting a price per square centimeter to discourage further division of the fragments. Jordan
collected the fragments in the Palestine Archaeological Museum in East Jerusalem. With boxes of
fragments continually arriving, over the next few
years the government organized an international
team—including scholars from the United States
(Frank M. Cross and Patrick Skehan), England
(John Strugnell and John M. Allegro), Poland (Józef
T. Milik), France (Jean Starcky), and Germany
(Claus-Hunno Hunzinger), under the leadership of
de Vaux—to process, decipher, and work toward
publishing the newly discovered texts (Fields,
Dead Sea Scrolls, 142, 191–239; VanderKam and Flint,
Meaning, 14–16).
In 1955 Caves 7–10 came to light. Cave 11, the
final cave, was identified by Bedouin in 1956.
Clearing the blocked entrance, the Bedouin found
two well-preserved manuscripts, the great Psalms
Scroll (11QPsa) and the Temple Scroll (11QT), as
well as 31 more fragmentary manuscripts (VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 15–18).
Excavations
Archaeologists had made surface observations
about Khirbet Qumran prior to 1947, and de Vaux
and Harding had done their own preliminary examinations in 1949 when they were excavating
Cave 1. However, no serious excavation of the site
occurred until de Vaux returned there in late 1951
(VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 34–37). Pottery
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found at Khirbet Qumran matched pottery excavated from Cave 1, demonstrating a relationship
between the cave and Khirbet Qumran. Several
more seasons of excavation at Khirbet Qumran
revealed the remains of buildings, coins, more
pottery, pottery workshops, a cemetery, inkwells,
inscribed jars, and ostraca (Pfann, “Archaeological
Surveys,” 55). Still, no scrolls or fragments were
found at the site. The identification of the site as
an Essene community that produced and collected
the manuscripts has been the subject of intense
debate. Eric Meyers’s essay “Khirbet Qumran and
Its Environs” presents a concise and detailed discussion of the history of the disputes. Meyers remains adamant that it is clear “that there is a connection between the caves and the settlement of
Khirbet Qumran” (Meyers, “Khirbet Qumran,” 41).
Beyond the sites of Qumran and the cave, excavations carried out at Masada during 1955 and 1956
by Yadin produced several biblical manuscripts
and other texts along with 700-plus ostraca. In
1961, excavations at Nahal Hever yielded the finds
of a scroll of the Minor Prophets in Greek (8Hev
1), other papyrus fragments, and more ostraca in
Jewish script. For a concise yet thorough list of
excavations and finds during this period, see Stephen Pfann’s introductory article “Archaeological
Surveys” in volume 1 of the Encyclopedia of the
Dead Sea Scrolls. For a list of major publications
according to sites, see Joseph Fitzmyer’s A Guide to
the Dead Sea Scrolls and Related Literature.
Controversies
Major discoveries are often the source of conflict
and contention. A major discovery of the oldest
copies of the Hebrew Bible and some 700-plus other documents, many never seen before, easily captivated the interest of both scholars and the wider
public.
Dating
For those who first interacted with the scrolls,
establishing their authenticity was paramount.
Metropolitan Samuel went to a great deal of trouble to authenticate the scrolls in his possession. He
was told by numerous people that the scrolls were
likely produced during the medieval period, and
thus possessed little significance or value (Trever,

Untold, 106–13). Still, most experts who studied
the scrolls (such as Sukenik and Trever) became
convinced of their antiquity. One critic, Solomon
Zeitlin, persevered in denying the authenticity of
the scrolls. His arguments are recorded in a long
series of articles in the Jewish Quarterly Review
(VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 381).
In 1950, G. Lankester Harding sent samples
of the linen scroll wrappers for carbon-14 dating
at the University of Chicago. The dating helped
establish a general framework, limiting the time
frame to a few centuries on either side of the turn
of the eras. Later, accelerator mass spectrometry
was applied to the actual scrolls, confirming the
general period already delineated by archaeologists and paleographers (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls,
14; VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 20–33).
Ownership Disputes
After Yigael Yadin organized the purchase of
Metropolitan Samuel’s scrolls in 1954, the seven
original Cave 1 scrolls were reunited in Israel. The
state of Israel set up a fund to build the Shrine of
the Book at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. The
Shrine opened in April 1956 (VanderKam and Flint,
Meaning, 14–15). It should be noted that the metropolitan’s removal of the scrolls to the United States
was considered an illegal act of smuggling by the
Jordanian authorities (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 9).
As referenced above, with the discovery of
Cave 4 the Jordanian government made money
available to purchase the fragments that had been
removed by the Bedouins. However, the sheer
number of fragments meant that more money
was needed, and, at Harding’s suggestion, the
Jordanian government invited foreign academic institutions to purchase the fragments with
the stipulation that after the preparatory editing
was complete, the institutions would receive an
equivalent number of fragments in quality and
quantity. Later, the government reversed its decision and reimbursed the participating institutions
(VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 17; Schuller, Dead
Sea Scrolls, 13).
By 1957, the Jordanian Department of Antiquities had in their possession nearly all the fragments from the 11 caves, except for the Temple
Scroll, which an antiquities dealer kept hidden
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for another decade (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 12).
The manuscripts were housed at the Palestine
Archaeological Museum in East Jerusalem, and
the original editorial team went to work sorting,
compiling, and publishing. Through the financial
support of J. D. Rockefeller Jr., the team was able
to spend extended lengths of time in Jerusalem
(VanderKam and Flint, Meaning, 383). In addition,
Armenian photographer Najib Anton Albina was
enlisted to photograph the fragments. His work
remains indispensable for verifying readings
(Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 14).
Apart from the official editorial team, Raymond Brown, Joseph Fitzmyer, Will Oxtoby, and
Javier Teixidor prepared a concordance for the
scrolls to assist with the process of editing (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 18–19). Eileen Schuller nicely summarizes the first decade of study on the
scrolls: “The product … was some 1,550 scholarly
books and articles by 616 authors in 22 languages” (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 16). Among these
important publications, Sukenik published preliminary editions of the scrolls in his possession
before his death in February 1953. His unfinished
work on 1QHa, 1QIsab, and 1QM was completed and
published posthumously by Nahman Avigad and
his son Yigael Yadin (Silberman, “Sukenik,” 903).
Finally, the fragments of Cave 1 appeared in 1955
in the first volume of the Discoveries in the Judaean
Desert (DJD) series (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 14).
The Six-Day War of June 1967 resulted in the
Israelis taking control of East Jerusalem. The Jordanian government had nationalized the Palestine
Archaeological Museum in 1966, and as a result,
the museum and the scrolls now came under the
control of the Israeli Director of Antiquities. The
international editing team was allowed to function
as before with one notable change: For the first
time, Israeli scholars were able to work on the
scrolls. In addition, the DJD series was renamed
from Discoveries in the Judaean Desert of Jordan to
simply Discoveries in the Judaean Desert.
Publishing
One of the greatest controversies surrounding the
scrolls was the amount of time it took to publish
the official editions as well as the lack of access for
scholars beyond the official editing team. It is not
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uncommon to see terms like “The Scrolls Wars” or
“The Battle for the Scrolls.”
After the excitement of the first decade of publications, the second decade seemed particularly
disappointing by comparison. Frank M. Cross’
comments are helpful for understanding why
publication slowed: “Unlike the several scrolls of
Caves I and XI which are preserved in good condition, with only minor lacunae, the manuscripts
of Cave IV are in an advanced state of decay.”
Cross describes fragments so “brittle” and “friable” that they can scarcely be touched by a brush.
Most fragments exhibited significant blackening
and were encrusted with debris, shrunken, and/
or warped. “The problems of cleaning, flattening,
identifying, and piecing them together are formidable” (Cross, Ancient Library, 38). Furthermore,
funding for editing work ended in 1960, meaning
that the editors scattered to take up various academic posts across the world. Still, John J. Collins
comments that the “achievement of sorting the
fragments should not be underestimated; some
nine hundred manuscripts had been distinguished” (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 18–19).
The 1960s saw the publication of finds from
Wadi Murabba’at in two volumes in DJD II; the
smaller finds from Caves 2–3, 5–10 in DJD III; the
cave 11 Psalms Scroll (11QPsa) in DJD IV; and the first
volume of the Cave 4 materials in 1968 in DJD V
(Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 18).
The time period from 1968 to 1985 was a low
point for official publication. One notable exception is DJD VII, published in 1982 by Maurice
Baillet. The volume included about seven very
small, fragmentary copies of the War Scroll. On examination, it was clear that these fragments were
not merely copies but different recensions. “It was
now possible to glimpse something of the complex
process of recensional activity and ideological
revision that lay behind” texts like the War Scroll
(Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 18).
In 1985 John Strugnell, who already had a
distinguished career as a professor at Duke University and Harvard University, was appointed
editor-in-chief of the DJD series. Strugnell had
demonstrated remarkable facility for ancient languages and deciphering texts (Collins, Dead Sea
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Scrolls, 214–15). Yet his tenure as editor-in-chief
was plagued by scandal.
For some time scholars outside of the small,
official editorial circle had insisted on access to the
scrolls. In 1989 Robert Eisenman and Philip Davies
sent a well-publicized request to Strugnell to see
certain manuscripts. Strugnell’s denial was also
well publicized. The editor of Biblical Archaeology
Review (BAR), Hershel Shanks, regularly devoted
pages of his journal to championing the release
of the scrolls (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 217). The
debate moved beyond BAR into major newspapers
like the New York Times, gaining the attention of
the wider public.
The Controversy of “Unofficial” Publication
In the 1980s “unofficial” editions of the scrolls
were published. About 30 copies of the concordance complied in the 1950s were distributed to
various academic institutions to assist the work of
scholars. Because the concordance preserved context as well as terms, Ben Zion Wacholder and his
then-Ph.D. student, Martin Abegg, Jr. reconstructed the texts from the concordance, with the aid of
a computer. Shanks published their reconstructed
editions in four volumes. Some viewed Wacholder and Abegg’s actions as theft. Others responded
that the texts belonged to the public (Collins, Dead
Sea Scrolls, 218).
In 1991 the Huntington Library released photographs of the scrolls that were in their possession.
Although the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA)
declared the library’s action “unethical,” in October of the same year, the IAA lifted all restrictions
on access to the scrolls (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls,
223).
Two further controversies are worth mentioning. In 1992 Robert Eisenman, who had long
pushed for access to the scrolls, and Michael Wise
published the two-volume The Dead Sea Scrolls
Uncovered: The First Complete Translation and Interpretation of 50 Key Documents Withheld for Over 35
Years. Eisenman’s introduction was explicit in its
claim that the volumes depended on no one else’s
work (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 226). The controversy centered on the issue of plagiarism. Pointing
to common mistakes, several scholars charged that
Eisenman and Wise had made use of the work of

other editors without acknowledging their sources. Events culminated in a panel discussion on the
ethics of publishing scholarly texts in 1991. The
discussion was heated, but after the panel it was
clear that there was a general wish to resolve the
conflict (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 229). Wise issued
a statement regretting that he did not “more fully express indebtedness to the colleagues whose
work I consulted” (cited in Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls,
229–30). In response, the 19 scholars who had
published a letter condemning the book retracted
their statement (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 228, 230).
Last, in 1954 the editing of a particularly important text, 4QMMT, a legal writing, was assigned to John Strugnell. In 1980, Israeli scholar
Elisha Qimron was added to the project and proceeded to move the task of publishing 4QMMT
forward. In 1991 Hershel Shanks published a facsimile edition of 4QMMT. Neither Qimron nor
Strugnell consented to the publication, and Qimron launched a suit in the Jerusalem District Court.
The court ruled in favor of Qimron and ordered
Shanks to pay damages as well as Qimron’s legal
fees (MacQueen, “The Scrolls,” 724). The decision
of the Israeli court provoked criticism from American commentators asserting that Qimron merely
reproduced a fact (MacQueen, “The Scrolls,” 731).
Whatever one’s opinion of the lawsuit, the situation brings up important questions of what constitutes authorship (MacQueen, “The Scrolls,” 731).
In 1990, Israeli scholar Emanuel Tov replaced
Strugnell, who had been dealing with health and
personal issues, as editor-in-chief of the DJD
project. At that time, Émile Puech of the École
Biblique and Eugene Ulrich were given the primary responsibility for overseeing the publication
of the biblical scrolls (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls,
25). However, it is important to remember that
things were not wholly negative under Strugnell’s
leadership. Although controversies surrounding the slow publication of the scrolls came to a
head during Strugnell’s tenure, the DJD project
had been plagued by these issues since the 1960s.
Strugnell set an important precedent for expanding the number of editors and was careful
to include Israeli scholars like Tov, Qimron, and
Devorah Dimant, whose contributions to the study
181

Lexham Bible Dictionary
of the scrolls have been immense (Schuller, Dead
Sea Scrolls, 23).
In addition, Strugnell and Cross assigned
unpublished texts to their graduate students at
Harvard, at times to the chagrin of other scholars.
Students like Eileen Schuller, Carol Newsom, and
Sidnie White Crawford have since become leading
scholars in the field (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 217).
Although scholars and the public waited for the
official editions during this period, dissertations,
articles, and conference papers constantly gave
new information. Collins is careful to mention
that though heated debates contributed to bitter
controversies, the “acrimonious disputes involved
only a small number of people at the time” (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 235).
Under Tov’s leadership the remaining materials were redivided and reassigned, “and some 53
more scholars became involved in preparing one
or more scrolls for publication in DJD”; the DJD
series expanded rapidly, as highly specialized volumes were published at a furious pace (Schuller,
Dead Sea Scrolls, 26–27). The series was completed
in 2011.
Future Prospects
Textual Work
Even though nearly seven decades have passed
since the discovery of the Cave 1 manuscripts,
“there is still a great deal of basic work” to be completed (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 26–27). These
past seven decades have led to the refinement of
traditional techniques and technological advancements for reading and sharing the scrolls. Standards that are normative in the field today have
not yet been applied to many of the earliest publications (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 106). Excellent
examples of the benefits of this work included the
re-edition of 1QHa in DJD XL, which takes account
of the 1QHb and the Cave 4 copies, 4QHa—f, and
Daniel Machiela’s new text edition and translation
of the Genesis Apocryphon. Additionally, some of
the smaller, more fragmentary manuscripts have
only been studied in any depth by the editor who
prepared them for DJD series (Schuller, Dead Sea
Scrolls, 106). For instance, Mika Pajunen’s thorough reorganization, new transcriptions, and new
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translation of 4Q381, a collection of noncanonical
psalms, is a welcome addition to the field.
Interdisciplinary Approaches
In a recent article, Carol Newsom asked what
fields might be helpful conversation partners for
biblical studies and how biblical studies might
support the conversations happening in other
disciplines (Newsom, “Models,” 6). In this same
article, Newsom used anthropological and neurocognitive approaches to explore the understanding of the “moral self ” in both the Hebrew Bible
and the scrolls. Collins observes that Newsom’s
earlier book, The Self as Symbolic Space, was “very
much a novelty in the world of scrolls scholarship”
(Collins, “Self,” 170). In this work, Newsom moved
beyond the field of biblical studies and historical
questions about the scrolls. Her discussion partners were M. M. Bakhtin and Michel Foucault as
she investigated how the Qumran community both
constructed itself and engaged its larger sociocultural context in 1QS and the Thanksgiving Hymns
(Collins, “Self,” 170).
Angela Kim Harkins has applied theoretical
insights from performance and ritual studies to
the Thanksgiving Hymns to explore the question
of what the hymns might do to the one praying.
Harkins proposed a “model of reading and praying wherein the reader sought to reenact scripted
events of affect” in order to create a specific type
of prayer experience (Harkins, Reading, 16). These
studies serve as examples of the fruitful work that
can develop from employing approaches from other disciplines like the social sciences, humanities,
cultural history, linguistics, psychology, or philosophy.
Beyond the Essene Hypothesis
Sukenik was the first scholar to formulate a connection between the Dead Sea Scrolls and the
ancient Jewish sect of the Essenes (Silberman,
“Sukenik,” 903). This conclusion was not without
textual support. There are numerous parallels between the descriptions of the Essenes by Josephus,
Philo, and Pliny the Elder and the stipulations for
community organization in 1QS and the Damascus Document (CD). The Essene identification
influenced the conclusions of de Vaux about the
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Khirbet Qumran excavations. The identification of
the Qumran community with the Essenes was also
widely accepted by prominent scholars, including
Millar Burrows, Yigael Yadin, Frank M. Cross, and
Geza Vermes (Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls, 56). James
VanderKam has carefully explored the case for,
complications with, and alternative suggestions to
the “Essene Hypothesis,” concluding that though
the hypothesis has some problems, it “accounts for
the totality of the evidence in a more convincing
way than any of its rivals” (VanderKam, Dead Sea
Scrolls Today, 125).
Collins observes that as part of the hypothesis
it is customary to speak of a “Qumran Community,” usually identified with the celibate, isolated
Essenes of the Greek and Latin accounts. However,
Collins points out that Josephus acknowledged a
branch of the sect who permitted marriage. The
Damascus Document (CD) includes instructions for
married life as well as women, and the document
envisions multiple settlements, called “camps.”
Collins theorizes that 1QS and the Damascus Document applied to different communities: The
Damascus Document preserves an older, simpler
community structure for multiple communities throughout Judaea. In contrast, 1QS reflects
more elaborate provisions for people opting for a
stricter, more demanding form of communal life
(Collins, “Sectarian,” 156; Collins, Dead Sea Scrolls,
52–54).
The debate concerning the identification of the
community raises a larger question. Because they
were discovered first, in well-preserved condition,
the Cave 1 scrolls have been extremely influential
in shaping modern understanding of the Dead
Sea Scrolls. Schuller rightly argues that the Cave 1
scrolls must be reexamined in light of the multiple, sometimes “very divergent,” copies from the
other caves (Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 105). The
Thanksgiving Hymns, the Rule of the Community,
and the War Scroll all evidence a more complex
history of composition, redaction, and revision
than was previously known (Schuller, Dead Sea
Scrolls, 107). We must also ask how our interpretation of the scrolls, the site of Qumran, and early
Judaism might change if the Cave 4 texts had been
discovered first. Thus there is an opportunity to

“return again to some of the fundamental questions that faced the first generation of scholars”
(Schuller, Dead Sea Scrolls, 106).
The Broader Definition of Dead Sea Scrolls
Until this point in this article, the term “Dead Sea
Scrolls” has been used to refer specifically to the
manuscripts found in the eleven caves along the
Dead Sea from 1947–1952. However, as Eibert Tigchelaar observes, in a “comprehensive sense” the
term Dead Sea Scrolls encompasses textual finds
from other sites in the Judaean Desert including
Nahal Se’elim, Wadi Muraba’at, Nahal Hever, Wadi
ed-Daliyeh, and Masada, among others (Tigchelaar, “Dead Sea Scrolls,” 163).
Just south of Qumran, in the fall of 1951 the
Ta‘amireh Bedouin discovered texts in the caves at
Wadi Muraba’at. De Vaux and Harding interrupted
their excavation work at Qumran to work in the
caves at Wadi Muraba’at from January to March
in 1952. Yet it was the Bedouin who made the most
significant discovery in 1955: a Hebrew scroll of
the Minor Prophets (Mur 88; see Fields, “Discovery,” 211).
At the end of January 1960, Yohanan Aharoni
conducted a survey in Nahal Se’elim, in the southern portion of the Judaean Desert. The excavation
work yielded papyri, fragments of scrolls, and other material finds. These results prompted the Israel Exploration Society to arrange the first stage of
the Judaean Desert Expeditions, which led to many
of the finds detailed below (Eshel, “Se’elim,” 859).
In the spring of 1962, the Bedouins discovered
about 40 Samaritan legal papyrus documents
dated to the fourth century bc in the Abu Shinjeh
cave in Wadi ed-Daliyeh, approximately 14 kilometers north of Jericho. Further excavations were
undertaken from January 1963–February 1964. The
largest papyrus, consisting of eighteen fragments,
is a deed of sale for a slave (Gopp, “Daliyeh,” 162).
The excavations at Nahal Hever took place
over a series of years in the 1950s to the early part
of the 1960s and again in 1991. The official excavations produced several significant manuscript
discoveries.
In 1953, Yohanan Aharoni conducted a survey
of Nahal Hever, finding 10 caves and two Roman
siege camps. In the spring of 1955 he examined Na183

Lexham Bible Dictionary
hal Hever Cave 8, and fully excavated the cave in
1961. He discovered more than 40 skeletons—leading to the name “Cave of Horror”—and recovered
many clay vessels from the era of the Bar Kokhba
Revolt. Aharoni also discovered nine fragments
of a Greek Minor Prophets scroll (8Hev 1). In
1960 and 1961, Yigael Yadin excavated the Cave of
Letters, which yielded a fragment of the book of
Psalms, fragments of the book of Numbers, 15 of
Bar Kokhba’s letters, and what is now called the
Babatha archive—a collection of legal documents
of a Jewish woman, written between ad 93–132 in
Greek, Nabataean, and Aramaic. This cave also
preserved a burial chamber with 19 skeletons
(Eshel, “Hever,” 357–58). (During the course of
Aharoni’s excavation he discovered that the Cave
of Letters had two openings and designated each
opening with its own number: 5 and 6.)
The excavations at Masada between 1963–1965
were led by Yadin. The material finds were considerable, with manuscripts written in Latin, Greek,
and Hebrew, including 14 Hebrew parchments and
one Hebrew papyrus in Paleo-Hebrew script. In
addition, there are fragments from seven manuscripts of books of the Hebrew Bible: two scrolls
of Leviticus, two of the Psalms, and one each of
Genesis, Deuteronomy, and Ezekiel; there are also
fragments from the book of Jubilees (Talmon, “Masada,” 521).
A helpful listing of the documents discovered
in the Judean Desert was complied by Stephen
Reed in The Dead Sea Scrolls Catalogue.
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and one copy was discovered south of Qumran in
a cave at Wadi Murabba’at. Of the Qumran library,
Isaiah represents about 10 percent of all of the
biblical scrolls discovered, even though most of
these manuscripts are very fragmentary and heavily damaged. However, some fragments of Isaiah
are better preserved (1QIsab, 4QIsab, and 4QIsac)
and one famous copy of Isaiah (1QIsaa) is nearly
complete, making it the only known intact biblical
book to have survived over two millennia.

Textual Evidence of the Qumran Manuscripts
of Isaiah
The Cave 1 copies of Isaiah (1QIsaa and 1QIsab) together constitute 30 percent of the biblical material preserved at Qumran. Among the first scrolls
discovered in the Dead Sea caves was 1QIsaa, which
Chelica L. Hiltunen was photographed by John Trever of the American
Schools of Oriental Research soon after the discovery of the scrolls; these photos were sent for verification to biblical scholar Dr. William F. Albright
in the United States in February 1948. It was these
DEAD SEA SCROLLS, ISAIAH Overviews the
a
content and significance of the Isaiah scrolls found photographs of 1QIsa that led to Albright’s famous
claim that these texts constituted “the greatest
among the Dead Sea Scrolls.
manuscript discovery of modern times” (Fields,
Overview
Dead Sea Scrolls, 76).
The book of Isaiah was an influential work for
1QIsaa
the scribes of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the most
It is difficult to overestimate the importance of
popular prophetic book found in the Qumran lithe near-complete copy of the book of Isaiah from
brary. From the entire collection of biblical texts,
Cave 1. 1QIsaa is the oldest manuscript of Isaiah in
only the Psalms (36 scrolls) and Deuteronomy (30
scrolls) are represented in higher numbers. A total existence today (ca. 125 bc), and despite the complex and tumultuous modern history of 1QIsaa
of 22 copies of Isaiah were found in the Judaean
Desert, all written in Hebrew; these constitute one after its discovery in 1947, it remains in relatively
of the most significant archaeological finds related good condition. The scroll is unusually well-preserved because it was wrapped in a linen cloth
to the Bible. These rare copies predate by nearly
and stored inside a jar, preventing the more direct
1,000 years the medieval copies of the standard
exposure to the elements that the other scrolls
Hebrew Bible used today (which are based on the
experienced. It is the longest biblical scroll, at 24
Masoretic Text, or MT)—significantly enhancing
feet long, and it contains 54 columns of text spread
our understanding of the textual history of the
over 17 pieces of sheepskin that were sewn togethBible and illuminating early Jewish scribal coner to make one single scroll.
ventions concerning the production of a biblical
1QIsaa is an important example of the transiscroll.
tion between Late Hebrew of the Second Temple
Isaiah among the Scrolls
period and Rabbinic Hebrew of the second centuThe Qumran caves, located near the northwestern ry ad and beyond. The text offers much evidence
end of the Dead Sea, yielded 21 copies of Isaiah (2
of Hebrew spelling, syntax, verbal forms, proper
from Cave 1, 18 from Cave 4, and 1 from Cave 5),
names, and vocalization of Hebrew from before
186
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the turn of the millennium. Although the biblical
scrolls from Qumran generally retain a more ancient form of Hebrew than that which was actually spoken in that day, some claim that the scribe of
1QIsaa clarified the text of Isaiah for an audience
that no longer understood some classical Hebrew
forms, updating and including more popular
terms for a contemporary audience (Parry and
Qimron, New Edition).
Further, 1QIsaa preserves a text type that,
while close to the traditional Hebrew (Masoretic)
text, also contains over two dozen readings where
it agrees with the early Greek translation of the
Hebrew Bible (the Septuagint, or LXX) rather than
the MT. Some would assign 1QIsaa to a text type
distinct from those of both the MT and the LXX
(Ulrich and Flint, Qumran). In addition to the Hebrew, the 1QIsaa scribe(s) also used a distinct and
elaborate system by which they divided up the
text, unlike the MT’s paragraphing system.
1QIsab
The other copy of Isaiah from Cave 1 is the second
most complete copy of Isaiah among the scrolls,
even though it is quite fragmentary. While the
first and last verse of Isaiah are extant, a number
of intervening chapters and sections have not
been preserved. This copy of Isaiah likely dates
to around the turn of the era and is significant in
that it preserves a text type that is very close to
that of the MT, perhaps more so than any other
biblical scroll. Nevertheless, this copy of Isaiah
still exhibits around 200 minor variants from the
MT, primarily in spelling and small particles or
other letters.
4QIsaa–r
The many copies of Isaiah discovered in Cave 4
are quite fragmentary, but the extant manuscripts
exhibit only minor differences from other known
witnesses to the biblical Isaiah. These copies offer
no evidence for entirely new versions or textual
families of Isaiah despite the diversity of dates
when they were copied (175 bc–ad 50), the various
scribal hands represented, and the different media
used (both parchment and, in the case of 4QIsap,
papyrus). However, the lack of preserved text
complicates attempts to form conclusions about

the entire manuscript behind these fragments. It
could be that the smaller fragments, such as those
of 4QIsag–r, represent only a quotation of Isaiah
in a commentary (see below), excerpted text, or
another work, rather than an entire manuscript of
the book of Isaiah. Like 1QIsaa, these Cave 4 copies
incorporate different paragraphing systems and
different textual divisions than those used by the
scribes of the MT.
The variety of evidence indicates that Isaiah
grew in stages over an extended period of time.
Even compared among the other scrolls, this composite text underwent a rich history of development. Yet the different copies of Isaiah from Qumran do not reflect significantly different literary
editions, as is the case with other biblical scrolls
(e.g., Exodus, Jeremiah, Psalms, etc.). Ulrich claims
that even with these minor variants and developments seen at Qumran, all the evidence points to
one single literary edition that grew incrementally
rather than multiple versions that developed side
by side (Ulrich and Flint, Qumran).
Scribal Conventions and Hebrew Spelling Systems
The Isaiah copies from Qumran offer better understanding of the way ancient scribes created and
organized a biblical scroll. As mentioned above,
1QIsaa is a particularly useful example of how
scribes incorporated a coherent system of dividing
Isaiah into paragraphs. Also, at least five different
scribes made a number of secondary corrections
(both above the lines and in the margins) to this
particular scroll, including those made by the
hand of the original scribe. Therefore, the texts
appear to have been used and highly valued over a
long period of time.
The Isaiah scrolls also offer a snapshot of different Hebrew spelling systems that existed
before the stabilization of the Hebrew text in the
first few centuries ad. For example, the various
copies of Isaiah exhibit both longer or fuller spellings than the MT, and occasionally shorter spellings, highlighting the fact that there was no consistent or universally recognized spelling system
for Hebrew during this period.
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Impact on the Translations of Isaiah Today
With these ancient witnesses to Isaiah, Bible
scholars have uncovered new readings to the text
that were lost for over 2,000 years. In some cases,
these textual variants are significant enough to
have been incorporated into some modern English
Bible translations, such as the New Revised Standard Version, the New English Bible, and those
produced by the Jewish Publication Society. For
example, in Isa 33:8, the MT reads that “a covenant renounced, cities rejected.” However, 1QIsaa
preserves the reading: Instead of “cities” (‘rym)
it reads “pact or obligation” (‘dym), which makes
much better sense of the context and the parallelism with “covenant.”
The Isaiah scrolls also illuminate other larger and likely intentional insertions into Isaiah.
Based on the MT and the LXX evidence as well,
most Bibles today include Isaiah 2:9b–10, a passage that is only somewhat loosely related to its
surrounding context: “Do not forgive them! Enter
into the rock, and hide in the dust from the terror
of the Lord, and from the glory of his majesty”
(Isa 2:9–10 NRSV). However, this entire passage
is missing from the early copy, 1QIsaa, indicating
that this passage was likely included at a later
date. On the other hand, later in 1QIsaa, the text,
like the LXX, originally lacked a verse found in
the MT (Isa 2:22), but this line was later added by
a scribe above the line in 1QIsaa. This sort of text
comparison offers a glimpse into the development
of Isaiah and how it became the version widely
read today. While some of these alternate readings
illuminate the early history of the book of Isaiah,
it is significant that these large variants are comparatively quite rare. Most of Isaiah as it is known
today is surprisingly consistent with the evidence
that came to light from Qumran, highlighting how
carefully scribes copied Isaiah over different times
and places in the intervening 2,000 years (see also
Tov, “Text of Isaiah”).
Isaiah as Part of the Canon
The various manuscripts from Qumran illuminate
not only the textual history of the book of Isaiah
but also how it came to be regarded as authoritative and eventually part of the biblical canon.
While the canon of Scripture for both Jews and
188

Christians had not yet been fixed by the end of the
Qumran settlement, evidence indicates that the
inhabitants there already highly valued Isaiah as
sacred Scripture. Not only did the sectarians claim
that God spoke through the prophets specifically for their benefit in their contemporary (often
much later) context, but they specifically referred
to Isaiah as revealed Scripture, citing Isaiah using
the traditional formula for introducing Scripture
quotations: “As it is written” (e.g., 1QS 5.17; CD
7.10–12; 4Q265; 11Q13 ii.23).
More significantly, the sectarians wrote commentaries (pesharim) on the book of Isaiah itself,
citing portions of the text followed by “Its interpretation is …” and their own interpretation of the
text. These early running commentaries, which
have been found in six different copies, include
written evidence of how the sectarians applied
Isaiah to their own times and understood Isaiah to
be an authoritative revelation from God.
Isaiah and the Identity of the Sectarians
The Dead Sea sectarians were apparently highly
influenced by the book of Isaiah and cited, paraphrased, or alluded to it more than any other biblical book. They referred to Isaiah in a wide range
of sectarian texts, including their own “rule texts”
and in various other legal, poetic, and eschatological contexts. Just as it was for the New Testament
authors, Isaiah was popular with the sectarians for
its emphasis on prophecy and the end times. Both
audiences understood Isaiah to be speaking about
their own distinct contexts, anticipating the end of
days.
In their charter text, the Community Rule, the
authors of the scrolls refer to Isa 40:3 multiple
times to explain their departure into the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord through the
study of Torah. Similarly, all four Gospels cite this
same passage, describing John the Baptist in the
wilderness crying out for his followers to prepare
the way for the arrival of Jesus. While the Dead
Sea sectarians seemingly thought of themselves
as fulfilling this passage and the New Testament
authors found its fulfillment in John the Baptist,
Isaiah provided the raw textual materials for each
group to articulate its own self-understanding.
Both here and elsewhere, Isaiah played an import-
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ant role in how the authors of the scrolls understood their place within Jewish history.
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detailed plans for the building of a new temple.
The scroll’s content reflects some of the religious
thought of Second Temple Judaism. In addition to
a new temple, the scroll addresses religious laws,
sacrifices, festivals, and statutes for “the king” of
the holy land.

The Narrative Development
The Temple Scroll begins by making a statement
about the land that God is about to give Israel.
While the introduction blends Exod 34:10–16 and
Deut 7:25–26, the passages are changed into the
first person point of view. This creates the effect
of divine revelation as if pseudonymously spoken
by Moses himself. The scroll presents its content
as Torah straight from the mouth of Moses (Maier, The Temple Scroll, 3). This is not an uncommon
perspective in Second Temple Judaism. Many were
awaiting the appearance of a new Moses based on
passages where Moses declared, “the Lord your
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from
among you” (Deut 18:15 ESV), and New Testament
passages such as when John the Baptist asks if Jesus is “the one who is to come” (Matt 11:3 ESV).
The Scroll continues by commanding a new
temple to be built, blending details of Solomon’s
first temple with those of Ezekiel’s eschatological
temple. Concentric areas of holiness are presented
that begin with the place of the presence of God—
the Holy of Holies—and ripple outward to the
sanctuary area, priest area, Temple Mount, and
eventually to the surrounding community. This
Alison Schofield temple section addresses the architecture of the
sanctuary, presents stipulations for the surrounding city, and concludes with laws applied to the
whole land. The Temple Scroll differs from a simiTEMPLE SCROLL A nonbiblical Hebrew scroll
lar presentation in the first chapter of Kelim in the
discovered in Cave 11 at Qumran (11QTemple or
Mishna, where the areas of holiness instead pro11Q19); the longest scroll discovered among the
ceed outward to inward (Maier, The Temple Scroll,
Dead Sea Scrolls (ca. 250 bc–ad 50). As a rework6). During the discussion of the priest’s area, the
ing of legal material from the Pentateuch, this
scroll details festivals, including several that are
text is often classified as parabiblical or rewritten
foreign to the Bible.
Bible.
The final section of the Scroll addresses the
subject of the king of Israel, who is to be guardThe Period and Historical Use
ed with the purest soldiers. An elaborate plan is
The Temple Scroll is the longest of the Dead Sea
described for the king’s protection in the event of
Scrolls. It was named for its emphasis on the
war:
temple, with nearly half its contents focused on
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• The king must not fall into the hands of Gentiles.
• The scroll describes phases in which the king
should mobilize the armies of Israel.
• At a threat of danger, 1/10 of the army should
be mobilized.
• The proportion of the army to be mobilized
is increased upon the size of the threat. If the
threat is great, half of the army should be mobilized.
Symbolic Value of the Scroll
While much of the scroll’s material is a restatement of Deuteronomy, related passages are organized in a new way that focuses on ritual purity.
Passages that address divorce, polygamy, or sojourners are omitted in the Temple Scroll. Since it
is written with a pure and holy Israel in view, such
laws are seen as unnecessary. Passages addressing
foreigners are likewise omitted, as unconverted
foreigners would not be part of the holy land the
Scroll has in view. This large collection of Halakhoth, or religious rules like the Mishnah, is of a
very strict nature. The genre of the Temple Scroll
has been proposed as pseudepigrapha or a seper
Torah (Crawford, The Temple Scroll, 17).
The Physical Scroll
The scroll is composed of 19 sheets of thin animal
skin sewn together to reach a length of approximately 28 feet (9 meters; Maier, The Temple Scroll,
1; Yadin, The Temple Scroll, 136).
• The beginning of the first sheet is lost.
• Seven sheets have three columns.
• Ten sheets have four columns.
• The remaining sheet at the end of the scroll is
left blank.
Translating the contents of the scroll was difficult because columns 2–13 are fragmentary, and
the tops and sides of columns 14–66 are missing
or badly damaged. The Hebrew words were often
preserved only on the back of an inner column,
like a mirror image when the scroll was being unwound. Letters rubbed off some of the columns
during the unrolling process. The animal skin had
experienced shrinking and stretching over the
years, badly distorting some of the text.
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Dating the Scroll
The content of the Temple Scroll has been dated
to 150–125 bc. The scroll itself is dated to the first
century ad by its use of a Herodian script, but several fragments from Qumran Cave 4 use an earlier
Hasmonean script that may attest to an earlier
version of the Temple Scroll. The Hebrew used by
the scribe who composed the nearly complete version of the scroll was of the middle Herodian period. The beginning of the scroll had been replaced
by a later scribe using Hebrew script of the late
Herodian period (Maier, The Temple Scroll, 1).
Development and Discovery of the Scroll
Archaeologist Yigael Yadin was instrumental in
obtaining the Dead Sea Scrolls from the Ta’amireh
Bedouin in 1956. The Temple Scroll was among the
contents of Cave 11 discovered near Qumran, but
it was withheld from the original 1956 purchase of
those materials. The Temple Scroll and other fragments were recovered in 1967.
In 1960, a representative for the antiquities
dealer who represented the Bedouin contacted
Yadin. He identified himself as a Virginia clergyman and claimed to have an intact scroll, which he
would sell for $1,000,000. Yadin responded that he
was willing to negotiate, but only if the price was
reasonable (Yadin, “The Temple Scroll, 33).
In the summer of 1961, Yadin was again contacted by the Virginia clergyman. This time, the
price was $100,000. Yadin said he would attempt
to raise the money. When the fall of 1961 came, the
Virginia clergyman sent a fragment that had separated from the larger scroll. After this piece was affirmed to be an authentic piece from the Dead Sea
collection, the price jumped to $750,000. Further
negotiations resulted in a deal for $130,000. After
making a payment of $10,000, Yadin received the
scroll fragment he had examined earlier so that it
could be compared to the larger scroll for authenticity. Plans to exchange the money and the scroll
fell through. By the spring of 1962, the price escalated to $200,000 (Yadin, “The Temple Scroll,” 34).
Yadin was serving as a military advisor to the
Prime Minister of Israel during the Six-Day War in
June of 1967. He realized that the antiquities dealer
had a shop in East Jerusalem and a home in Bethlehem—both had come within Israel’s jurisdiction.
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Yadin told an officer about the scroll; the officer
visited the dealer and negotiated the release of the
artifact. The dealer took the officer to his home
in Bethlehem, where he retrieved the scroll and
a cigar-box of fragments from beneath the floor
boards. The scroll sustained heavy damage from
these harsh conditions. The scroll and fragments
were confiscated according to Jordanian law that
prohibited the concealing of antiquities. The dealer was compensated $105,000 for the scroll.
An Overview of Temple Scroll Scholarship
Four months after Yadin acquired the Temple
Scroll in 1967, he concluded a date range of the
second half of the first century bc, or beginning
of the first century ad. He also concluded that
the scroll’s author was an Essene (Yadin, “Temple
Scroll,” 137). Yadin believed the scroll was regarded
as scripture by the Essene community.
In 1977, Yadin published a comprehensive
four-volume work in modern Hebrew that included an introduction to the scroll, the text and
commentary, and image plates using several photographic techniques (Maier, The Temple Scroll,
viii). In 1978, translations and notes on the Temple
Scroll appeared in German by Johann Maier, and
also in Spanish, Polish, and a portion in Dutch.
Due to the poorly deteriorated condition of the
scroll, scholars like Elisha Qimron focused on
textual studies to recover as much as of the text
as possible. Qimron published two articles that
suggested new readings. Many were adopted in
Yadin’s forthcoming edition.
In 1984, Yadin released an updated three-volume English edition that has become the editio
maior of scholarship concerning the Temple Scroll
(Wise, A Critical Study of the Temple Scroll, 4). In
1987, more translations of the scroll appeared, as
did articles that dealt with various aspects related
to the scroll, including:
• the ceremony of the priestly investment;
• the location of the temple;
• the connections between passages in the scroll
and the archaeology of the Qumran site.
Studies of the 35 fragments that made up an earlier copy of the Temple Scroll enlightened areas of
the main copy. The variants in the two copies, and

varients in numerous biblical passages cited in the
Temple Scroll, helped advance textual criticism of
the biblical language.
Yadin promoted the popular view that the religious calendar used in the Temple Scroll is the
same as the 364-day calendar used in the book
of Jubilees and the Ethiopic Book of Enoch. (Yadin, The Temple Scroll, 116–19). However, others
have opposed this view (Wise, A Critical Study, pp.
10–11). Scholars like Stegemann raised concerns
to the position that the Essenes are the source for
the contents of the Temple Scroll, appearing to
predate the Qumran community. Stegemann proposed that other Dead Sea Scrolls do not mention
the Temple Scroll. He also pointed out that there
are only two copies, while other literature important to the Essene community is found to have
more (Stegemann, “Is the Temple Scroll a Sixth
Book of the Torah?” 29).
Betz identified New Testament parallels to
crucifixion in the Temple Scroll (Betz, “Jesus and
the Temple Scroll,” 80–81). The scroll elaborates
on Deut 21:22–23: “if a man is charged with a crime
punishable by death and he is put to death, and
you hang him on a tree […] you shall bury him
the same day” (ESV). The crime is not specified
in Deuteronomy, but column 64 of the Temple
Scroll describes it as an act of treason by slandering God’s people and giving them over to a foreign
nation. The scroll commands that if the man is
confirmed by two or three witnesses to have fled to
the Gentiles, he shall be hung on a tree and buried
the same day. This act of high treason and blasphemy is paralleled with the Jews’ charge against Jesus, as He made himself equal with God. The Jews
claimed the law determined Jesus should die (John
19:7). The Temple Scroll lends historical credibility
to this view among pious Jews at the time of Jesus,
and challenged claims that the view was merely a
creation of the Christian community.
Some suggests that the claim of Moses’ authorship places the Temple Scroll into the category
of an apocryphal Moses book—which is not uncommon among the Dead Sea Scrolls (Wise, The
Dead Sea Scrolls, 593). Some have understood the
Scroll to function as a type of eschatological Torah
for its community, composed by the Teacher of
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Righteousness: the spiritual leader of the Qumran
community, whose claims elsewhere among the
scrolls fit a New Moses model (Maier, The Temple
Scroll, 6; Wise, The Dead Sea Scrolls, 594).
Related Articles
For further details regarding nonbiblical texts like
Temple Scroll, see this article: Dead Sea Scrolls,
Nonbiblical. For information on the Qumran community, see these articles: Qumran, Community
of; Khirbet Qumran. For information on the process of canonization, see this article: Canon, Old
Testament.
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GOSPEL OF JUDAS A pseudonymous and noncanonical work likely dating to the second century ad. Found in the fragmentary Codex Tchacos,
which was discovered in 1970 in Egypt. The fragmentary document claims to contain a dialogue
between Jesus and Judas Iscariot; this dialogue
includes teachings suggestive of the Sethian
strand of Gnosticism. This work was never widely
authoritative in the early church period and was
deemed heretical by early church fathers Irenaeus
and Epiphanius (Haer. 1.31.1; Panarion 38).
Content
The Gospel of Judas portrays Judas as Jesus’ favored
disciple. It begins, “the secret discourse of the
proclamation in which Jesus spoke with Judas Iscariot … before he kept Passover” (Jenott, Gospel
of Judas, 137). On this, and other points, this gospel
differs from the canonical gospels which focus on
the public ministry of Jesus. In the Gospel of Judas
a chosen disciple is singled out for a secret revelation, as in the Gospel of Thomas.
Opening and Dialogue
The Gospel of Judas begins with a brief, supposed
account of Jesus’ ministry. A scene follows in the
text in which Jesus mocks the disciples performing
the Eucharist, stating that they worship a false god
later identified as Saklas and potentially the God
of the Old Testament. In the text, Judas is the only
disciple who knows the truth that Jesus is from the
immortal realm of Barbelo (a divinity in Gnostic
thought; 35,8–9) rather than the son of Saklas.
Therefore, in the text, Jesus separates Judas to tell
him about the mysteries of the Kingdom: He foretells the replacement of Judas within the Twelve
(compare Acts 1:15–26). Gathercole questions
whether the author means to say that the Twelve
will become Twelve again, as their God is the God
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of the Old Testament who chose the twelve sons of
Jacob (Gathercole, Gospel of Judas, 77). In the text,
Jesus appears again to the other disciples who ask
about the “blessed generation.” There are many
gaps in the manuscript, and it is difficult to decipher exactly what Jesus is saying. In the text, the
disciples then tell Jesus about a vision they have
had of twelve priests who commit sins and transgressions, and Jesus accuses the disciples of being
those priests. The text continues, with many gaps.
Private Revelation to Judas
The second half of the text is primarily a private
revelation to Judas. Two blocks of dialogue sandwich Jesus’ monologue about creation. The first dialogue is about the “holy generation,” whose souls
(the text claims) will be raised but not their flesh.
In the text, Judas then tells Jesus about his vision
of a great building which represents the paradise
of the holy generation; Jesus tells Judas that he has
been deceived by his stars, as no mortal man can
go to that place. The Jesus in the text then says that
Judas has been set apart from the Twelve and he
will become the thirteenth “aeon” (the meaning of
which is unclear).
Jesus’ monologue about creation in the text
is based on mythology from Sethian Gnosticism,
which includes the creation of Autogenes (the
god of light), angels, the holy generation of Seth,
the cosmos, 72 luminaries and aeons, 12 angels to
rule the underworld, 12 aeons, and so forth. The
language is difficult and the complex mythology
is made more impenetrable by missing lines and
words in the manuscript (Gathercole, Gospel of Judas, 90–91).
The sequence of creation in the text ends with
Adam and Eve. As the final creation, they are
viewed by the author as essentially the worst. The
creation account in Gospel of Judas can be seen as
a mockery of Genesis, and, as Gathercole writes,
“In Genesis, human beings are the climax of God’s
creative work … in the Gospel of Judas, however,
the creative acts appear to have begun in heavenly
purity, after which the only way is down” (Gathercole, Gospel of Judas, 101).
Conclusion
At the end of the text, Jesus tells Judas that there
will be an outbreak of sin before Saklas’ influence

can come to an end. Adam’s descendants are split
into two groups by the text: the hopeless generation that will be destroyed and the saved generation. The fate of Judas has been subject to much
disagreement in scholarship. The text ends with
a terse account of Judas handing Jesus over to the
Jewish authorities for money (58,9–26).
Translation Issues
Alongside the difficulties arising from gaps in
the manuscript, there is a problem of mistaken
translation. The Gospel of Judas published by the
National Geographic Society in April 2006 (Kasser
et al., Gospel of Judas) showed Judas to be the chosen disciple. Under the viewpoint represented in
this translation of the text, Judas is set apart from
the foolish Twelve, who sacrifice to Saklas, and instead sacrifices Jesus for the sake of humanity. In
the years since the text’s publication, many scholars have accepted this interpretation; Gathercole,
for example, calls Judas the “ideal priest” for the
author of the text (Gathercole, Gospel of Judas, 106;
also Ehrman, Lost Gospel; Wright, Judas; Pagels and
King, Reading Judas).
However, Thomassen, Painchaud, and DeConick, among others, have raised questions about
the translation, coming to the conclusion that
Judas was a villain not a hero (Thomassen, “Judas
Really the Hero?,” 157–70; Painchaud, “Polemical
Aspects,” 171–86; DeConick, “Mystery of Betrayal,”
239–64). Four particularly important translation
errors, detailed below, have large implications for
the text’s interpretation.
“Spirit” or “Demon”?
In the National Geographic translation, Jesus
laughs and says to Judas “You thirteenth spirit, why do you try so hard?” (44.21; Kasser et al.,
Gospel of Judas). “Spirit” is translated from the
Graeco-Coptic word daimon—which could result
in rendering that reflects Platonic understanding
of the term, “spirit,” or the Jewish and Christian
meaning, “demon.” DeConick argues for the latter
(DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle, esp. 52–57), saying
that the Gospel of Judas “is a Gospel parody about a
‘demon’ Judas … the demon who was responsible
for Jesus’ death” (DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle,
4–5).
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“Set Apart for” or “Separated from”?
In the National Geographic translation, Judas asks
Jesus, “What is the advantage that I have received?
For you have set me apart for that generation”
(46.17; Kasser et al., Judas). The original translation
gives the impression that, as Judas has been set
apart from the Twelve, he is destined for the holy
generation. However, DeConick proposes that the
Coptic should be translated “separated me from
that generation” (DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle,
55–56), implying failure to gain access to the holy
generation. On this point, Evans writes “The true
sense of the Coptic text is the exact opposite of
what Meyer and colleagues have translated … Being taught these mysteries has not benefited Judas
in any way. This kingdom is related to the ‘error of
the stars’ (46.1–2)” (Evans, “Understanding,” 570).
“Ascend” or “Not Ascend”?
In the National Geographic translation, Jesus says,
“They will curse your ascent to the holy [generation]” (46.25–47.1; Kasser et al., Gospel of Judas), admitting the translation is “tentative” (Kasser et al.,
Gospel of Judas, 33). However, in the Coptic manuscript there is no word “curse,” but there is a negative (“no” or “not”). Thus, the text reads, according
to DeConick: “And you will not ascend to the holy
[generation]” (DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle, 58).
“Exceed Them All” or “Do Worse Than All”?
The National Geographic translation reads, “But
you will exceed all of them. For you will sacrifice
the man that clothes me” (56.18–20; Kasser et al.,
Gospel of Judas, 43). The language here is difficult,
but DeConick recommends, “Yet you will do worse
than all of them” (DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle,
61–62) rather than “exceed.” This has been accepted by Evans, among others, who writes that “Jesus
is not giving Judas instructions; he is prophesying
what Judas will do” (Evans, “Understanding,” 572).
Translation Conclusions
These points suggest that Judas was a demonic
figure rather than the ideal disciple. Kasser, Meyer, and Wurst created a second edition which included some corrections, making their translation
closer to DeConick’s proposals (Kasser, et al., Gospel of Judas [2nd ed.]).
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Relevance for New Testament Scholarship
Although Evans writes that the Gospel of Judas is
important for understanding divergent interpretations of Jesus traditions in the second-century,
he notes that it is “highly unlikely” to preserve
authentic, independent material that supplements
current knowledge of Jesus (Evans, “Understanding”, 566). The scholars largely agree with
this assessment (e.g., Robinson, Secrets of Judas;
Gathercole, Gospel of Judas; Porter and Heath, Lost
Gospel). Making a similar point, Wright likens the
text to “finding a document which purports to be
an account of Napoleon discussing tactics with his
senior officers, but which has them talking about
nuclear submarines and B-52 bombers” (Wright
Judas, 63).
Differences
Wright shows the marked differences between
the Gospel of Judas and the New Testament: In the
Gospel of Judas the world is evil and needs to be escaped, whereas in the New Testament Jesus teaches that God will one day recreate the world and
raise humans in our bodies (see Wright, Judas, esp.
102–05). Wright also shows that dating and genre
set the Gospel of Judas apart from the canonical
Gospels. On genre, Wright notes that “whereas the
canonical gospels are news, ‘[Gospel of] Thomas’
and the others are advice. The canonical gospels
tell a story of things that happened, through which
the world has become a different place; ‘Thomas’
and the others offer a list of musings, teachings,
about how one might engage in a different practice of spirituality, and through this means attain
a disembodied bliss” (Wright, Judas, 67, emphasis original). On date, it is simply, according to
Wright, that “the canonical gospel are early, and
the gnostic ones are late” (Wright, Judas, 76). By
“late,” he means no earlier than the middle of the
second century (Wright, Judas, 76).
Comparison
It is likely that the Judas traditions from the New
Testament influenced the composition of the Gospel
of Judas. Gathercole notes that raw materials, “when
juggled around, could prove congenial to our Gnostic author” (Gathercole, Gospel of Judas, 46).
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Manuscripts
The sole version of the Gospel of Judas is found in
Codex Tchacos, which itself likely dates to the
fourth-century ad. Also contained in this codex is
the Letter of Peter to Philip, First Apocalypse of James,
and a supposed revelation to Allogenes (not to be
confused with Allogenes from Codex 11 of the Nag
Hammadi codices). The first two texts have variants in the Nag Hammadi codices, with the work
labeled merely James in Codex Tchacos having the
title the First Apocalypse of James in Nag Hammadi
Codex 5. Other fragments of Tchacos (now called
Ohio fragment 4578 and 4579) have been identified
as deriving from Corpus Hermeticum 13 (see Kasser et al., Gospel of Judas [2nd ed.], 11).
References by the Church Fathers
Church father Irenaeus, in Against Heresies (ca. ad
180), described the Gospel of Judas as a fabricated
book which depicted Judas as the only disciple
who understood the truth: “They declare that Judas the traitor was thoroughly acquainted with
these things, and that he alone, knowing the truth
as no others did, accomplished the mystery of the
betrayal; by him all things, both earthly and heavenly, were thus thrown into confusion. They produce a fictitious history of this kind, which they
style the Gospel of Judas” (Irenaeus, Haer. 1.31.1).
This section of Against Heresies, named (perhaps
later) “Against the Cainites,” has led some to believe that the Gospel of Judas was used by a Gnostic
group called the Cainites. However, Gathercole
has argued that the header is a later addition and
so there are “no Cainites in Irenaeus” (Gathercole,
Gospel of Judas, 116–17).
Church father Epiphanius refers to the Gospel
of Judas in the context of refuting the beliefs of
the Cainites, which is one of 80 groups he views
as heretical. Epiphanius says: “They [the Cainites
sect/religion] consider him [Judas] their kinsman
and count him among those possessing the highest
knowledge, so that they also carry about a short
writing in his name which they call the Gospel of
Judas.… These fables they mix in with the mischievous ignorance they teach.… Some of them
teach this, but others say something else. Some of
them say that it was because Christ was wicked
that he was betrayed by Judas, because he, Christ,

wanted to distort what pertains to the law. They
admire Cain [Adam’s son] and Judas, as I said, and
they say: For this reason he betrayed him, because
he wanted to destroy sound teachings. But others
of them say: Not at all; he betrayed him, although
he was good, because of his [Judas’] knowledge of
heavenly things. For, they say, the archons knew
that if Christ were given over to the cross, their
weak power would be drained. Judas, knowing
this, bent every effort to betray him, thereby accomplishing a good work for our salvation. We
ought to admire and praise him [they claim], because through him the salvation of the cross was
prepared for us and the revelation of things above
occasioned by it.… But they [the Cainites] speak
[all of these viewpoints] with impudence and
blinded minds. For they make the devil akin to the
master of all, the God of Jews and Christians and
everyone, saying that he is the father of the devil’s
father, he who gave the law through Moses and
worked so many wonders” (Epiphanius, Panarion,
38; translation from Amidon, The Panarion of St.
Epiphanius, 133–35; see Porter and Heath, Lost Gospel, 45–48).
Both Irenaeus and Epiphanius note that Judas
is portrayed as a hero—not a traitor—in the Gospel
of Judas (see Porter and Heath, Lost Gospel, 39–41,
45–48).
Related articles
For further information on Gnosticism and why it
was deemed heretical by the early church fathers,
see this article: Gnosticism. For further details on
pseudepigraphy, see this article: Pseudepigraphy
in the Early Christian Period. For information on
the process of canonization, see this article: Canon, New Testament.
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PSEUDEPIGRAPHA, OLD TESTAMENT
A term for a modern grouping of ancient writings
set in the Old Testament period but written later,
mostly between 200 bc and ad 200. These works
often contain pseudonymous speeches of, or are
pseudonymously ascribed to, biblical and deuterocanonical figures. Many of these texts are useful
for background studies of the New Testament.
Most of these texts are noncanonical for all Christian groups.
Defining the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
The word “pseudepigrapha” literally means “falsely ascribed writings,” and refers to works that
falsely claim to be written by a specific author.
While many works classified as Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha are indeed falsely ascribed authorship by Old Testament figures, the category is
usually defined more inclusively.
Bauckham and Davila define the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha as “ancient books that claim to
be written by a character in the Old Testament or
set in the same time period as the Old Testament
and recount narratives related to it, but which do
not belong to the Jewish, Catholic, Orthodox, or
Protestant biblical canons” (Bauckham and Davila,
“Introduction,” xvii). The Lexham Bible Dictionary
draws a slightly different boundary, classifying
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books found in the Septuagint as represented by
the Old Testament of Codex Alexandrinus or in
the Latin Vulgate (including appendices), as Old
Testament Apocrypha rather than Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha even if they are not canonical for
any Christian or Jewish groups.
Some works that are thought to be by Jewish
authors from approximately the period of 200 bc–
ad 200 but which are not set in the time period of
the Old Testament are also often grouped with the
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, such as the Letter
of Aristeas, Orphica and the Hellenistic Synagogal
Prayers. However, the works of the first century
ad Jewish authors Josephus and Philo of Alexandria are not classified as Pseudepigrapha.
Charlesworth describes the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha as usually, but not always, having
the following features (Charlesworth, OTP 1, xxv):
• They are Jewish or Christian.
• They are attributed to ideal figures in Israel’s
past.
• They claim to contain God’s Word or message.
• They build upon Old Testament ideas and narratives.
• They were composed during the period 200
bc–ad 200 or preserve Jewish traditions that
date from that period.
There are approximately 65 writings and fragments that qualify as Old Testament Pseudepigrapha according to these criteria; many others were
written after ad 200 and are sometimes also classified as Old Testament Pseudepigrapha.
Jewish, Christian, or Neither?
Many of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha were
unquestionably written by Jewish authors. This
is especially the case for those written in the bc
period, such as Jubilees. Others show awareness
of Christian ideas and practices. For example, the
Odes of Solomon affirm the doctrine of the Trinity,
and the Vision of Ezra makes reference to baptism
and the New Testament account of King Herod
killing the baby boys in Bethlehem (Matt 2:17).
Some of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha represent an editorial progression: many of the Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha were probably written
by Jewish authors but nevertheless contain some

references to Christian concepts, which were
probably inserted by scribes after the original
composition. It is sometimes difficult to determine
whether the references to Christian concepts are
the work of the original author or of a later scribe.
The authors and scribes who wrote the references to Christian concepts are usually characterized in scholarly literature as Christians. These
authors and scribes may or may not have held
beliefs that the early church fathers would have
been identified as orthodox Christianity, and present-day members of different Christian traditions
may or may not regard them as Christians. For
this reason, Lexham Bible Dictionary usually refers
to these authors and scribes as “Christian-influenced” rather than as “Christian.”
A few works often classified as Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha clearly fall outside the viewpoints
of traditional Judaism and Christianity altogether. For example, the original form of the Book of
Ahiqar is polytheistic, while the Apocalypse of
Adam contains gnostic views.
(For further information on Second Temple Judaism, see this article: Second Temple Period. For
information on Christianity in general and how
it is defined, see this article: Christianity. For further details on Gnosticism and why it was deemed
heretical by early church fathers, see this article:
Gnosticism.)
Date
Works composed between about 200 bc and ad
200 form the core of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. These are the works that are most valuable for understanding Second Temple Judaism
and the cultural context of early Christianity.
There are also later works in the same genres (primarily apocalypses) that may also be classified as
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. For example, the
Apocalypse of Daniel is probably to be dated to the
ninth century ad. Some of these, despite being
written after ad 200, are thought to contain Jewish
traditions from the central period of 200 bc–ad
200, which the authors of the late texts received
either from lost earlier texts or from oral tradition. In contrast to these late works, the seventh—
sixth century bc Book of Ahiqar is much older than
most of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (and
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in fact would be more accurately classified as Ancient Near Eastern literature rather than as Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha).
Many of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
are difficult to date precisely. Approximate dates,
sometimes no more precise than a range of multiple centuries, are determined by looking at evidence from a variety of sources, such as:
• the date of the manuscript in which the work
appears;
• whether the work quotes or is quoted by other
texts for which a more precise date is known;
• whether the work references known historical
events;
• whether the work most closely resembles other
works dated to a specific period.
The Value of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
Because the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha were
composed centuries (and sometimes even millennia) after the lives of the Old Testament characters
and events that figure in them, its highly unlikely
that they preserve any significant information
about the periods they purport to describe. Their
main value is therefore in the evidence they give
about the time period in which they were written,
not the periods they claim to describe.
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha provide
information about the history, culture, religious
life, literature, hermeneutics, and theology of the
period of time between the writings of the Hebrew Bible and Old Testament Apocrypha and the
writing of the Christian Scriptures, as well as the
first couple Christian centuries. They often reflect
theological developments in Second Temple Judaism that illuminate the Jewish viewpoints seen in
the New Testament.
Value for Understanding Early Judaism
The time between the last events described in the
Hebrew Bible and the birth of Jesus is often called
the intertestamental period, because for Protestants, it is the period between the Old and New
Testaments, although the Old Testament Apocrypha represents a large portion of this period.
The intertestamental period spans from about the
fourth century bc to the beginning of the first cen198

tury ad. During the intertestamental period, Judaism was undergoing changes as the Jewish people
transitioned from Persian rule (539 bc–331 bc),
to Greek rule (331 bc–167 bc), to Jewish self-rule
within the Roman Empire (167 bc–63 bc), to assimilation under the Roman Empire (which began in
63 bc).
These factors contributed to Judaism’s transition from what is known as early Judaism (beginning under Persian rule), where the temple played
a predominant role, to rabbinic Judaism, which
developed after the destruction of the temple in ad
70. The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, along with
some of the Dead Sea Scrolls, provide information
on how Jewish belief (at least for some within Judaism) was changing and adapting. The coverage
of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the
Dead Sea Scrolls are especially applicable for the
final stages of this adaptation while the temple
was still standing (ca. 150 bc to ad 69 [Old Testament Pseudepigrapha]; ca. 250 bc to ad 50 [Dead
Sea Scrolls]); these final stages are not covered in
the Old Testament Apocrypha. The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha also provides insight into the period shortly thereafter (ca. ad 70 to 200).
While Jews during the intertestamental period
produced an abundance of literature, only a small
amount has survived, making parts of the Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha a significant body of
literature, preserving information otherwise lost.
The Pseudepigrapha are an important source for
understanding the religious life of early Judaism
in that they (Charlesworth, OTP 1, xxvii—xxix):
• Confirm the influence of the books of the Old
Testament on early Judaism.
• Show that despite being repeatedly conquered
and ruled by other nations, the Jewish people
continued to be zealous for their religion—
even under persecution.
• Reveal that early Judaism was not entirely uniform, nor was it as diverse as is often assumed.
The Pseudepigrapha also elaborate on Old Testament themes, concepts, and customs, and provides
insight into how Jewish communities handled
Scripture. The modern understanding of what
Judaism looked like in the Second Temple Period
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could not have been developed without the Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha.
Value for New Testament Scholarship
Parts of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha are
important for New Testament scholarship. The
New Testament was not written in isolation from
the history, literature, and culture of its time, but
instead draws on many cultural concepts common
in Judaism of the time. And it is Judaism of the
period that is often reflected in the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha. This is seen especially in the Letter of Jude. Jude contains references to one or two
writings from the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha:
1 Enoch is quoted in Jude 14–15, while Jude 9 refers
to an extrabiblical tradition that may have been
contained in the lost ending of the Testament of
Moses.
Relationship to Other Kinds of Texts
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha should be
distinguished from several other kinds of texts to
which they bear varying degrees of similarity.
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the Old Testament Apocrypha
The Old Testament Apocrypha are books that are
absent from the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible but are included in the Latin Vulgate or Greek
Septuagint versions of the Old Testament. They
thus formed a part of ancient Christian versions
of the Bible. The Old Testament Apocrypha are excluded from Protestant and Jewish biblical canons,
but most of them are included in the present-day
biblical canons of the Roman Catholic and Eastern
Orthodox churches. The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, in contrast, were not included in the
Latin Vulgate or the Greek Septuagint versions
of the Old Testament. Most of the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha were not widely authoritative
in the early church period and have never been
canonical for any Christian group. For a handful
of exceptions, see the section “The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha and the Biblical Canon” below.
While the classification of most texts as Old
Testament Apocrypha or Old Testament Pseudepigrapha is clear, there are a few texts that may
be classified different ways in different sources,
depending on the precise definition used for “Old

Testament Apocrypha.” The following texts are
treated as Old Testament Apocrypha in the Lexham Bible Dictionary but may be treated as Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha in some other sources, primarily because they are outside the present-day Roman Catholic biblical canon: Prayer of
Manasseh; 3 Maccabees; 4 Maccabees; Psalm 151; 1
Esdras; 2 Esdras.
(For further details on the Old Testament
Apocrypha and the process of canonization, see
these articles: Apocrypha, Old Testament; Canon,
Old Testament. For further details on the Septuagint, see this article: Septuagint.)
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the New Testament Apocrypha
The New Testament Apocrypha are noncanonical
writings that are either ascribed to New Testament figures or purport to describe events in the
lives of New Testament figures that are not covered in the canonical books of the New Testament.
They are sometimes also known as the New Testament Pseudepigrapha. Most of the New Testament
Apocrypha were composed after ad 200, and are
therefore later than the core of the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha.
Like the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, the
New Testament Apocrypha are of little value in
understanding the figures and time periods they
purport to describe, but offer more information
about the time in which they were written. Unlike
the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, the New Testament Apocrypha are almost entirely irrelevant
for historical study of the New Testament period
because they primarily express concepts and traditions that developed later.
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha are different from the New Testament Apocrypha in that
they primarily include works within the larger
Jewish tradition, including some affirmed by
Christian tradition; in contrast, the New Testament Apocrypha were never used by Judaism or
Christianity and most of them were directly or implicitly opposed by the early church fathers.
(For more information on the New Testament
Apocrypha and the development of the New Testament canon, see these articles: Apocrypha, New
Testament; Canon, New Testament.)
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Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and Rabbinic Literature
Rabbinic literature consists of the nonbiblical
writings of rabbinic Judaism, primarily from ad
200–600. The rabbinic writings never became part
of the biblical canon of Judaism, but they did become an authoritative part of mainstream Jewish
tradition. Rabbinic literature includes the Mishnah, the Talmud, and the Targums, among other
works.
Many of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
are of Jewish origin, like rabbinic literature. However, most of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
precede the full development of rabbinic Judaism. Unlike rabbinic literature, they show little
interest in halakah (Jewish law). Some of the Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha may have been authoritative for some early forms of Judaism, but it
seems that they were not authoritative for the rabbinic stream of tradition that leads to present-day
mainstream traditional Judaism.
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha differ from
rabbinic literature in date as well as in content.
The main body of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha were written before ad 200, while most rabbinic literature was written after ad 200.
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the
Biblical Canon
Most of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha have
never been canonical for any Christian or Jewish
group. However, the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha books of 1 Enoch, Jubilees, the Testaments of
the Twelve Patriarchs, Testament of Moses, and
the Ascension and Martyrdom of Isaiah were widely
used and were often quoted both within Judaism
and early Christianity. In addition, a few of the
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha are included in the
biblical canons of the Ethiopian Orthodox church
or of churches of the Syriac tradition, and a few
more may have been canonical for some churches
in the past but are no longer.
The following texts of the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha are or may formerly have been canonical for some Christian traditions:
• The Letter of Baruch, which consists of the last
10 chapters of 2 Baruch (also known as the Syr200

iac Apocalypse of Baruch) is canonical for the
Syriac tradition churches.
• Fourth Baruch is canonical for Ethiopian Orthodox churches and is included, along with Lamentations, in a book called Säqoqawä Eremyas,
“Things Omitted from Jeremiah.”
• First Enoch, Jubilees, and the three Ethiopian
books of the Maccabees are canonical for the
Ethiopian Orthodox church.
• The Book of Josippon (also known as Pseudo-Josephus) is part of the Ethiopian Orthodox
church’s broader canon.
• The Psalms of Solomon are included in the list
of contents of Codex Alexandrinus, but as an
appendix following the New Testament, not
as part of the Old Testament. The pages of Codex Alexandrinus which once contained the
Psalms of Solomon have been lost. The Psalms of
Solomon appeared in some Eastern Orthodox
and Syriac tradition biblical manuscripts, and
may have been considered canonical by some
in those traditions, but are not included in
modern Bibles of those traditions and are not
considered canonical.
• The Syriac so-called “psalms of David” (psalms
152–155) appear in some Syriac biblical manuscripts and may have been considered canonical in some periods.
The remaining pseudepigraphal texts are noncanonical for all Christian traditions and Judaism.
(For further information on the various Christian traditions and the texts they embrace, see this
article: Canon of the Bible, Traditions of The.)
List of Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
Organizing the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
can be difficult due to numerous factors, including
the uncertainty of the dating of all the writings,
as well as different writings having different titles. Charlesworth categorizes the Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha into 65 works based upon their
literary type (Charlesworth, OTP 1, xvi). The following list of Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
broadly follows Charlesworth’s classification but
does not include exactly the same list of works.
(This list does not cover literature that resembles the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha but is
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known only from the Dead Sea Scrolls; for more
information on these works, see this article: Dead
Sea Scrolls, Nonbiblical.)
Apocalyptic Literature
This broad literary type contains writings in
which an Old Testament hero claims to receive
further revelation or disclosure, often concerning
the end of time and history as well as information
about heaven. This genre often contains visions.
There is a heavy emphasis on angels in this genre.
• 1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch—Dating between the second century bc and the first century ad, this book is a composite work written
by numerous authors at numerous times, yet
claims to be from the biblical Enoch, an early
descendant of Adam.
• 2 (Slavonic Apocalypse of) Enoch—This possibly
late first-century ad work is an amplification
of Gen 5:21–32; it covers events from Enoch’s
life to the onset of the flood.
• 3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch—This book from
the fifth—sixth centuries ad claims to be the
account of Rabbi Ishmael (prominent circa ad
110–135) and his journey into heaven, where
he learned that the biblical character of Enoch
was transformed into the angel Metatron.
• Sibylline Oracles—These various oracles, dating
from the second century bc to the eighth century ad, are mainly concerned with predicting
woes and disasters on specific nations and peoples, often functioning as examples of political
propaganda.
• Treatise of Shem—A first century bc calendologion (an astrological work containing 12 chapters that correspond to the 12 zodiac signs).
• Apocryphon of Ezekiel—Only small portions of
this first century bc to first century ad work
attributed to Ezekiel exist. The longest surviving excerpt is a story about a blind man and a
lame man.
• Apocalypse of Zephaniah—This apocalypse dating from the first century bc to the first century ad is attributed to Zephaniah and claims to
record a vision in which Zephaniah was shown
heaven and Hades.
• The Fourth Book of Ezra—This late first-century

ad book forms the core of what is known as 2
Esdras in the Apocrypha of some English Bibles. The book contains a diverse and extensive
eschatology and offers numerous parallels to
Rev 7:9 and 14:1–5.
• Greek Apocalypse of Ezra—Dating between the
second—ninth centuries ad, this work claims
to be a vision received by Ezra in which he was
taken up to heaven and much was revealed to
him.
• Vision of Ezra—This Christian-influenced apocalyptic work from the fourth—seventh centuries ad claims to be a collection of the visions
of Ezra and has similarities with many other
Pseudepigrapha from earlier periods.
• Revelation of Ezra—A Christian-influenced
calendologion dating prior to the ninth century
ad designed to show the importance of Ezra as
an astrological figure.
• Apocalypse of Sedrach—Dating between the second—fifth century ad, this work claims to be
an account of Sedrach (either Shadrach [Dan
3:12] or Ezra/Esdras) and his dialogue with
God.
• 2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch—An early second-century ad work containing various concepts such as lamentations, prayers, question
and answers, and visions. This work sheds
important light on the rabbinic Judaism that
arose after the destruction of the temple in ad
70.
• 3 (Greek Apocalypse of) Baruch—A work from
the first—third century ad in which Baruch,
the scribe of Jeremiah, is so upset over the destruction of the temple that God sends an angel
to comfort him and also to reveal to him the
five heavens.
• Apocalypse of Abraham—A first—second century ad work purporting to be from Abraham;
deals with Israel’s election, special status as a
nation, and covenant with God.
• Apocalypse of Adam—A clearly gnostic work
dating from the first—fourth century ad;
claims to be extra revelation from Adam in
support of gnostic theology.
• Coptic Apocalypse of Elijah—This work, dating
from the first—fourth century ad, is not real201
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ly an apocalypse but claims to be a prophecy.
While it is named for Elijah, he is only mentioned twice.
• Hebrew Apocalypse of Elijah—This work probably dates from the third—seventh century ad.
In it, the angel Michael tells Elijah about the
end of the age.
• Apocalypse of Daniel—This ninth-century ad
work is an adaptation of the coming of the antichrist to the current times in which the work
was written.
• Seventh Vision of Daniel—A fifth-century ad
text purporting to tell of a vision in which the
angel Gabriel foretold events of Roman and
Byzantine history to Daniel.
• Questions of Ezra—A Christian-influenced
work of uncertain date preserved in Armenian
which claims to report a dialogue between Ezra
and and an angel concerning the fate of the
wicked and the righteous after death.
• Apocalypse of Noah—A modern title for a possible lost work cited as by Jubilees as having been
written by Noah. It may have been a source for
portions of 1 Enoch as well as Jubilees.
For further details, see these articles: Enoch, Books
of; Enoch, First Book of; Enoch, Second Book of;
Enoch, Third book of; Sibylline Oracles; Treatise
of Shem; Apocryphon of Ezekiel; Esdras, Books
of; Esdras, Second Book of; Apocalypse of Ezra,
Greek; Vision of Ezra; Revelation of Ezra; Apocalypse of Sedrach; Baruch, Second Book of; Baruch,
Third Book of; Apocalypse of Abraham; Apocalypse of Adam; Apocalypse of Elijah, Coptic; Apocalypse of Elijah, Hebrew; Apocalypse of
Daniel; Daniel, Seventh Vision of; Questions of
Ezra; Apocalypse of Noah.
Testaments
This literary type is based on the genre of a last
will and testament, as seen in Gen 49. These writings claim to record the last words of certain biblical characters, providing their final monologues
and dealing with theology and ethics.
• Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs—A work
from the second century bc claiming to be the
final utterances of Jacob’s 12 sons.
• Testament of Job—A first-century bc to
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first-century ad testament that purports to
contain Job’s final words.
• Testament of Abraham—Dating around the first
to second century ad, this work presents itself
as an account of how stubborn Abraham was
in death; it depicts him trying to bargain with
God and refusing to surrender his soul.
• Testament of Isaac—A second-century ad story
in which Isaac, after delivering his last homily,
is taken to heaven by the angel Michael, and
overhears a conversation between God and
Abraham.
• Testament of Jacob—A story from the second or
third century ad with a plot similar to that of
the Testament of Isaac.
• Testament of Moses—A partially preserved text
dating in the first or second century ad which
claims to be Moses’ farewell discourse to Joshua and outlines the history of Israel from their
entrance into Canaan until the end of days.
• Testament of Solomon—Dating from the first to
third century ad, this writing is a folkloric text
about Solomon and his building of the temple;
it includes sections on magic, astrology, angels,
and medicine.
• Testament of Adam—This second- to fifth-century ad work is made up of three sections: a
discourse attributed to Adam on the hours of
the day and night, a purported speech of Adam
to his son Seth, and a section on the hierarchy
of angels and heavenly bodies that does not
mention Adam.
For further details, see these articles: Testaments
of the Twelve Patriarchs; Testament of Job; Testament of Abraham; Testament of Isaac; Testament
of Jacob; Testament of Moses; Testament of Solomon; Testament of Adam; Adam, Books of.
Expansions and Legends
This literary type includes expansions of biblical
narratives, new stories couched within the biblical
context about the biblical figures, and legends surrounding the biblical text’s transmissions. Some of
these texts are classified as parabiblical or rewritten Bible, while others are simply legends about
the biblical figures or figures related to the Bible’s
transmission.
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• Letter of Aristeas—A letter probably dating to
the second century bc that is an important
source for understanding how the Hebrew Bible was translated into the Greek Septuagint
(LXX). An apologetic piece, this letter sought to
prove the compatibility of the Jewish religion
with Hellenistic Greek culture.
• Jubilees—Dating from the second century bc,
the book of Jubilees seeks to provide an explanation for the unknown events that transpired
during Moses’ 40 days on Mount Sinai (Exod
24:18).
• Ascension of Isaiah—A second-century bc to
fourth-century ad book written in different
sections at different times (known as a composite work) that seeks to provide an account
for Isaiah’s death as well as establish a legend
about his visions and ascent into heaven.
• Joseph and Aseneth—A first-century bc to second-century ad romance writing which tells
a fanciful story about the Old Testament hero
Joseph and an Egyptian woman Aseneth who
would be his bride.
• Life of Adam and Eve (sometimes known as the
Apocalypse of Moses in its Greek version)—The
original form of this work was likely written
between the first century bc and the first century ad. The work seeks to account for some
of the events in the lives of the biblical Adam
and Eve after their expulsion from the garden
of Eden; the Latin version also contains an account of the fall of Satan.
• Pseudo-Philo—A book from the first century ad
that provides a retelling of the history of Israel
from Adam to David.
• The Lives of the Prophets—This first century ad
work provides a summary account of the lives
of the main prophets in the Old Testament and
draws its material mainly from the scriptural
accounts, with some legends and expansions
added in.
• The Ladder of Jacob—A fragmentary story probably composed between 200 bc and ad 200 that
expands upon Jacob’s dream as recorded in Gen
28:11–22.
• 4 Baruch—A first—second century ad work
that retells and expands upon certain events

that occurred between the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and the stoning of Jeremiah.
• Jannes and Jambres—This fragmentarily preserved text from the first to third centuries ad
tells of the magicians of Pharaoh who sought
to oppose Moses (named in 2 Tim 3:8–9 but
anonymous in the Old Testament mentions in
Exod 7–11).
• History of the Rechabites—Likely dating from
the first—fourth centuries ad, this legend tells
the story of a man whom God allows to visit
the land of the Blessed Ones, a people whom
are in a perpetual blessed states and live and
commune with angels.
• Eldad and Modad—Only one line of this work
about Eldad and Modad (Num 11:26–29 is preserved. It dates to sometime before to the second century ad.
• History of Joseph—Written sometime before or
during the sixth century ad, this fragmentary
document seems to be a history and expansion
of the account of Joseph in Genesis.
• Maccabees, Ethiopian Books of—The three Ethiopian books of Maccabees (or Meqabyan) are
distinct from the books of Maccabees known
outside Ethiopia, and focus on different figures. They were probably composed as late as
the 15th century ad and are included in the
Ethiopian Orthodox canon of the Old Testament.
• Book of Josippon—A 10th-century ad Jewish
historical chronicle based primarily on Pseudo-Hegesippus’ Latin translation of Josephus’
Jewish War. A translation of this work became
part of the Ethiopian broader canon of the Old
Testament. It is no longer considered pseudepigrapha but a historical chronicle.
• Cave of Treasures—A fourth–sixth century Syriac history of the world from creation to the
time of Christ.
• Conflict of Adam and Eve—A fifth or sixth century description of the conflict of Adam and Eve
with Satan upon their expulsion from paradise.
For further details, see these articles: Aristeas,
Letter of; Jubilees, Book of; Ascension of Isaiah;
Joseph and Aseneth; Life of Adam and Eve, Text;
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Adam, Books of; Pseudo-Philo; Lives of the Prophets, Text; Jacob’s Ladder, Text; Baruch, Fourth Book
of; Jannes and Jambres; History of the Rechabites;
Eldad and Modad, Text; History of Joseph, Text;
Maccabees, Ethiopian Books of; Josippon, Book of;
Cave of Treasures; Conflict of Adam and Eve, Text.
Wisdom and Philosophical Literature
This literary type represents a generic type of
Wisdom literature dealing with practical living aspects of Judaism.
• Ahiqar—This text from between the seventh–
sixth century bc became a well-known tale in
the ancient Mediterranean world. Non-Jewish
in origin, the work tells the story of Ahiqar, a
scribe and counselor to the kings of Assyria.
It also contains a collection of his wisdom sayings.
• 4 Maccabees—A book from the first century ad
that seeks to provide a philosophical treatise
on reason over passion, using Old Testament
heroes as examples.
• Pseudo-Phocylides—Dating sometime between
the first century bc and the first century ad,
this is a poem written under the name of Phocylides (circa sixth century bc), a famous poet
in antiquity. However, it is not actually his
work since the poem has a decidedly Jewish
agenda.
• The Sentences of the Syriac Menander—A collection of wisdom sayings from approximately
the third century ad, this work provides maxims for daily living.
• Alphabet of Sirach—22 proverbs in Aramaic and
the same number in Hebrew, accompanied by
medieval commentary and tales.
For further details, see these articles: Ahiqar, Book
of; Maccabees, Fourth Book of The; Pseudo-Phocylides; Syriac Menander; Sirach, Alphabet of.
Prayers, Psalms, and Odes
This literary type represents the poetic prayers,
psalms, and hymns that Jewish people might have
used in addition to the psalms found in the Old
Testament.
• Syriac Psalms—Four psalms that are canonical
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only in the Syriac tradition; they were probably composed at various dates between the
third century bc and the first century ad.
• Psalms of Solomon—A first-century bc collection of psalms that shows the response of a
certain group of Jews to the capture of Jerusalem by the Romans in the first century.
• Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers—A collection of
prayers dating from the second—third century
ad; representative of synagogue life during
that time.
• Prayer of Joseph—A mid-second to early-third
century ad text, available only through quotations; the surviving quotations do not contain
a reference to Joseph, but instead make claims
about Jacob’s authority and provide information about his supposed encounter with the
angel Uriel.
• Prayer of Jacob—Dating sometime between the
first—fourth centuries ad, this work purports
to be a prayer of Jacob but is actually similar to
Greek-Egyptian magical papyri which were believed to hold mysterious power when invoked.
• Odes of Solomon—A Christian hymnbook dating
to around the end of the first century ad that is
based on Jewish models.
For further details, see these articles: Syriac
Psalms; Psalms of Solomon; Hellenistic Synagogal
Prayers; Prayer of Joseph; Prayer of Jacob; Odes of
Solomon.
Fragments of Lost Judaeo-Hellenistic Works
While not pseudepigrapha in the traditional
sense, these works are often included as a supplement to the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
because they provide insight into the diversity
and character of Jewish literature during the time
when the Pseudepigrapha were being written
(Charlesworth, OTP 2, 776). Most of these works
only exist in fragments but are valuable for study
nonetheless.
• Philo the Epic Poet—A fragmentarily preserved
epic poem from the third–second century bc
dealing with Jerusalem.
• Theodotus—A poem from the second–first century bc; the surviving fragments deal with Gen
34 and Jacob’s daughter Dinah.
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• Orphica—A Jewish poem claiming to be Greek;
likely dates from the second century bc.
• Ezekiel the Tragedian—A tragic drama dating
from the second century bc telling the story of
the exodus.
• Fragments of Pseudo-Greek Poets—Poetic fragments composed by Jews likely in the
third–second century bc.
• Aristobulus—Fragments from the second century bc that deal with philosophical issues between Jewish culture and Hellenistic culture.
• Demetrius the Chronographer—Fragments dating probably to the third century bc that primarily deal with Old Testament chronology.
• Aristeas the Exegete—The surviving fragment of
this work is a history of the life of Job. It dates
to some time between the third and first centuries bc.
• Eupolemus—Fragments dating likely to the second century bc which are from the works of a
Jewish historian detailing different aspects of
Israel’s history.
• Pseudo-Eupolemus—Fragments dealing with
Abraham, dating prior to the first century bc.
• Cleodemus Malchus—Fragments that date prior
to the first century bc dealing with the history
of the descendants of Abraham through his
wife Keturah (Gen 25:1–4).
• Artapanus’ On the Jews—A work of historical
fiction from between the third and second
century bc; the surviving fragments deal with
Abraham, Joseph, and Moses.
• Pseudo-Hecataeus—Dating between the second
century bc and the first century ad, these fragments are historical in context.
For further details, see these articles: Philo the
Epic Poet; Theodotus the Epic Poet; Orphica; Ezekiel the Tragedian; Fragments of Pseudo-Greek
Poets; Aristobulus the Jewish Philosopher; Demetrius the Chronographer; Aristeas the Exegete; Eupolemus; Pseudo-Eupolemus; Cleodemus Malchus;
Artapanus; Pseudo-Hecataeus.
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ENOCH, BOOKS OF A group of pseudepigraphal,
apocalyptic writings in a variety of languages,
written over the course of several centuries. Of
the books of Enoch, 1 Enoch (often referred to just
as Enoch) is especially influential in shaping the
genre and theology of apocalyptic literature. None
of these books are in the Hebrew Bible, and all
are noncanonical for all Christian traditions but
1 Enoch, which is only canonical for the Ethiopian
Orthodox church.
The texts named after Enoch include:
• 1 Enoch: a series of apocalyptic visions and narratives experienced by the character of Enoch.
• 2 Enoch: also known as “Slavonic Enoch” and
“The Book of the Secrets of Enoch.” An apocalyptic text containing rewritten sections of
Gen 5:21–32—expanding the Enoch and Noah
materials of the Old Testament.
• 3 Enoch: also known as Sefer Hekalot (“Book of
Palaces”). This apocalyptic text presents itself
as the first-person account of Rabbi Ishmael as
he ascends through the six palaces of heaven
and at one point encounters an angelic-like figure who describes himself as having once been
named Enoch.
These so-called books of Enoch are mainly
grouped together by sharing the person of Enoch
in common, as well as their general apocalyptic
worldview. 3 Enoch especially diverges from the
traditions of 1 Enoch and 2 Enoch.
For information on the three books of Enoch
ascribed to his name, see these articles: Enoch,
First Book of; Enoch, Second Book of; Enoch, Third
Book of.
The term “books of Enoch” is sometimes used
in a much broader sense to include other ancient
Enochic tradition books:
• Astronomical Enoch: a longer version of the
“Astronomical Book” included in 1 Enoch found
among the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q208–211)
• The nonbiblical Book of Giants (1Q23–24, 2Q26,
4Q203, 4Q530–533): a work also found among
the Dead Sea Scrolls
• Jubilees: a work that is sometimes grouped with
the books of Enoch, because of its parallels to 1
Enoch. (Like 1 Enoch, Jubilees also is not in He206

brew Bible and among Christian traditions is
only in the Ethiopian Orthodox canon).
For further information on these works, see these
articles: Enoch, Astronomical; Book of Giants; Jubilees, Book of.
Alternatively, the “books of Enoch” may also
refer more narrowly to the five sections that make
up 1 Enoch, each of which have their own name
and several of which seem to have circulated and/
or existed independently before being edited into
1 Enoch.
(For additional information on the figure of
Enoch in the Old Testament and extrabiblical literature, see this article: Enoch. For more information on pseudepigraphal literature, see this article:
Pseudepigrapha, Old Testament. For information
on the process of canonization, see this article:
Canon, Old Testament.)
Abigail Stocker with John D. Barry

ENOCH, FIRST BOOK OF Often simply called
the book of Enoch. A pseudepigraphal, apocalyptic collection of narratives and visions ascribed
to Enoch (Gen 5:18–24), through which Enoch receives wisdom from God. First Enoch is canonical
for the Ethiopian Orthodox church but not for any
other Christian or Jewish traditions.
Overview
First Enoch resembles certain Old Testament books
in form and thought, and it may have influenced
the authors of the New Testament. First Enoch
seems to have especially influenced early Christian
understandings of angels and the phrase “Son of
Man,” and 1 Enoch is even quoted in Jude 14–15. The
book seems to have been popular in Judaism and
Christianity during the centuries immediately preceding and following Jesus’ birth: First Enoch provides a more detailed picture of the biblical world
of this period—especially with regard to theology.
Old Testament Parallels
First Enoch pseudonymously attributes its visions
and knowledge to the Enoch of Genesis. Genesis
5:18–24 identifies Enoch as the father of Methuse-
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lah. Genesis 5:23–24 states, “All the days of Enoch
were 365 years. Enoch walked about with God,
then he was no more because God took him.” The
first instance of “God” in the Hebrew could also be
translated as “the gods” or “the spiritual beings”
(ֱאֹלִהים, elohim), which may indicate that Enoch
spent time with other heavenly beings. First Enoch
reinforces this interpretation as it depicts Enoch
interacting with the angels who are heavenly beings.
The Old Testament says nothing more about
Enoch outside of Gen 5, apart from including
him in a list of names in 1 Chr 1:3. However, later
Enochic literature demonstrates that he was a
significant figure in early Judaism and likely in
early Christianity. Apart from Elijah, who went
up to heaven in a whirlwind (2 Kgs 2:11), Enoch is
the only figure in the Old Testament who is said to
have not died (compare Gen 5:24). Enochic literature (which includes the other books ascribed to
Enoch, Jubilees and Book of Giants) picks up on this
and portrays Enoch as an authoritative visionary
and transmitter of wisdom.
First Enoch also has affinities with other books
of the Old Testament that deal with visions and
wisdom. The book has strong ties with the visionary and apocalyptic portions of the Old Testament,
which transmit wisdom and messages from God
through dream and vision interpretation and
through symbolic language representing people,
places, things, and events. Daniel, Isaiah, and
Ezekiel all include visions that are symbolic and
apocalyptic. In particular, Dan 7–12 shares several
literary and theological traits with 1 Enoch:
• Both texts are shaped by an apocalyptic worldview that juxtaposes good and evil, commenting especially on the abuse of power.
• Both Daniel 7 and 1 Enoch 14–15 include visions
in which God is enthroned; however, the imagery in the two texts is different. Enoch’s vision is set in heaven and includes the heavenly
beings (like the throne vision in Rev 4) while
Daniel’s vision is not set in heaven and includes
more earthly images (beasts with human features).
Additionally, both Dan 7:13 and 1 Enoch 37–71 speak

of a Son of Man. In Daniel 7:13, “one like a Son of
Man” is given authority over all peoples and nations. In 1 Enoch 71 the Son of Man is proclaimed
to be righteous, and all who are righteous will
follow his path. In both cases, the one called Son
of Man is given authority; in Daniel the authority
is power over people and nations, while in 1 Enoch
that authority appears to be wisdom and access to
eternal peace; eternal unity with the Son of Man is
also mentioned. (Just as Ezekiel uses the term “son
of man” simply as a reference for the prophet, as
a general term for a person rather than a full title,
1 Enoch does the same at 1 Enoch 60:10 [compare
Ezek 2:1].)
Ezekiel and Isaiah share the enthronement imagery that 1 Enoch uses, as well as the transmission
of authority from God to a human. (This is the
case even though Ezekiel and Isaiah are primarily
prophetic books in genre, rather than specifically
apocalyptic books. Examples are:
• In Isaiah 6, the prophet sees the Lord enthroned and served by seraphim. One of the
seraphim burns Isaiah’s lips with hot coal to
purify them so that he can proclaim God’s message of repentance to the people.
• Ezekiel 1 contains imagery akin to Dan 7 and
Rev 4, with creatures that look like earthly animals.
• Ezekiel 1:26–28 contains an image of God enthroned.
• In Ezekiel 2:3, God sends Ezekiel to proclaim
His words to rebellious people.
New Testament Parallels
First Enoch seems to have influenced the New Testament authors, especially in their notions of the
final judgment. Similarly to 1 Enoch, the book of
Jude juxtaposes the godly with the ungodly and
notes the ungodly’s major role in causing the problems of the world.
Jude 14–15, quoting 1 Enoch 1:9, states, “Behold,
he will arrive with ten million of the holy ones
in order to execute judgment upon all. He will
destroy the wicked ones and censure all flesh on
account of everything that they have done, that
which the sinners and the wicked ones commented against him” (compare Isaac, “1 [Ethiopic Apoc207
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alypse of] Enoch”).
Revelation’s overall message and ideas about
the final judgment also parallel the book of
1 Enoch, especially because Revelation too is apocalyptic in genre. The juxtaposition of good and
evil in the context of a final judgment is a strong
theme in both works. The binding of Satan in Rev
20 parallels 1 Enoch 10:11–12—in which God tells
Michael the archangel to bind the demon Semyaza, and those who are with him who fornicated
with women, for 70 years. The ideas of demons
inciting evil and a final judgment for those who
propagate evil also parallels 1 Enoch.
Son of Man language in 1 Enoch is often compared to that of the New Testament. Although the
New Testament books that mention the Son of
Man are influenced by 1 Enoch—especially Mark—
they are also heavily influenced by Daniel 7. First
Enoch especially parallels the New Testament usage of Son of Man in its notion of the Son of Man
as a judge and vindicator of the righteous; this
idea is more direct in 1 Enoch than Daniel (Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1, 83–84).
Literary Synopsis of 1 Enoch
First Enoch, as a collection of writings, is usually
divided into five parts based on the literary qualities and themes. These five parts were probably
written by multiple authors. It is difficult to identify when or where these parts developed or were
edited together. However, each part contributes to
the theme of good and evil uniquely through different literary styles and interests.
Chapters 1–36: “The Book of the Watchers”
The Book of the Watchers employs narrative to
introduce ideas about corruption, fallen angels,
and the final judgment. Chapters 1–5 provide an
introduction to the section and the book in its entirety, pseudonymously claiming that the book is
the blessing of Enoch, which is passed on to the
righteous. Chapters 6–36 then introduce the angels. The fallen angels are called the “sons of God”
of Gen 6—the Watchers—who corrupted people
through fornication and magic. Enoch has a dream
and intercedes for the fallen angels, but he is unsuccessful. The text then predicts their destruction.
Chapters 37–71: “The Similitudes” or “Parables” or
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“The Similitudes of Enoch”
The content of the Similitudes overlaps with the
beginning of the Book of the Watchers and with
“The Astrological Treatise” (chapters 72–83) in its
descriptions of Enoch’s cosmic journey and astrology. However, it also introduces new material
through heavenly visions, focusing on final judgment. This section is particularly relevant to New
Testament scholarship as it describes the Son of
Man in conjunction with the final judgment.
Chapters 72–82: the “Astronomical Enoch” or “The
Book of the Luminaries” or “The Book of the Heavenly
Luminaries”
This section should not be confused with the separate work from the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Words of
the Luminaries.
The Astronomical Enoch discusses the sun,
moon, and stars, and introduces a solar calendar.
First Enoch 80 declares that, in the final days, the
order of the cosmos will be upset. Enoch warns
Methuselah about the existence of sinners who
also miscalculate days and intervals of time
(1 Enoch 82; compare 1 Enoch 80).
Chapters 83–90: “The Dream Visions” of “Book of
Dreams” or “Animal Apocalypse”
In the Book of Dreams, Enoch relates dreams he
had before his marriage. In the first vision (1 Enoch
83–84), he saw the flood that destroyed the world.
In the second, he tells the history of the world
from Adam to the final judgment in the form of an
allegory. Similar to Daniel 7 and Revelation, animal
imagery represents humans:
• Sheep represent the Israelites;
• Beasts and birds of prey symbolize Israel’s oppressors;
• A horned sheep represents a Jewish leader; and
• A horned bull represents the Messiah.
This section also parallels Revelation in its introduction of the throne of judgment and the new
Jerusalem.
Chapters 92–105: “The Epistle of Enoch” or
“Enoch’s Testament”
The Epistle of Enoch describes the blessings of the
righteous and the woes of sinners. It appeals to the
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righteous to remain steadfast before the judgment
occurs. This part includes a section called “The
Apocalypse of Weeks” (1 Enoch 91:12–17; 93:1–10),
which describes the events of 10 weeks in which
wickedness will prevail on the earth. The text
claims that after those weeks, righteousness will
prevail forever—a pattern that also may resonate
with Revelation.
Chapters 106–108: Epilogue or “Book of Noah”
This section is an epilogue, or appendix, that includes two chapters about Noah (106–107). Since
the flood was a form of judgment, Noah’s birth is
viewed as a promise of salvation for the righteous
who will survive the final judgment. The final
chapter references the earlier parts as a means
of concluding the book as a whole, and promises
blessings for the righteous and punishment for
sinners.
Development of the Text
The exact development of 1 Enoch is unknown; it is
probably a composite of several authors’ works. A
full copy of the text survives only in Ethiopic. Fragments of the text also exist in Greek and Aramaic.
Dead Sea Scrolls Copies
The earliest extant copies of portions of 1 Enoch
are those written in Aramaic that were found
among the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q201–202, 4Q204–
207, 4Q212), with additional copies of Astronomical
Enoch being found in Aramaic (4Q208–211). (The
version of Astronomical Enoch preserved from
Qumran is longer than the Ethiopic version of the
same section, which means that the Qumran Astronomical Enoch could be counted as a separate
work of Enochic literature or as adding to the total
count of 1 Enoch copies at Qumran). It is primarily
because of the existence of these manuscripts that
many now conclude that the book was originally written in Aramaic, then later translated into
Greek, and from the Greek translated into Ethiopic
(Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1, xxiii–xxiv).
The transmission history of 1 Enoch is especially evident in Astronomical Enoch, whose calculations are much more precise in the Aramaic version from Qumran: Milik describes the data in the
Ethiopic version as “fragmentary and confused”
and proposes that a Greek translator had abridged

and simplified the tables in the Aramaic original
prior to a third translation into Ethiopic (Milik,
The Books of Enoch, 276). (This is the case whether
Astronomical Enoch is viewed as a separate work
from 1 Enoch among the scrolls or not since this
portion of the text is the same in both, as is most of
the text, leading to the conclusion that Astronomical Enoch was likely edited down in the process of
becoming the third book of 1 Enoch.)
It is also possible that fragments of a Greek
version of 1 Enoch were found among the Dead Sea
Scrolls (7Q8; 7Q11–14), which would indicate that at
least part of it was translated into Greek by ad 70,
but the identification of these fragments is uncertain. A precise date for the Greek from which the
Ethiopic was translated is unknown (VanderKam
and Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 195).
It is also unknown when the Greek was translated
into Ethiopic, but the fifth or sixth century ad are
proposed as dates. It is not certain that the manuscript tradition went from from Greek to Ethiopic;
it could have gone from Aramaic to Ethiopic, but
the Greek path seems most likely. (There also are
additional Greek fragments, not from the Dead Sea
Scrolls, but these are much later.)
The precise relationship of the nonbiblical,
Enochic tradition Book of Giants (1Q23–24, 2Q26,
4Q203, 4Q530–533), which also is found among the
Dead Sea Scrolls, to the other Enochic tradition
manuscripts is unknown.
Form of the Ethiopic Version
The earliest full copy of 1 Enoch in the Ethiopic
language contains all five distinct books, ordered
(Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 43):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Book of the Watchers (1–36)
The Similitudes of Enoch (37–71)
The Astronomical Book (72–82)
The Book of Dreams (83–90)
The Epistle of Enoch (91–108), which contains
the “Apocalypse of Weeks” (93:1–10, 91:11–17)
and the epilogue (106–108)

Composition
The Astronomical Book may be the earliest of the
Enochic writings, followed by the Book of the
Watchers; both of these texts can be dated to the
late third or early second century bc, prior to the
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Maccabean revolt (Collins, Apocalypticism in the
Dead Sea Scrolls, 18–19). For those who hold to a late
date for portions of Daniel, the Astronomical Book
and Book of the Watchers predate the apocalyptic
portions of the book of Daniel.
Since it is not included among the Dead Sea
Scrolls (ca. 250 bc–ad 50), the Similitudes of Enoch
could then be understood as the most recent of the
books of 1 Enoch. VanderKam dates it between the
first century bc and the first century ad (VanderKam, “1 Enoch, Enochic Motifs, and Enoch in Early
Christian Literature,” 33); Collins places it more
specifically in the early to middle first century ad
(Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 178). The remaining books of 1 Enoch would then be dated in
between the early dates for Astronomical Book and
Book of the Watchers and the later date of Similitudes.
Unlike the earliest two books in 1 Enoch (Astronomical Book and Book of the Watchers), which were
highly cosmological in scope, the “Apocalypse of
Weeks” (which is part of the Epistle of Enoch) takes
a distinctly historical approach, organizing world
history and eschatology into what the work understands as preordained millennia and promising
salvation for the few righteous elect (Collins, Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 21). This is similar
to the Book of Dreams, which suggests its dating
should be similar.
The Book of Dreams likely comes out of the period of the Maccabean revolt in the second century
bc, as it seems to use symbolic language in parallel to the events of the revolt. The Epistle of Enoch
is likely roughly contemporary with the Book of
Dreams (VanderKam, “1 Enoch,” 33). In addition,
the Enochic work Book of the Giants was likely
written in the first century bc (VanderKam, “1
Enoch,” 33, 34).
Character and Content
The five books of Enoch seem to represent a collection of similarly themed apocalyptic books
from various places written over the course of
several centuries (Charlesworth, The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha and the New Testament, 31). The
books that make up 1 Enoch—specifically the Book
of the Watchers and the Similitudes of Enoch—have
so greatly influenced Hellenistic second temple
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Judaism and Early Christianity that Nickelsburg
argues that it is “the most important Jewish text of
the Graeco-Roman Period” (Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1,
xxiii). These early Enochic materials use narrative
to present answers to theological questions—such
as the origin of evil and the sovereignty of God
in the face of human chaos. These narratives also
provide foundations for later Judaeo-Christian
ideas about angels, fallen angels, and the fate of
angelic beings.
Angelic Hierarchy
The Book of the Watchers, one of the earliest Enochic writings, describes a complex hierarchy of
angels. The story of the Watchers expands upon
the reference to “sons of God” and Nephilim of
Gen 6:1–4 and the flood account. In the Book of the
Watchers, angels lead Enoch on a tour of heaven
and “the hidden regions of the cosmos,” (Collins,
The Apocalyptic Imagination, 58). In addition to Michael and Gabriel, who appear in the apocalyptic
portion of Daniel, the Book of the Watchers lists
Suriel, Uriel, Raphael, Raguel, Saraqael, and Zotiel
as angelic beings loyal to God, who do His bidding, and have specific domains entrusted to their
charge. For example, Michael is given guardianship of the nation of Israel (1 Enoch 20:6), and Gabriel is in charge of the order of cherubim (1 Enoch
20:7). Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael are tasked
with binding the rebel angels until judgment day
(1 Enoch 10:4, 12) and destroying the Nephilim
(1 Enoch 10:9). In addition, when Enoch visits the
heavenly throne room, he witnesses “fiery Cherubim” (1 Enoch 14:11) and “ten thousand times ten
thousand” (1 Enoch 14:22) additional angelic beings
identified as “Holy Ones” who never left the presence of God (1 Enoch 14:23).
The Similitudes, a later composition, describes
the host of angels as “a thousand thousands and
ten thousand times ten thousand, a multitude beyond reckoning” (1 Enoch 40:1) Beyond these, four
angels stand out as unique (Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and Phanuel). They are described as figures
surrounding the throne of God on all four sides,
singing unique songs, each with its own purpose.
These four rank as archangels—chiefs among the
angels (1 Enoch 40:10, 70:3). (An angel also by the
name of Raphael is a main character in the book of
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Tobit.)
The Similitudes also identify other divisions of
angels:
• Cherubim;
• Seraphim;
• Ophannim;
• Angels of power; and
• Angels of principalities.
It also talks about the Chosen One, also called the
Son of Man (1 Enoch 61:10), whom it does not name
directly.
Fallen Angels and Evil Spirits
The Book of the Watchers also introduces rebellious
angels. The story describes 200 angels led by the
angels Semyaza and Azazel, who procreated with
human women, fathered the Nephilim, and were
responsible for warfare, promiscuity, astrology, and sorcery on earth (1 Enoch 8:1–3). The text
doesn’t call the fallen angels demons but identifies
the Nephilim as evil spirits, a corruption of both
humanity and heavenly beings and a source of violence and sorrow upon the earth (1 Enoch 15:11).
The Similitudes brings the figure of Satan into
the narrative, though he is not present in the Book
of the Watchers. In the Similitudes, an angel tells
Enoch that Azazel and the other rebel angels “became servants of Satan, and led astray those who
dwell on dry ground” (1 Enoch 54:6).
Judgment Day, Divine Punishment, and Resurrection
VanderKam identifies the angelic interpretation of
Gen 6 with its account of divine judgment as “the
greatest contribution of the Enochic apocalyptic
tradition to early Christian thought” (VanderKam, “1 Enoch” 100). In the Book of the Watchers,
God carries out His ultimate judgment against
the rebel angels (1 Enoch 10:9), those “who were
not righteous but sinners, who were complete in
transgression [or godless]” (1 Enoch 22:13), and
even against transgressing parts of creation itself
(1 Enoch 21:6).
In Enoch’s tour of the cosmos, he sees different
realms with varying degrees of beauty or terror
that were set aside either as resting places or prisons for the righteous and unrighteous (both human and angelic), who await the day of judgment.

First Enoch is adamant that those who choose to be
wicked will be punished for their actions—if not
in life, then certainly in death.
In addition to posthumous places of rest or
punishment, the Book of the Watchers seems to
anticipate resurrection on the day of judgment
(Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch 1, 306). On that day, the
wicked of humanity and angels will be cast into
the “abyss of fire” forever (1 Enoch 10:13; compare
21:11) while the righteous “will rejoice greatly and
be glad, and they will enter into the sanctuary …
and they will live a long life upon the earth … and
torments and plagues and suffering will not touch
them” (1 Enoch 25:6). The Similitudes expand upon
these hints of resurrection (compare Collins, “Jewish Apocalypses,” 28). The Similitudes envisions
a heavenly dwelling place where the resurrected
righteous eternally coexist with God’s angels (e.g.,
1 Enoch 39:5).
Son of Man
The Son of Man is a key figure in the Similitudes.
Nickelsburg describes the Son of Man as a “transcendent heavenly figure [who] represents the
most remarkable of all Jewish syntheses of speculation about the agents of divine activity” (Nickelsburg, Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins, 104).
This Son of Man unites four tracks of Old Testament thought concerning the agent of God’s activity on earth:
1.
2.
3.
4.

the Son of Man from Daniel;
the Chosen One or Suffering Servant of Isaiah;
the Messiah of the Davidic tradition; and
personified or hypostasized Wisdom from
Proverbs and Ben Sirach (Nickelsburg, Ancient
Judaism and Christian Origins, 104; compare
Reddish, Apocalyptic Literature, 163).

In the New Testament, these motifs—including
the term “Son of Man”—are applied to Jesus. Early
Christians very well could have readily associated
the risen Christ with the Enochic “Son of Man”
(Collins, Cosmology and Eschatology, 194). Collins
asserts that the Son of Man passages in Matthew
even appear dependent upon the Similitudes (Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 178).
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The Figure of Enoch
VanderKam, James C. “1 Enoch, Enochic Motifs,
The biblical Enoch is cryptic (Gen 5:19–24) as one
and Enoch in Early Christian Literature.” Pages
“with God” and “taken” after a comparatively short
33–101 in The Jewish Apocalyptic Heritage in Earlifetime. Enoch has been compared to Babylonian
ly Christianity. Compendia rerum iudaicarum
mythic heroes since, like these heroes, he is a
ad Novum Testamentum 3/4. Edited by James
primordial ancestor with a mysterious, yet clear,
C. VanderKam and William Adler. Assen: Van
relationship with God (Collins, The Apocalyptic
Gorcum; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996.
Imagination, 46). Perhaps this, among other reaVanderKam, James C., and Peter Flint. The Meaning
sons, is what makes Enoch, as Collins put it, “well
of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Unqualified to be the revealer of heavenly mysteries”
derstanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christias far as the early Apocalyptic writers were conanity. Foreword by Emanuel Tov. San Franciscerned (Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 47).
co: HarperOne, 2002.
Related Article
For further information on the pseudepigraphal
writings, see this article: Pseudepigrapha, Old Testament. For information on the process of canonization, see this article: Canon, Old Testament.
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TESTAMENTS OF THE TWELVE PATRIARCHS A text that contains the farewell discourses of the 12 sons of Jacob, preserved primarily in
Greek manuscripts, but with some fragments in
Hebrew and Aramaic.
Scholars are divided over whether it is a primarily Jewish work with Christian interpolations,
or a Christian work based on Jewish traditions. Its
ethical vision is shaped by Jewish, Hellenistic, and
Christian influences, with dualism found at different levels of its thought and a Christian shape observed in its eschatology and messianism.
Genre and Structure
The discourses in Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (T. 12 Patr.) are modeled after Old Testament
farewell speeches such as Gen 49 and Deut 33
(Kugler, Testaments, 16; compare Kee, Testaments,
780). Each discourse begins by indicating that the
words to be spoken are the patriarch’s last words
before his death, and closes by mentioning the
patriarch’s death and/or burial. The body of each
discourse consists of a biographical account of a
patriarch, his moral exhortation for his descendants, and his prediction of their future—though
the first and second parts often blend into each
other (Kugler, Testaments, 12):
• Introduction (A Patriarch’s Last Words before
Death)
• A Patriarch’s Biographical Account
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• A Patriarch’s Moral Exhortation for His Descendants
• A Patriarch’s Predictions of the Future of His
Descendants
• Conclusion (A Patriarch’s Death and Burial)
The patriarchs’ predictions claim to reveal the secret of “the last days.” For this reason, these farewell discourses can also be considered apocalyptic
(Kugler, Testaments, 16).
Texts
Greek
There are 14 Greek manuscripts of T. 12 Patr.; most
of them belong to two textual traditions that arose
between the 10th and 16th centuries ad (Kugler,
Testaments, 25). According to H. J. de Jonge, the
division into the two traditions occurred when
the earlier Greek Vorlage in uncial letters was
transcribed on two different occasions into the minuscule script sometime before the ninth century
ad (Jonge, Textual Tradition, 63–86). One textual
family consists of only two manuscripts: b and k
(which is too fragmentary to be useful), while the
other contains the rest of the Greek manuscripts
(see Charles, Greek Versions, for another classificatory scheme proposed before H. J. de Jonge’s
scheme). Of the extant Greek manuscripts, b is the
oldest version of the text (Kee, Testaments, 776).
Manuscript b is reflected in the Latin versions of
the T. 12 Patr., while the Armenian, Slavonic, and
Servian versions are derived from the other Greek
textual tradition (Kugler, Testaments, 26).
Hebrew and Aramaic
There are early Hebrew and Aramaic manuscripts
of three individual testaments from the T. 12 Patr.,
though there is debate concerning whether they
served as the source documents for the Greek T. 12
Patr. or merely point to the broad tradition behind
the Greek text.
The first of these testaments is the Testament
of Naphtali (T. Naph.). There is a fragment from
Qumran about Naphtali (4QTestNaph). This fragment dates to the late Hasmonean period and may
be a fragmentary version of a full Hebrew T. Naph.
This Hebrew version of T. Naph. could possibly
represent an earlier version than the Greek text or

be a source for the Greek T. 12 Patr. There are also
medieval Hebrew manuscripts of T. Naph., which
may either be a Hebrew translation of the Greek
text or a later derivation from the Hebrew text.
All these Hebrew manuscripts bear similarities to
the Greek text but lack the narrative framework
typical of the genre of testamentary literature (see
Kugler, Testaments, 28–29, for greater details).
The second testament in question is the Testament of Levi (T. Levi). Materials from the Qumran
library parallel parts of the Greek T. Levi (1Q21,
4Q213–213ab-214–214ab, paralleling T. Levi 8–9 and
11–14), and materials from Cairo Geniza do as well
(paralleling T. Levi 6–7; 8–9; and 11–13). These appear to be from the same Aramaic text version of
T. Levi (Kugler, Testaments, 30). This Aramaic text,
however, may be a different document from the
Greek text (see Kugler, From Patriarch to Priest,
23–60, for a reconstruction of the Aramaic text),
and its influence on the authors of the Greek text
is uncertain (Jonge, Testament of Levi, 71–89).
The third of these testaments in question is the
Aramaic text Testament of Joseph (4Q539) from
the Dead Sea Scrolls (ca. 250 bc–ad 50), which may
represent an earlier version (or at least related
source) of the Testament of Joseph portion of the
T. 12 Patr. Possibly related traditions about the patriarchs in the Dead Sea Scrolls include Testament
of Jacob (4Q537, which is not the same as the Greek
text) and Apocryphon of Judah (4Q538, and possibly 3Q7).
In addition, the Hebrew work Midrash Wayissa’u provides a description of Jacob and his sons’
war against the Amorites that is similar to the
Testament of Judah 3–7 portion of T. 12 Patr. and
Jubilees 34. However, there is not enough information to identify the relationship among these three
texts (Jonge, Testaments, 64–66).
Date and Composition
In the debate concerning the date and composition
of the T. 12 Patr., scholars are largely divided into
two positions (for a minority view that identifies
Qumran as the origin of the T. 12 Patr., see Dupont-Sommer, The Jewish Sect):
Jewish Origin
One position views the T. 12 Patr. as an originally
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Jewish writing interpolated by Christians. According to Kugler (Testaments, 31), J. E. Grabe first proposed this in 1698 (Spicilegium). He was followed
200 years later by F. Schnapp (Die Testamente), R.
H. Charles (Greek Versions), and more recently by
H. C. Kee (Testaments), A. Hultgård (L’eschatologie I
and II), and D. Flusser (Patriarchs). The proponents
of this position tend to emphasize the existence
of early Hebrew or Aramaic individual testaments
and argue that the T. 12 Patr. existed first as Jewish
works before Christian interpolations were added
and the Greek textual traditions arose. Proponents of this position usually date the work to the
first-century bc.
Those who doubt the existence of a Hebrew or
Aramaic origin of the work of the T. 12 Patr. believe
that there was a broad Jewish tradition concerning
the last words of Jacob’s sons (e.g., Kee, Testaments,
776–77; Flusser, Patriarchs, 692). According to this
view, this Jewish tradition was responsible for
the Hebrew and Aramaic texts mentioned above,
and also influenced the author of T. 12 Patr. when
he composed the work in Greek under Hellenistic
influences roughly between 250 and 100 bc (compare Kee, Testaments, 777–78). For the proponents
of this position, T. 12 Patr. provides a Jewish ethical
vision influenced by various traditions and adapted to the Hellenistic cultural milieu; Christians
sought to make use of this rich content by adding
Christian elements to it resulting in the current
form of the text (Kugler, Testaments, 31–34; Kee,
Testaments, 778, 780).
Christian Origin
According to the alternative viewpoint, T. 12 Patr.
is a Christian work composed in Greek and based
on earlier Jewish traditions, possibly using some
source documents (e.g., Jonge, Pseudepigrapha;
Kugler, Testaments). This view was dominant for
about 200 years after its appearance, and was recently redefended, particularly by M. de Jonge.
Those who hold this position question the alleged
fundamental Jewishness of the T. 12 Patr. (Jonge,
Pseudepigrapha, 84–106). In support, they argue
that the patriarchs’ moral exhortations, which
are frequently adduced to show the Jewish character of the T. 12 Patr., are generic and cannot be
specifically labeled as Jewish (Kugler, Testaments,
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36). The Christian elements in the eschatological
predictions, which are often seen as interpolated
material, are too deeply interwoven into the text
to be treated as additions to a Jewish text (Jonge,
Pseudepigrapha, 84–106).
For the proponents of this position, T. 12 Patr. is
a Christian work composed in Greek between the
second and ninth centuries ad, intended to present Christian ethical teachings in continuity with
the Jewish heritage and the Hellenistic culture,
and to persuade Jews to convert to Christianity
(Kugler, Testaments, 38–39; Jonge, Future of Israel,
196–211).
Place of Composition
The author’s poor understanding of Palestinian
geography makes it difficult to see Palestine as
the place of composition (Hollander and Jonge, A
Commentary, 85). The suggested provenance of the
composition of the T. 12 Patr. includes Egypt (because of the work’s special interest in Joseph) and
Syria (Kee, Testaments, 778).
Major Themes
Ethics
Ethical teachings are delivered primarily in the
biographical accounts and the ethical exhortation sections. The patriarchs’ ethical demands are
communicated in terms of universal virtues and
vices that resonate with Hellenistic, Christian, and
Jewish ethics. They are closely related to the summative Jewish-Christian ethical principle of loving
God and neighbor (Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18; Matt 22:37–
39; Mark 12:30–31; Luke 10:27; the Jewish “two
ways” tradition in the early Christian Didache; see
Kugler, Testaments, 21–25, and Flusser, Patriarchs,
692, for details).
The virtues and vices emphasized in the T. 12
Patr. include:
• sexual promiscuity (Testament of Reuben [T.
Reu.], Testament of Judah [T. Jud.], Testament
of Issachar [T. Iss.], and Testament of Joseph [T.
Jos.])
• deceit and envy (Testament of Simeon [T. Sim.])
• lust and greed (Testament of Judah [T. Jud.])
• industry and integrity (Testament of Issachar [T.
Iss.])
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• compassion and mercy (Testament of Zebulun
[T. Zeb.])
• falsehood and anger (Testament of Dan [T. Dan])
• hatred (Testament of Gad [T. Gad])
Kee notes connections with Stoicism (esp. Testament of Asher; Ethical Dimensions, 266). He also
points out “the law of God” in the Testament of
Levi 13:1–9 is virtually synonymous with wisdom
in a universal sense, rather than particular content of Torah (Testaments, 779–80). Other scholars
explore specific resonances between the ethical
categories used in the T. 12 Patr. and Hellenistic-Jewish, Christian, and Graeco-Roman writings
(see Kugler, Testaments, 16, 21–25, and Hollander,
Joseph as an Ethical Model, 50–92, for details).
Observing the twofold command of loving God
and neighbor is presented as the key to a life of
virtue. This command is present in T. Iss. 5:2, 7:6–7;
T. Dan 5:2–3; T. Gad 4:1–2; T. Jos. 11:1; T. Benj. 3:1–3,
and is implicit in T. Reu. 6:8–9 and T. Sim. 5:2. The
T. 12 Patr. describe Joseph as one who fulfilled the
patriarchal ethical teachings (T. Jos.), presenting
him as a type of Jesus (T. Zeb. 2:2; 3:3; T. Gad 2:3; T.
Benj. 3:8). This suggests the author seeks to represent Jesus as the Christian savior who is also the
epitome of Jewish ethics and savior of the Jews
(Kugler, Testaments, 18–19).
Angels and Spirits
Observance of ethical teachings is hindered or aided by angelic agents (Kee, Testaments, 779). The angels of the Lord instruct the righteous (T. Reu. 5:2;
T. Iss. 2:1; T. Jud. 15:5) and come to their aid (T. Dan
6:1–5; T. Levi 5:4, 6; T. Naph. 8:4). The demonic leader of evil spirits/angels, called “Beliar” or “Satan,”
incites people to commit acts of vice by affecting
human minds and desires (T. Reu. 4:11; T. Dan 1:7–8;
T. Gad 4:7; T. Benj. 3:3). The promise is given that
Beliar and his agents will be defeated in the end
(T. Levi 18:12; T. Dan 6:3; T. Jos. 20:2). The term
“spirit” is also used to designate human disposition and motivation (e.g., T. Reu. 2:1–9; compare
T. Jud. 20:1–5).
Dualism
Dualism in the T. 12 Patr. can be seen in the opposition between the Lord and Beliar and their
respective agents. Dualism is further observed at

the level of ethics (“light or darkness, the Law of
the Lord, or the works of Beliar” in T. Levi 19:1; “the
Law of the Lord … the law of Beliar” in T. Naph.
2:6), human disposition (“the spirit of truth and
the spirit of error,” which are closely related to
human inclination and affection in T. Jud. 20:1–5),
way of life (“two ways … two mind-sets, two lines
of action, two models, and two goals” in T. Ash.
1:3–9), and eschatological destiny (“in the light
… in the dark” in T. Jos. 20:2). This and the use of
the name “Beliar” for the arch-evil (“Belial” in
Hebrew) are taken as similarities to the dualism
found at Qumran (e.g., 1QS, 1QM), although the
dualism of the latter is sharper and more comprehensive (see Flusser, Patriarchs, 693).
Eschatology
The patriarchs look to Jesus for eschatological deliverance. The patriarchs exhort their descendants
to heed their teachings (both the ethical teachings
and the commandment not to rebel against Levi
and Judah) and flee Beliar in order to preserve a
prosperous future (T. Sim. 6:2–4; see Kugler, Testaments, 19). But they also predict their descendants
will fail to obey and will become subject to Beliar
and handed over to Gentiles for punishment. God’s
eschatological intervention is promised, and this
will be accomplished through Jesus. He will save
believing Israel and the Gentiles at his first coming
and will make another offer of salvation at his second coming to those who previously rejected the
savior but have now kept the law and/or believed
in Jesus (Jonge, Future of Israel, 210–11). This is accompanied by the defeat of Beliar and the resurrection of the dead (T. Jud. 25; T. Zeb.10:2). According
to Hollander and Jonge (A Commentary, 39–41, 53–56),
this is a Christian eschatology, represented in the
“Sin-Exile-Return” pattern observed in the eschatological sections of T. Levi 10; 14–15; 16; T. Jud. 18:1;
23; T. Iss. 6; T. Zeb. 9:5–7, 9; T. Dan 5:6–9; T. Naph.
4:1–3, 5; T. Gad 8:2; T. Ash. 7:2–3, 5–7; T. Benj. 9:1–2.
The pattern is absent in T. Reu., T. Sim., and T. Jos.
The patriarchs’ exaltation of Levi and Judah
over the rest (Levi as “the sun” and Judah as “the
moon” in T. Naph. 5:3–5) are connected to their
anticipation of two eschatological figures (a high
priest from Levi and a king from Judah, T. Levi
18:1–4). This is another point of similarity to the
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writings from Qumran (Flusser, Patriarchs, 693).
However, the sectarian writings point to the
coming of two messiahs (e.g., CD Col. XIV 18–19;
1QS Col. IX 10–11; 4Q254 fr.4); in T. 12 Patr. they
converge in person of Jesus Christ (T. Gad 8:1;
T. Jos. 19:11; see Kee, Testaments, 780, and Jonge,
Pseudepigrapha, 107–23, for the relationship of the
Qumran material and the T. 12 Patr.)
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