God in the Old Testament

Old Testament Theology.

The O.T. contains many statements about God.

They are scattered and unsystematic.

O.T. theology tries to systematise them.

There are various ways of doing this, depending on our own idea of theology.

e.g. Eichrodt (covenant),  Von Rad (cultic credos).

O.T. statements about God focus on an interpretation of human experience;  seen as affected by God's action.

They share this with other ANE religious writings.

The distinctive element is the Hebrew insistance that God is just, merciful and loving (as opposed to capricious and cruel).

We must distinguish between the theology of the writers, interpreting their experience, and our interpretation of their writings (O.T.theology).

The experience of the O.T. writers was dominated by the exile.

How can this be reconciled with the view of God as just, merciful, loving.

The Nature of God

There are no clear statements about God's nature/essence.

The nearest to any analysis of God's essence comes in Ex 33:18 to 34:8.

A distinction is made between God's glory and his goodness, between his face and his back.

Glory/face: inner nature, unseen unknowable, mysterious, dangerous.

Goodness/back, acts of kindness known by experience, visible, benign.

This view is found elsewhere e.g. Num 14:17-19.

Ps 145 contains a major statement of the O.T. view of God.

God's nature is revealed in his activity: 

God is defined as one who does ... x,y,z.

GOD IN THE O.T.  contd.

Descriptions of God  (God-talk)

The notion that God's nature cannot be seen creates problems of language in attempting to talk about God.

Since God's face cannot be seen, there can be no images of God  --  no material likeness.

The prohibition of images was unusual in the ANE.

At the same time the writers had no inhibitions about using anthropomorphic language, 

i.e. speaking about God as though he had a human shape.

There are references to God's face, back, hand, arm, eyes, ears, mouth, heart etc.

This human face of God is a necessary literary device.

It provides a contrast and a counterbalance to the mysterious faceless God, wrapped in clouds and unapproachable, cf. Ex 19:16-24.

Anthropomorphic language is one way of expressing a belief in the personal nature of God.

The human images of God are many and varied. (cf. gospel parables)

King/Ruler/Shepherd.
Pss 94-100;  Ezek 34;  Ps 23.

Judge.
Ps 82.

Warrior-Saviour.
Is 34.

Father.
Ex 4:22; Hos 11:1f.; Mal 2:10; Jer 31:9, 20; Is 64:8.

Mother.
Is 49:15;  Is 66:13.

Husband.
Hos 2:16;   Jer 2:2;   Is 54:5;   Ezek 16:8.

Kinsman-Go'el.
Is 44:6.


Teacher-Guide.
Ps 119;  Deut 4.

Attention must be given to the qualities implied in the images:

authority, power, beneficence, justice, truth, wisdom.

Superior knowledge is a key issue.

God knows what is right and best; he can be trusted.

Obedience to God's teaching is wisdom and brings life.

Disobedience is foolishness and brings death.

Consequently it becomes important to have a reliable access to God's word.

PREDICATES AND ATTRIBUTES 

God does ...

God is ... 

Philosophy and theology struggle to reconcile two contrasting attributes of God viewed in relation to everything else that exists.

TRANSCENDENT  -  God is totally "The Other", superior and apart.

IMMANENT        -  God is involved in (part of) the world.

In biblical language God is both remote and near (present);

he is unapproachable yet appproachable. (cf. Ex 33-34.) 

A.
Remote and different.

"Transcendent"  is not a biblical word, but the concept is implicit, especially in the references to God's  "Holiness", his "Oneness" and his "Greatness" (i.e. his general freedom from limitations).

God is not part of the forces of nature (like Ba'al).

God is not one among many (no pantheon).

God has no rivals with whom he has to struggle on equal terms (like Mot and Yamm).

As Creator, God stands outside and above the created universe, which is produced and controlled by God's word and God's wisdom.

Gen 1;  Is 42:5;  Is 45:18;  Ps 33:6;  Ps 148:5.

God is superior to all other powers (human or heavenly) which influence the world.

Is 40:15ff.;  Job 38 and 39.

God is not a local regional deity. 

His presence cannot be limited to the temple and the ark.

1 Kgs 8:27;  Ezek 1-3; Ezek 10 and 11;  Jer 7:12; Ps 139:7ff.; Am 9:1ff.

cf. 1 Sam 4 and 5.

(Nevertheless his presence in the temple is important for the O.T. writers.)

HOLY

The word qadosh implies  "separate"; belonging to a different and special area of reality.

God is "very, very holy"  Is 6:3.

He is the "Holy One of Israel".  Is 1:4;  10:17;  etc.

He cannot be freely approached.  Ex 3:5; 19:20-25; 20:5;  

Unless he decides to permit it.  (Moses, Aaron, the Elders)

Those who come near God must be holy.  Lev 19:2;

Ps 15
"Who shall sojourn in thy tent  ....  on thy holy hill?


he who walks blamelessly .... "  (Moral and ritual holiness)

Sin cannot be associated with him.  Is 10:17; 33:14; 1:4;
Ezek 10:18f.;  11:22f.

Unless he restrains his power. Hos 11:9.

Theophanies:- Nah 1:2-8; Hab 3:2-15;  Deut 33:2-5.

(stress on terrifying awesomeness)

ONE AND UNIQUE

Monotheism is always there implicitly or explicitly in the biblical text.

Historically it may have gradually received a clearer expression and definition but we cannot now trace thesteps.

Gen 1 is a high point of biblical expression of monotheism, but it is a late text. (exilic)

The patriarchs are presented  as committed to one God (Gen 17:7; 35:2),

but without denying the existence of other Gods, and cf. Josh 24.

The Mosaic law enjoins the exclusive worship of only one God (Ex 20:3).

This is monotheism in practice.

But see Jgs 11:24; (Jephthah and Chemosh of the Ammonites

1 Sam 26:19; David serving other gopds outside Idrael.

Deuteronomy represents a highly developed monotheism. e.g. Deut 6.

1 Kgs 18 is a colourful representation of this, especially 18:39.

The prophetic writings make a major contribution to the articulation of a monotheistic faith. Especially Is 40-55 (exilic)  e.g. 43:10f.
GREATNESS

This is the general term used to sum up God's superiority.   Ps 145.

There are no limits to God.

UNIVERSAL 

There are no geographical or cosmic limits to his authority. Ps 139. Job

There is only one God for all humankind.

This is a major idea in Gen 1-11.  See also Ps 90:2-6.

The nations may not recognise this fact, but one day they will do so.

Is 10:5-7 and 15-17. Is 46:24 to 45:7 (the Cyrus Oracle).

God is bound by but not limited to the covenant with Israel (Am 9:7).

The Oracles on the Nations in the prophetic books stress the universal dimension of God's authority. (Is 13-23;  Jer 46-51; Ezek 25-32.)

ETERNAL

There are no time limits to God's activity.
Ps 136.

cf also the prophetic view ofd God's control of the future.

POWERFUL

There are no limits to what he can do.

No other power can circumscribe him or hinder his will.

Is 40:12-31.  Ex 7-11 and 14.

God is completely autonomous and free to act as he chooses.

There are no constraints on his will. He is able to accomplish what he chooses to do (fulfil his word).

Is 46:8-11.

B.
Present and Accessible.

God is present by his knowledge, concern and action, but he is never "immanent" in the strict philosophical sense of the term.

The belief that God is involved in the world is basic to the very nature of the O.T. as scripture:  - the word of God. (revelation = communication)

God governs and cares for the whole of creation.

God enters into a personal relationship with the personal beings of creation, especially Israel.

He speaks to Adam; he speaks to the patriarchs; he reveals his name to Israel; he speaks directly to Solomon; he speaks through his prophets. 

His law is bound up in a personal relationship (I/thou) with Israel.

This particularly clear in Deuteronomy.  Deut 4:6; 4:32-40; 7:6.

God knows, cares and listens to prayers:  Ex 22:21-25.  1Kgs 18.

This belief is fundamental to the psalms as prayers addressed to God.

The idea of God's care and involvement are present all the way through the O.T. The following are particularly illustrative (besides refs. already noted) Pss 103, 104, 145, 146, 147. Is 1:2-4;  Hos 11:1-4;  Mic 6:3-8.

God's accessibility is maintained by describing him as possessing all the attributes of an ideal human person:-


he is the King/Father/ Judge etc. people would like to have.


good, faithful, trustworthy, merciful, loving, forgiving, just.


hesed (faithfulness, covenant love, loving kindness) is the 
characteristic word in the O.T. for describing God's qualities, 
especially in his relationships with Israel.

God's masculinity is a result of the choice entailed by the adoption of monotheism, determined by grammar, by cultural attitudes and also by theolgical considerations. (verb morphology, symbols of power, transcendental view of God  -  gender but no sex).

Even the anger and wrath of God are an essential component of God's justice. There are times when authority should show anger.

Anger is directed against evil, to which God cannot remain indifferent if he is to be truly just. It may also be used as means of correction in order to save, and as such it is part of God's mercy and patience. Ultimately anger will have its place in the eschatological triumph of good over evil.

The notion of God's presence in the world through his wisdom, his word and his spirit is a major part of the O.T.'s theological language, and will be examined later.

The Presence of God

The belief that God is involved in the world is basic to the very nature of the O.T. as scripture (the word of God). 

Revelation = Communication.

God is present in the world by his knowledge, concern and action, but he is never "immanent" in the strict philosophical sense of the term.


Ps 139
Where can I flee from your presence?

God governs and cares for the whole of creation.
Ps 104

God is present to particular individuals. He enters into a personal relationship with them (he appears to them, talks with them etc.):


he speaks to Adam;  to the patriarchs; 


he reveals his name to Jacob;


he speaks directly to Solomon;


he speaks through his prophets. 

God is present to Israel as group in a special way.

He accompanies the people in their journey:


Ex 19:3-6
Ex 33 and 34

Num 10 - 11 and 14.

The idea of God's care and involvement are present throughout the O.T.

The following are particularly illustrative (besides refs. already noted)


Pss 103, 145, 146, 147. Is 1:2-4;  Hos 11:1-4;  Mic 6:3-8.

God is present because he is accessible.

God knows, cares and listens to prayers:  Ex 22:21-25.  1Kgs 18.

This belief is fundamental to the psalms as prayers addressed to God.

It is expressed by ascribing to God all the attributes of an ideal human person:-  the King/Father/ Judge that people would like to have,


good, faithful, trustworthy, merciful, loving, forgiving, just.


The characteristic word in the O.T. for describing God's qualities, 
especially in his relationships with Israel is hesed 


(faithfulness, covenant love, loving kindness) 

God is also present to his people through the gift of his law which is closely linked to the idea of a personal relationship (I/thou) between God and Israel. This particularly clear in Deuteronomy.  Deut 4:6; 4:32-40; 7:6.

See also Is 2:3.  Out of Zion shall go forth a law . . . . for all the nations.

The wisdom literature develops this alternative view of God's presence, which is independent of the temple.

Prov 8:31;  9:1;   Sirach 24:8-12; 24:23 Wisdom 7:25-28 (cf. Ps 51:6,10,11).

References to God's presence in the world through his wisdom, his word and his spirit form a major part of the O.T.'s theological language.

God Dwells Among His People
God's presence among his people is the sign of the covenant relationship.
Ex 29:45-46; 34:9;   Lev 26-11-12.

When the relationship is broken the presence is threatened. Ex 32:9;  33:1-3.

His presence is centred in the Tent of Meeting and the Tabernacle and is associated with the ark.


Ex 29:42-46;  33:7-14;   39:32-33;   40:34ff. (the cloud of glory)

The cloud covers the tabernacle.
Num 9:15-23.

The cloud moves with the ark and the tabernacle. Num 10:33-36.

But it also determines the place where the tabernacle is to be set up.

God speaks from the tent. Lev 1:1.  Num 1:1.

There must be no defilement in the camp joined to the tent. Num 5:3; 35:34. (The same applies to the city which is joined to the temple, cf. Ezekiel)

The links between the ark and the presence of God are very ancient, but their exact historical origins are obscure and are a subject of debate.

The references to the ark in Ex 40 etc. linking it with the tabernacle are theological, literary presentations from a later period (the exile).

Deuteronomy emphasises the notion of having only one place for God's dwelling.

The idea is represented as having been initiated by God.

"Seek the place which the Lord your God will choose out of all your tribes to put his name and make his habitation there". Deut 12:5.


cf. Deut 12:11;  14:23;  16;11  etc.

Note the change of terminology from "Glory" (cabod) to "Name" (shem).

The Deuteronomist history represents the actual process of choosing the location as having been started under David and completed during Solomon's rule.

The references to the ark and the glory in the Deuteronomist history are all exilic texts written when the temple had already been destroyed.


1 Sam 2 - 6.
The loss of the ark to the Philistines (Ichabod).


2 Sam 6
The ark is brought to Jerusalem, (with some problems).


2 Sam 7
The need for a temple is not to be taken for granted.


1 Kgs 8:11-12 The ark is transferred to the temple, and the glory goes 


with it.
(= 2 Chron 5:14 and 7:1-2)

1 Kgs 12:25-38 probably reflects an historical fact that the recognition of the temple in Jerusalem as the one place for God's presence was not an original part of Israelite belief.

Note how Solomon's prayer in 1 Kgs 8:15-21 joins the theology of the Name to that of the Glory used in 8:11.

Second Thoughts about God’s Presence

1 Kgs 8:27 questions whether it is possible to limit God to an earthly dwelling in Jerusalem.

In Psalms we find both points of view.


God dwells in heaven. Pss 29;  33:13-14;  68:33-34;  82:1;  113:5-6.


God dwells in the temple. Pss 26:8;  68:35;  84;  87:2;  95:1-7;  135:1-4.

Is 6 represents the Jerusalem temple as the extension (footstool) of the divine throne in heaven.

The destruction of Jerusalem entailed a separation of presence from temple.

This is clearly reflected in Ezekiel.


The Glory appears to him in Babylon. Ezek 1:1ff. and 28;  3:23.


The Glory departs from the defiled city (camp). Ezek 11:23.

For a time the temple is not necessary; God is the sanctuary. Ezek 11:16

But a restored relationship (covenant) would be centred in a new temple, and would be sealed by a return of the glory to Jerusalem.


Ezek 37:26-28;  43:4-7 and 12.

Some prophetical texts criticise the temple cult and seem to question its value. Is 1:11-17.

Is 66:1-4 is a post-exilic text which denies the need for a temple cult.

(It is quoted by Stephen in Acts 7:49)

On the other hand Haggai 2:1-8 looks to a new temple and a new glory.

and Zech 8 looks to a revival of God's dwelling in Jerusalem.

In Ezek 40 - 48 the temple is the most important thing in the new Israel.

