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Preface

R eaders of this volume are likely those with an interest in the 
Bible and in particular what the Bible says about God and 
about faith. The volume will likely find a place in college and 

seminary classrooms and so as part of the academic study of the Bible. 
Biblical studies include a variety of perspectives on the Bible, such as 
historical background or connections and literary questions about the 
text and how it came to be. Readers may have some background in such 
academic endeavors with the Bible and now be prepared to take on an-
other area of inquiry— Old Testament theology. The term “theology” 
literally means a word about God. This area of study typically embraces 
that in a broad way to talk about faith and the divine- human relation-
ship and implications thereof. In traditional biblical study, attention to 
the theological dimensions of biblical texts has often been seen as the 
crowning task of the discipline. This volume will summon the readers’ 
experience with the Old Testament and with theology to explore their 
relationships. The emphasis will be on the Protestant canon.

Some scholars have abandoned the use of the term “Old Testament” 
because the adjective is seen to suggest outdated ancient texts with no 
connections to the twenty- first century. Some fear that the term commu-
nicates a supersessionism in which the New Testament completely re-
places the Old. The terminological issue has brought several responses. 
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xii

Some scholars use the term Hebrew Bible or Hebrew Scriptures (though 
there are some parts in Aramaic) to clarify that these texts originated 
in Hebrew communities. For those interested in theological concerns in 
the text, it is problematic that those terms are academic inventions and 
not tied to any community of faith. The Jewish Bible today is mostly 
referred to as the Tanak, indicating the three parts of Jewish Scripture: 
Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim (Law, Prophets, and Writings). Some have 
sought to reinvigorate the term “old” in terms of wisdom and respect. 
Others have changed the term to “First Testament.”1 The concern that 
raises for theologians of the church is that the New Testament could 
then be taken as the “Second Testament” and thus secondary. Another 
possibility is “Elder Testament.”2 I prefer the term “Older Testament” 
as an indication of an awareness of the terminological difficulties and 
an awareness that this section of the biblical canon is older and wiser 
and more formative than are we as interpreters. I do not believe there 
is a simple solution to the terminological difficulty. The phrase Old 
Testament theology is still the standard one in the discipline, and so 
I will continue to use it. I will use Old Testament and Hebrew Bible 
or Hebrew Scriptures interchangeably while being aware of the differ-
ences the two phrases suggest. As I have indicated, my preference is 
Older Testament.3

Another issue of terminology has to do with the parts of the Older 
Testament. The Hebrew canon has three parts: the Law, the Prophets, 
and the Writings. The Prophets include two sections: the Former 
Prophets (Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Samuel, and 1–2 Kings) and the Lat-
ter Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve). These two 
sections have a variety of connections. This book uses some terms 
of the Protestant organization of the canon. Chapter 4 uses the term 
“Historical Books” as a way to discuss the Former Prophets plus some 

1. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology; McLaughlin, Introduction to Israel’s Wisdom Traditions.
2. Seitz, Elder Testament.
3. The use of “Older Testament” makes clear that I interpret the text as a Christian. I am 

indeed a lifelong Baptist. I understand the interpretive task to be a conversation between texts 
and readers, guided by the shape of the text. Certainly, the context of the interpreter makes a 
difference, but I hope to begin with the shape of the text itself.

Preface
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additional books related to the history of ancient Israel. Chapter 7 uses 
the heading “The Prophets” to discuss the theological perspective of 
the Latter Prophets. Readers will find it helpful to be aware of both 
sets of terminology.

This volume will focus on the theological or faith dimension of 
the Older Testament. That dimension relates to the sociohistorical 
or cultural context of these texts and to the shape and history of this 
literature. The hope is that readers will have prior knowledge of these 
areas in biblical studies. This volume will build on those areas and 
explore them when they relate to theological dimensions of the text. 
The focus here is the testimony Old Testament texts present to the 
divine- human engagement.

Several issues surface from time to time in this volume that merit 
comment. One is the connection between Old Testament theology and 
various critical issues tied to texts. Examples include the shape of the 
composition of the Pentateuch as well as the Former Prophets. Issues 
of composition also arise for various texts in the Latter Prophets as 
well. Form- critical questions are central in the study of the Psalms and 
Wisdom literature. Readers will bring some knowledge of these issues. 
Those of us reading the Older Testament theologically must interact 
with such historical- and literary- critical matters. I hope I have done 
that when needed and done it with care. It is important to address 
critical issues with humility, and it is important not to be controlled 
by them. Where these issues are clear and helpful, I have used them 
in the service of theological purposes. However, one must remember 
that the primary issue for Old Testament theologians is what the text 
says about God— the simple definition of “theology”— and how the 
text contributes to reflection on the divine- human relationship. That 
is the focus. Perhaps one might say that my approach is postcritical.

A second issue is the relationship of theology of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures as treated in this volume to theological studies as pursued in 
contemporary theological education. The image of a two- way con-
versation is significant here. Theologians working today may bring 
theological issues, traditional theological categories, and philosophical 

Preface
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questions into conversation with Old Testament theology as treated in 
this volume. Those who study the theology of the Hebrew Bible may 
also raise issues and categories for conversation with contemporary 
theologians. Such conversations can be beneficial for readers and in-
terpreters of the Hebrew Bible and for communities of faith. At times 
such conversations may be difficult to follow, or to find ways forward 
in, but they provide possibilities for the engagement of the Hebrew 
canon with contemporary life and faith.

Third, what is the relationship of the theology of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures and communities of faith, particularly with Judaism and Chris-
tianity or the church? Both Judaism and Christianity understand their 
faiths to fulfill the promise of the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament. 
Rabbinic Judaism continues to live faith as a covenant community in 
relationship with the creator. The proclamation of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures nurtures that community as the community either looks forward 
to the fulfillment of their faith or lives currently in that fulfillment. The 
church is nurtured and guided by the proclamation of the Older Testa-
ment in conversation with the New Testament and the Christ event. 
The New Testament does not replace the Old Testament. Jesus Christ 
incarnates the Old Testament and, in that sense, deepens and broadens 
it. The New Testament understands itself to be in continuity with the 
Old. In some Christian communities, supersessionism, in which the 
New Testament takes the place of the Old, prevails in reading the Old 
Testament. That is unfortunate and misguided, and I seek to avoid 
it. I suggest rather that the Older Testament first be interpreted on 
its own terms as far as possible. Indeed, a full understanding of the 
New Testament depends on an understanding of the Old Testament, 
the necessary beginning for the New Testament. Christians often use 
the phrase “New Testament church” to refer to the church of New 
Testament times, but if  understanding the New Testament depends 
on understanding the Old, then a better phrase would be “biblical 
church.” The Old Testament proclamation speaks to the church; the 
Old Testament emphasizes the import of salvation by way of creator, 
deliverer, and prophetic word. The Hebrew Scriptures speak to both 

Preface
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synagogue and church and are interpreted and embodied by those 
communities.

Fourth, what is the social location of the writer of this volume? This 
question is important in contemporary scholarship. I am a white male 
seventy- one years of age. I am a Protestant Christian and specifically 
a Baptist minister. I am also an academic, and part of the academic 
establishment, who has spent most of his life in the southern United 
States. I think it is inevitable that these realities have an impact on my 
scholarship and on my interpretation of both Scripture and Old Testa-
ment theology. At the same time, I hope I have given an honest account 
of the text of the Hebrew Bible and interpreted it with humility and 
with robust reading of its details. I seek to be aware of my assump-
tions. I am an ecumenical Christian and so seek to attend to various 
interpretations, including Jewish ones. I hope my readings of the text 
are candid and helpful. Interpretive communities are important. Mine 
include Lake Shore Baptist Church, the broader church, the guild of 
biblical studies, the broader academic community, and anyone who 
nurtures an interest in the Hebrew Bible. I understand any interpreta-
tion of the Scriptures to be incomplete. I hope this volume is a well- 
founded and honest effort at that task.

Many people contribute to the publication of a book. I am grateful to 
my graduate student colleagues, staff colleagues, faculty colleagues, 
and administrative colleagues at Baylor. Doctoral student Cara Forney 
has made a significant contribution to this volume. I heartily thank 
Baker Academic, especially Jim Kinney, Brandy Scritchfield, and James 
Korsmo.

Old Testament theology is a particularly complicated area of Old 
Testament studies. I hope this volume will make a meaningful contri-
bution to the area, especially for students.

Preface
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1

Introduction

The goal of this volume is to help students and other readers 
explore the faith dimension of the Older Testament in our cur-
rent context by presenting a shape for Old Testament theology. 

How to begin and how to organize an Old Testament theology are 
open questions. Some contemporary scholars and readers seek a new 
shape for this area of study in the face of theological diversity and a 
current era characterized by pluralism. Several Old Testament scholars, 
however, suggest that in such a reality, the search for a shape for the 
theology of the Hebrew Scriptures is a lost cause. They argue that the 
search is unwise, asserting that any attempts to organize Old Testa-
ment faith in a coherent way fail in the face of the text’s wide- ranging 
theological diversity. Such scholars often see a coherent organization 
as unnecessary and believe the central task at hand is to continue to 
interpret particular texts. Let me respond to that perspective.

I agree that we need to continue to study the theological dimensions 
of individual texts in the Older Testament, but I also think that con-
temporary readers of these texts need frameworks for such interpretive 
efforts. Interpretations are more fully informed when they are aware of 
contexts and attend to reading strategies that fit those contexts. Such 
careful interpretive work also helps readers to see their assumptions 
and to consider them critically. As I have said previously, “If we can 
craft a satisfying shape for Old Testament theology, it will give read-
ers frameworks and contexts in which to read these ancient texts in 
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2

beneficial ways.”1 Reading the part in light of the whole is a basic task 
of interpretation. This volume is my attempt to craft a satisfying shape 
and thus aid readers in the interpretive task.

I argue for a shape of Old Testament theology in terms of divine 
revelation and human response. That revelation and response has three 
perspectives: creation theology in which God is present to bless and 
offers wisdom as an avenue of response, covenant theology in which 
God hears and comes to deliver and shape a community in which cov-
enant instruction provides a path for response, and prophetic theology 
in which YHWH speaks and calls for fidelity to the creator and libera-
tor in response. The analogy I call on is that of three legs of a stool, 
a tripos. History suggests that in the old days of the University of 
Cambridge, students sat on a three- legged stool to be quizzed about 
the subjects of their undergraduate studies. I use this analogy to point 
to three theological perspectives at the core of the shape of revelation 
and response in the Older Testament. I view these three perspectives 
as the three legs of that stool. The question here is what constitutes 
the seat of the stool supported by the three legs.

My proposal for the seat of the stool is “salvation.” In some faith 
communities, that term is located in covenant theology and tied to 
deliverance, and it can be defined in a variety of ways dependent on 
the theologies of the communities. The English word “salvation,” how-
ever, derives from the Latin salvare, which carries a broader sense of 
wholeness or fullness or completeness or health. The goal of blessing, 
liberation, and proclamation is wholeness of life for the faith commu-
nity and all in it, for creation and all in it. The Hebrew for “integrity” 
(tom, from tmm, as “integrity” or “wholeness”; the understanding is 
akin to shalom as wholeness) correlates to “salvation” in which life fits 
together in a holistic way in a community characterized by just and 
generous relationships nurtured by the creator, liberator, and guide. 
The diverse perspectives of the Hebrew canon support that goal. That 
goal reflects a loose umbrella of unity for the Hebrew canon, but any 

1. Bellinger, “Shape for Old Testament Theology,” 292.
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3

step into the Hebrew text brings readers very quickly to a diversity of 
perspectives. Enormous diversity characterizes the Old Testament in a 
considerable variety of ways. In the face of that reality, I boldly propose 
a shape for an Old Testament Theology.

Please note that it is a shape and not the shape. At the same time, 
I pursue this shape in robust ways. It does not resolve the diversity of 
the Old Testament into a tripolar center but rather provides a heuristic 
avenue for organizing the theological perspectives of the Older Testa-
ment as an aid in interpretation. It presents a path that is based in the 
Psalms, and so begins with a textual base. It also accounts for what 
the text says about God and God’s engagement with the world and the 
human community and its life. It provides a path for interested readers 
to pursue reading the Hebrew canon in meaningful ways. There are, 
no doubt, other helpful paths. My hope is that this one provides ways 
forward for students and other interested readers.

A Suggested Path for Shaping Old Testament Theology

As stated previously, this volume will focus on the theological or faith 
dimension of the Older Testament, on the testimony these texts articu-
late in the divine- human engagement. The faith dimension relates to 
the sociohistorical or cultural context of these texts and to the shape 
and history of this literature but emphasizes the witness to faith. Since 
this academic area of inquiry has a long and distinguished history in 
biblical studies, it stands to reason that we begin with a basic review 
of that history of scholarship to gather lessons from it. The discipline 
of Old Testament theology seeks to retain the gains of modern study of 
the Hebrew Scriptures while not being held captive to the extremes of 
modernism. For this reason, chapter 1 provides an overview of this 
history already hinted at in the opening discussion. As readers will no 
doubt notice, the current state of the discipline and its lack of direction 
could be paralyzing. What is central is the task of asking what God is 
doing in texts in the Older Testament. What does the text say about 
the divine- human engagement and the implications of it? How might 

Introduction
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4

one then begin to organize the variety of answers to such questions? 
In chapter 2, I suggest a textual place to begin: the book of Psalms.

The place in the Old Testament where the faith community of an-
cient Israel sings and confesses its faith is the central book of Psalms, 
ancient Israel’s prayer book and hymnbook. This textual starting point 
both articulates the major themes of Old Testament faith and reflects 
the problems inherent in doing so. The book of Psalms reveals the 
divine side of God’s engagement with all of creation and calls for 
human response. When we consider how God is involved with the 
human community, one of the two dominant psalm genres suggests 
that God is present to bless, to make it possible for the faithful to grow 
and thrive in the world. The descriptive psalms of praise illustrate that 
perspective well. Psalms of the other dominant genre, lament, portray 
YHWH as the one who hears and comes to deliver. When we consider 
the wider Old Testament, these two perspectives of the blessing God 
and the delivering God suggest the perspectives of creation theology 
and covenant theology. In Old Testament creation theology, God is 
the one who is present to bless, and the means of human response 
is wisdom in how to live in the creation. In Old Testament covenant 
theology, God is the one who hears a lament and comes to deliver, 
bringing about a covenant relationship, including covenant instruction 
or torah. A third perspective also surfaces in several of the psalms of 
praise where God is characterized as the one who speaks and calls for 
fidelity to the divine- human relationship. This perspective is reflected 
in the Latter Prophets and their calls for repentance from injustice and 
idolatry or from lack of faith in the divine fidelity in Israel’s experience 
of trouble and woe. The Latter Prophets combine in complicated ways 
creation and covenant theological perspectives in a genre focused on 
divine revelation by way of prophetic voices.

At the risk of repeating, I articulate again the path we will follow. 
Starting with ancient Israel’s liturgical confessions of faith instigates 
a three- part structure for articulating Old Testament faith: creation 
theology, in which God is present to bless, with wisdom as an avenue of 
response; covenant theology, in which God hears and comes to deliver, 
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with torah as an avenue of response; and prophetic theology, in which 
God speaks and calls for fidelity from the faith community. This struc-
turing proposal is more heuristic than determinative, and so in chapters 
3–7, I will not take the three parts of the confession as a structuring 
device but will rather work through the parts of the canon with these 
three perspectives in mind to see how they are present and how they 
interact in shaping the Hebrew canon and a memorable portrait of 
salvation.

Chapter 3 attends to the formative first part of the Hebrew canon, 
the Torah. Appropriately, the opening book of Genesis puts creation 
theology on display with creation accounts and narratives of the be-
ginnings of human experience. God here creates and blesses with the 
power to live and grow, and the texts teach wisdom for living in this 
world. The ancestral stories continue with the emphasis on the divine 
blessing for Abram and Sarai and their descendants as they find wis-
dom for living with this blessing. The language of covenant appears 
at times in Genesis, but the primary theological perspective is that of 
creation theology. In the first half of Exodus, covenant takes center 
stage with the faith community’s cry for help in Egyptian bondage, 
the divine hearing of the cry, and God’s coming to liberate the com-
munity. The exodus from Egypt leads to the creation of the covenant 
community and instruction (torah) in how to live in that relationship. 
Following the agreement of the covenant relationship, Exodus moves 
to instruction in worship for the faith community. The context is still 
covenant instruction, but the text most often functions from the per-
spective of creation theology in Genesis, and this emphasis continues 
through Leviticus and parts of Numbers. Deuteronomy concludes the 
Torah with powerful articulation of the covenant relationship between 
YHWH and Israel. The creator also provides blessing in Deuteronomy, 
but the focus is the gift of covenant and the call for a human response 
of fidelity in that relationship.

Chapter 4 begins with the Former Prophets as they continue to nar-
rate, on the basis of Deuteronomy’s covenant theology, the life of an-
cient Israel as the community emerges in the land of Palestine and lives 
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its early days in the time of the judges. The covenant’s hope of fidelity 
to that relationship does not fare well in these narratives. The result is 
a move to monarchy. Despite a rocky beginning, the kings are a divine 
gift, and especially the David narrative operates from a creation and 
wisdom perspective, with David as the leader of the community. The 
narrative of the divided kingdoms in the books of Kings recounts that 
era with a commentary on covenant faithfulness or unfaithfulness of 
the kings and the community. Chapter 4 continues with the time of exile 
and after, with attention to historical texts from this era and its mix 
of creation, covenant, and prophetic theological perspectives around 
themes of theodicy coming from the trauma of defeat and exile.

Chapter 5 pursues the matter of theology in the Psalms, particularly 
in terms of prayer and praise. The laments in Psalms bear witness to a 
genuine covenant interaction. Many of the hymns of praise depict the 
creator who rules over all creation, as do royal and wisdom psalms. In 
a number of psalms God also speaks about worship and about fidelity 
to the relationship with YHWH, an emphasis of prophetic theology. 
The three theological perspectives derive from the Psalms. The Psalter 
also relates to theodicy tied to the sixth- century- BCE defeat of Jeru-
salem and exile of the community.

Chapter 6 discusses wisdom traditions in the Writings. These tradi-
tions are based in creation theology. The creator placed wisdom in the 
world and makes it possible for the sages to learn it and pass it on so 
that living in line with the created order is possible. It is a means of 
encountering blessing. Proverbs teaches practical wisdom for living, 
and Job and Ecclesiastes question simplistic understandings of that 
wisdom around issues of undeserved suffering and the ordering of life. 
Daniel narrates living wisely in exile in the context of an apocalyptic 
hope for the completion of the reign of God.

Chapter 7 explores the prophetic theology of the Latter Prophets: 
Isaiah (Davidic covenant), Jeremiah (Sinaitic covenant), Ezekiel (Priestly 
theology), and the Twelve. The Twelve consists of a dozen parts and 
embraces creation and covenant theologies at various points in the 
context of the genre of prophecy, in which YHWH speaks messages 
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of judgment and hope. Judgment oracles are based in injustice and 
idolatry in the community. Hope oracles are based in divine fidelity to 
the relationship with Israel reciprocated by its human partners. Pro-
phetic oracles and prophetic books declare the divine message to the 
community. A number of prophetic texts indicate close connections to 
the Psalms and its liturgical genres. This summary suggests the import 
of the three legs moving toward the salvific seat of the stool labeled 
“Old Testament Theology.”

Readerly Expectations

It is important to see that this shape for an Old Testament theology 
is not an attempt to cover every text and every subject in the Hebrew 
canon. It is rather a heuristic structure meant to give readers a context 
and a frame for understanding and reflecting on the text with theo-
logical categories appropriate to the text and its emphases. These three 
theological traditions are not separate and isolated but interact and 
support a full notion of salvation. They provide a framework for read-
ing and understanding texts that reflect a noticeably different world 
and, for many readers, a different kind of relationship with God.

Each of the theological terms used in this tripartite shape for an 
Old Testament theology will carry particular connotations for various 
readers. For some readers, for example, “covenant” will indicate a 
contractual theology in which God is legally bound to deliver when 
torah, the divine instruction, is followed. Or, living by way of torah 
will be understood to be a way to guarantee deliverance. The shape of 
these texts in the Hebrew canon, however, makes clear that YHWH 
graciously delivers the community because it is in need and because 
of God’s persistent love and fidelity to this community. Covenant has 
some connections to notions of contract but is not a legalistic concept. 
Exodus 20 begins the instruction to the people with the Decalogue, but 
it is crucial to see that the first commandment comes in verse 3 with the 
basic injunction against worshiping other gods. The benevolent his-
tory of YHWH with this people comes prior to the command: “I am 
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the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 
the house of slavery” (v. 2). It is not that the ancient Hebrews live in a 
certain way to become God’s people; rather, because they are God’s 
people, they are to live in a certain way characterized by the covenant 
instruction of torah. Torah means, most fully, covenant instruction or 
teaching or direction rather than law in the contractual, legal sense 
“law” has in contemporary language.

It is also important for readers to take care with their preconceived 
notions of God’s deliverance. Perhaps for many readers of the Older 
Testament that term connotes a sudden, immediate, and miraculous 
escape from trouble, brought about by God. The divine power un-
expectedly intervenes in history to effect human liberation. The Hebrew 
text clearly does include that kind of sudden rescue— at the sea in the 
departure from Egypt or at the collapse of Jericho. Yet deliverance is not 
always characterized in that way. Think about how important Moses, 
Aaron, and Miriam are in the exodus traditions. Remember also times 
when the monarchs of the ancient Hebrew kingdoms brought liberation 
to the people. God brings about deliverance by way of humans, and 
sometimes that deliverance comes in the form of a process. It is also 
important to remember that God enables people to persevere through 
crises and to come out on the other side. Perhaps Job is the quintessen-
tial example. This description may well stretch the term “deliverance” 
beyond recognition, but God’s work to move humans from trouble to 
hope in ways that are not always obvious to human observers is also 
clearly part of the covenantal perspective in the Older Testament. The 
central issue here is that if readers expect God to be about the covenant 
business of deliverance in only one way, they may well be disappointed 
because of faulty assumptions. God works in a variety of ways to initi-
ate and renew covenant relationship. This last assertion also reminds 
readers that the goal of this divine engagement with humans is not 
concluded with liberation. The focus of God’s involvement is rather 
to cultivate a relationship embodying fullness of life, or “salvation.”

“Creation” is a term that for many contemporary readers is often 
synonymous with “nature,” but in the Hebrew Scriptures it is always 
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essential to remember that the creator undergirds the creation and that 
God and humans are in relationship with the creation. This creator 
effects “blessing.” This term is often used in contemporary colloquial 
language to pat a little one on the head and to keep the conversation 
moving (“Bless your heart”). In the Hebrew text, blessing is a powerful 
reality that can be placed on others by priests or leaders. Blessing comes 
from the presence of the creator, making it possible to carry into every 
day the power to grow and to thrive. The blessing of the successive 
generations of the ancestors had to do with the divine presence making 
it possible to live in hope and continue toward that hope of a full life 
in all its dimensions, “salvation.” Wisdom as an avenue of response to 
that blessing is also not a matter of complying with a legalistic con-
tract, acting rightly so that riches will come automatically. The wisdom 
of Proverbs is more sophisticated than that; it is in living a right and 
just life that one can encounter wisdom and wholeness in life. And 
remember that Job was a righteous man! Wisdom is the responsible 
living out of the creator’s blessing. Such responsible living focuses not 
on the privilege of being blessed but on bearing witness to this blessing 
for all of creation and for all of humanity.

The largest concentration of “prophecy” appears in the section of 
the canon labeled the Latter Prophets. Prophecy is about the future, 
but it is not fortune- telling for the distant future. It is rather procla-
mation of what God is preparing to do in the hearing community’s 
future, tied to the nature of the audience’s relationship with God. It is 
this kind of foretelling, and it is forth- telling— proclamation of a word 
from God. The prophets were characterized as messengers, carrying a 
message from YHWH to the people of ancient Israel. It is important 
to emphasize that the message is of divine origin and that the prophet 
embodies the message. The prophet is central in the shaping of this 
urgent divine revelation. Through the prophet YHWH speaks. The 
anticipated avenue of response to this proclamation is repentance. The 
most common Hebrew word used is shuv, meaning “to turn around.” 
The experience of a friend of mine illustrates the image of repentance. 
My friend walked to work (to a church!) through a rough neighborhood 
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and had done so for several years. One day someone who appeared to 
be a homeless person collapsed to the ground near her. Some compan-
ions gathered around. My friend thought, “I will go to the other side 
of the street and avoid this crisis so I can get to work on time.” As she 
crossed the street, she realized that was the wrong direction, turned 
around to help the person who had collapsed, and called emergency 
personnel. She repented, turned to a different path. Likewise, the hear-
ing community or person is walking a path of faithlessness, injustice, 
unrighteousness, and evil that brings death. To repent is a conscious 
stopping and turning around to walk in the direction of faith, justice, 
righteousness, and hope and to encounter fullness of life, “salvation.” 
The specifics of the divine message and of the response are tied to the 
context of the prophecy. The messages are renewals of creation and 
covenant dimensions of the divine- human relationship tied to needs of 
the current sociohistorical context, and in a distinct literary guise. In 
that sense, the prophets were preachers of righteousness. Their proc-
lamations demonstrate the divine pathos toward the faith community 
in a considerable variety of settings with the hope of speaking in turn 
to all of creation and humanity.

Hermeneutics

Up to this point, the proposed shape for an Old Testament theology has 
attended to categories and definitions appropriate to the theological 
dimensions of the Older Testament so as to organize a theology that 
embraces the diverse forms and themes constituting the Hebrew canon. 
The Psalms provides a fruitful place to begin. It will now be important 
to reflect more broadly on the methodology employed.

The central form of the Psalms in terms of prayer and praise suggests 
that the theological dimensions are tied to divine engagement with 
creation and its creatures. At least in its initial stages this engagement 
begins with divine initiative. YHWH is revealed in blessing, deliver-
ing, and speaking; creation, covenant, and prophecy begin on the di-
vine side of the relationship. Thus, I follow the pattern of revelation 
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and response. These categories align well with the understanding that 
theology is a word about God and thus about revelation and its im-
plications. Wisdom, torah, and repentance are about response to the 
divine. We will see as we move further into the texts that the reality of 
this relational way of thinking is more complicated, but these categories 
of revelation and response are true to the text and provide a fruitful 
heuristic organizing pattern.2 They reflect the relational character of 
the Older Testament’s theological dimensions. Hermeneutics is about 
the art of interpretation, and the categories used are defining in in-
terpretive work. The categories of revelation and response fit the Old 
Testament context.

Another hermeneutical pattern involved in this proposal is that work 
on the theological perspectives of the Older Testament begins with the 
Hebrew text, as reflected in the textual starting place of the Psalms, 
and so considers the initiating cultural contexts of the various textual 
traditions. Theological interpretation centers on the conversation be-
tween texts and readers informed by the cultural codes imbedded in 
texts. So it is important that theological work on the Older Testament 
is not captured by the ancient in limiting ways. In this work these 
ancient texts are in conversation with reading communities and thus 
with contemporary life. That is fundamental to the theological task 
and inherent to the task of theological interpretation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures.3 Attending to both the ancient text and the contemporary 
context is a complicated task. The best practice is the goal of dynamic 
analogy. Theological interpretation needs to articulate carefully the 
analogy between an ancient text within its settings and contemporary 
contexts; that task requires both care and imagination. The analogy 
needs to be sufficiently dynamic to make the moves from the ancient 
through history to the contemporary. This project will be heavy on 
the textual shape and context but with an eye to the contemporary 

2. John Kessler uses divine call and human response in structuring his Old Testament 
Theology, and Walther Zimmerli structures his Old Testament Theology in Outline in terms 
of revelation and response in contexts of crisis and hope.

3. Clements, Old Testament Theology, 191–99.

Introduction

_Bellinger_IntroducingOldTestamentTheology_JK_jck.indd   27_Bellinger_IntroducingOldTestamentTheology_JK_jck.indd   27 1/17/22   3:46 PM1/17/22   3:46 PM

W. H. Bellinger Jr., Introducing Old Testament Theology 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



12

reading community of faith. So how might we proceed with the notion 
of dynamic analogy?

One important part of the picture is that the Hebrew Scriptures 
greatly value narrative as a means of communicating a word about 
God. Narrative is the primary genre of the Older Testament. In Gen-
esis, the primeval history and the ancestral narratives make considerable 
use of that form. The first half of Exodus narrates the liberation from 
Egypt. Legal forms dominate the latter portion of Exodus and continue 
through Leviticus and on into the first part of Numbers, though recent 
studies of law suggest connections with narrative.4 While there are some 
other genres in the Former Prophets, narrative is the primary means 
of recounting this portion of ancient Israel’s history from emerging in 
the land of Canaan to the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in the 
sixth century BCE. The later historical works of 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, 
and Nehemiah make considerable use of the form. Ruth and Esther, 
in the Writings section of the Hebrew canon, are also narratives, and 
the distinctive book of the prophet Jonah is narrative in form. Perhaps 
the story of this prophet illustrates the movement of dynamic analogy. 
Jonah is a character given a divine message, and that message confronts 
him with the reality that the creator’s grace is not limited to the elect 
Israel but could even extend to the archenemy Assyria. Most interpret-
ers understand the prophetic character to be representative of Second 
Temple Judaism. The dynamic analogy extends to communities of faith 
that through history and even today confront the theological reality 
that divine grace is central to any conversation about particularist or 
universalist tendencies in theological understandings. This example 
illustrates the reception of the significance of narrative. All people live 
a story. That is the form of human living, and so narrative texts relate 
to narrative lives. The form of narration of theological perspectives 

4. See Bartor, Reading Law as Narrative; Halberstam, “Art of Biblical Law”; Milgrom, 
“Law and Narrative and the Exegesis of Leviticus XIX 19”; Barmash, “Narrative Quandary”; 
Nasuti, “Identity, Identification, and Imitation.” From the perspective of legal studies: Brooks, 
“Narrativity of the Law”; Cover, “Nomos and Narrative”; Ward, Law and Literature; West, 
Narrative, Authority, and Law.
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from the Old Testament is a particularly apt way to tie the text to 
contemporary life. Theological interpretation of texts in the Hebrew 
Bible needs to attend to the narrative context and analogous human 
narratives. So attention to the narrative form is important in relating 
Old Testament theology to contemporary life.

Not all of the Older Testament, however, is in the form of narrative. 
The Psalms and Wisdom literature, along with Lamentations and Song 
of Songs and most of the Latter Prophets, are in poetic form. Yet recent 
scholarship on the Psalms has tellingly pursued the “narrative impulse” 
in the poetry of the Psalter,5 and even Proverbs and Job include narrative 
scenes. This interpretive move supports the importance of narrative in 
communicating theological content. These texts are not in the genre of 
story or narrative, but they are dramatic in effect. They assume a dra-
matic context, whether it be the dialogue of Job or the Song, the divine- 
human dialogue of the Psalter, or the divine address of the community in 
the Prophets. That is why these texts are so amenable to analogies with 
lived experience of communities and persons in other times and places.

Still, the poetic language of such texts makes its contribution. Poetic 
forms become part of our collective memories. Because of their force 
and form, poetic lines and stanzas stay with us and become the means 
of our interpreting experience in theological ways and in terms of the 
divine- human relationship. The poetry itself is part of the framework 
for living that persons carry through life and instructs people in how 
to live as part of a just community of faith, how to pray, how to wor-
ship, how to come to terms with the troubling issues of theodicy so 
present in contemporary life and thought. So Old Testament texts 
in both narrative and poetic forms shape memory for contemporary 
communities and readers. The narratives and poetry become parts of 
the frameworks readers carry in their collective memories and shape 
their perspectives, their attitudes, and their lives.

The legal materials in the Hebrew Bible operate in a similar way. 
They become life- structuring warnings and invitations to live in ways 

5. See Alter, Art of  Biblical Poetry.
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commensurate with covenant relationships. The forms are somewhat 
different, but the function is similar to that of prophetic warnings. 
These texts become formative for curated memory for those living in 
right relationship with God and with neighbor. These psychological, 
sociological, and linguistic memories shape the frameworks that con-
struct life for humans. These cognitive frameworks may well manifest 
themselves in ethical contexts or in intellectual pursuits on the pressing 
questions of human life and meaning. They consider the basic human 
condition, the search for hope, the structuring of life and community, 
and how God relates to those basic issues. Narrative, memory, and cog-
nitive frames are central to the connection of Old Testament theology 
to contemporary life.

It is appropriate to speak of entering the narrative of the text and 
encountering its significance and living in its world. It is also appro-
priate to speak of appropriating the narrative as a part of life and 
embodying the narrative. Much of this volume articulates a narrative 
approach to Old Testament theology. Narrating the plot of the text 
with an emphasis on the divine encounter therein is central to the task 
of Old Testament theology. It is in lived reality that readers encounter 
the theological import of texts. Such narratives form life. The court 
prophet Nathan understands this when he tells King David the story, 
the narrative, of the rich man taking the poor man’s ewe lamb. David 
sees immediately the sin and realizes that he, David, has done just that 
with Bathsheba. David enters the narrative world of the story— that 
is, he incorporates the narrative into his life. In just such a way, con-
temporary readers and reading communities can engage the narrative 
that communicates the theology of the Hebrew Scriptures, the focus 
of which is the divine- human encounter.

Imagery is another powerful literary means of engaging the human 
imagination, and the imagination makes it possible to embrace the 
imagery, to experience its significance, and to embody it. Such imagery 
becomes part of the memory readers carry with them and embody in 
life. The image beginning book 2 of the Hebrew Psalter (Ps. 42), of a 
doe needing water to live, communicates powerfully by analogy the 
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human need for the divine presence. Isaiah’s characterization of Israel 
as a vineyard shapes the human imagination in ways that have an impact 
on readers and interpretive communities. Such images and narratives, 
which pervade the Older Testament, can become part of the memory 
readers and communities carry with them through the narrative of life 
as a script for living in faith. Memory focuses both the present and 
the future. Prophetic proclamations of hope and critiques of injustice 
and infidelity carried in memory can alter the course of life. Memories 
of narratives of liberation can inspire acts of liberation. The call of 
Woman Wisdom at the highways and byways of life can bring reflec-
tion on the order of life. Such memories shape life. The discipline of 
psychology includes the psychology of personal constructs.6 That is, 
people view reality through constructs that guide the perception and 
interpretation of experience. For example, the Psalter’s affirmation of 
God as creator can become part of our own perspective and how we 
relate to the created order. The prophetic calls for justice can become a 
central construct in shaping our human relationships. These constructs 
become part of our memory, shaping how we live and how we view life. 
And we test these constructs in our experience. These constructs can 
lead to the social construction of reality and to important questions 
about power and social location involved in our hermeneutical work 
on the Older Testament. By way of these constructs, these ancient 
texts may wield authority in liturgical communities. Narrative and 
memory are central in the appropriation of Old Testament theology 
in the life of faith.

Another connection has to do with the context of the reading com-
munity. This volume begins with the Psalms, the ancient faith com-
munity’s cultic literature. The liturgical context of these texts that 
confess ancient Israel’s faith is important. These texts are ancient Is-
rael’s pilgrimage songs of faith. The community sang these songs as 
confessions of their faith as a means of forming and renewing their 
faithful memories and imaginations, so that they might embody the 

6. Kelly, Theory of  Personality; Neimeyer and Neimeyer, Personal Construct Therapy Case-
book, 3–19.
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narrative of faith on the journey through life as well as the courage 
and care needed to continue on this journey. One of the implications 
of this viewpoint is that the most effective context for forming such 
communities of faith is a liturgical context— that is, a worshiping com-
munity. A worshiping community best shapes and holds accountable 
readers and communities for the encounter with theological perspec-
tives in the Hebrew Scriptures. Such a community shaped the narrative 
and poetry of the Older Testament, and such a community today can 
best receive this kind of theological memoir so that its imagination is 
shaped for living this memory. “Scott Momaday of the University of 
Southern California has told how his father took him as a child to spend 
a day with an older Kiowa woman to hear and participate in the story, 
ritual, and song of his people. He says he left that woman’s house a 
Kiowa.”7 Just in this sense, immersion in the Psalter begins and fulfills 
the hopes of Old Testament theology. “Narratives function to sustain 
the particular moral identity of a religious (or secular) community by 
rehearsing its history and traditional meanings, as these are portrayed 
in Scripture and other sources. . . . Through our participation in such 
a community, the narratives also function to give shape to our moral 
characters, which in turn deeply affect the way we interpret or construe 
the world and events and thus affect what we determine to be appropri-
ate action as members of the community.”8 Narratologists argue that 
stories can impact our lives and shape our character.

The purpose of this volume is not to articulate all the theological 
dimensions of the Older Testament but to prepare students and other 
readers to productively ask theological questions when interpreting 
Old Testament texts: What is God doing in this text? What character-
izes the divine encounter with creation? What are the implications of 
the divine- human encounter in the text? The study of historical and 
historical- critical issues and languages in the academic study of the 
Hebrew Scriptures can easily diminish the theological questions. And 
yet the theological questions are at the heart of the purpose of the 

7. Bellinger, “Psalms as a Place to Begin for Old Testament Theology,” 36.
8. Gustafson, “Varieties of Moral Discourse,” 56.
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text for both ancient and contemporary reading communities. The 
shape proposed for Old Testament theology in this volume provides 
a context for this interpretive work. The accounts of the parts of the 
Hebrew canon in chapters 3–7 articulate background for theological 
work on these texts. The hope is that this introductory account of Old 
Testament theology will encourage and help in the task of reading the 
Older Testament theologically. Such reading is life changing.
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