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PENTATEUCH

Introduction

Though there are many reasons to consider the Pentateuch as a single, unitary
piece of literature, the background materials pertinent to the study of each book
are vastly different. As a result, we offer here an introduction to each of the five
books individually.

Genesis

Genesis is typically divided into two main sections (1—11, 12—50). The back-
ground material most helpful for understanding the first section is the mytho-
logical literature of the ancient Near East. Both Mesopotamian and Egyptian
mythology provide a wealth of materials concerning contemporary perspectives
on the creation of the world and of human beings. These works include the Enuma
Elish and the Atrahasis Epic, as well as a number of *Sumerian myths from the
region of Mesopotamia. From Egypt there are three main creation texts, one each
from Memphis, Heliopolis (in the Pyramid Texts) and Hermopolis (in the Coffin
Texts). Additionally, there are several flood stories available from the region of
Mesopotamia, found in the Gilgamesh Epic and in the Atrahasis Epic. Examina-
tion of this literature helps us to observe many similarities and differences
between ancient Near Eastern and Israelite concepts. Similarities will make us
aware of the common ground that existed between lIsrael and her neighbors.
Sometimes the similarity will be in the details of the narrative (such as sending
out birds from the ark) or in aspects of the text we might not have noticed before
(such as the naming of things in conjunction with their creation). Some similari-
ties might lead us to question whether we have read too much theological signifi-

*The asterisk (*) here and others throughout the text are designed to point readers to terms
explained in the glossary. Not all terms will be found in exactly the same form; for example, the
asterisk here points to the term Sumer in the glossary.
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cance into certain elements in the text (e.g., the creation of woman from a rib),
while in other cases we might find that we have not seen enough of the theologi-
cal significance (e.g., God’s coming to the garden in the “cool of the day”). In gen-
eral such similarities help us to understand the biblical accounts in broader
perspective.

The differences between the ancient Near Eastern and biblical literatures will
help us to appreciate some of the distinctives of both the Israelite culture and the
biblical faith. These will again include specific details (shape of the ark, length of
the flood) as well as foundational concepts (the contrast between the biblical view
of creation by the spoken word of God and the Mesopotamian view that the cre-
ation of the world was associated with the birth of the cosmic deities). In many
cases the differences are related (either directly or indirectly) to the unique mono-
theistic faith of Israel.

It is not unusual for the similarities and the differences to come together in a
single element. The concepts of humankind’s being created (1) from clay and (2)
in the image of deity are both familiar in the ancient Near East, but Israel puts a
unique twist on the idea that moves it into an altogether different sphere.

We cannot always account for the similarities and the differences as clearly or
as conclusively as we might wish. Different scholars will have varying opinions of
the implications based on some of their own presuppositions. The issues are often
complex, and any individual scholar’s conclusions may be highly interpretive.
For this reason it is easier to offer information than it is to offer satisfying answers.

Finally, the comparative literature not only provides parallel accounts to some
of those found in Genesis 1—11 but also provides a parallel to the overall struc-
ture of this section. The Mesopotamian Atrahasis Epic, like Genesis 1—11, con-
tains a summary of creation, three threats and a resolution. Such observations can
help us to understand the literary aspects to how this portion of the Bible is
pieced together. Additionally, if this parallel is legitimate, it can help us see the
genealogies in a different light, because when the biblical text has genealogies it
reflects the Genesis blessing of being fruitful and multiplying, while in the com-
parable sections of Atrahasis the gods are distressed by the growth of human pop-
ulation and try to curb it.

Finding literary parallels to Genesis 12—50 presents more of a challenge.
Though scholars have attempted to attach various descriptive terms to the patri-
archal narratives (such as “sagas” or “legends”), any modern terminology is inad-
equate to encompass the nature of the ancient literature and is bound to mislead
as much as it helps. There is nothing in the literature of the ancient Near East to
parallels the stories about the patriarchs. The closest material is found in Egypt in
works such as the Story of *Sinuhe, but that account covers only the lifetime of one
man, rather than following several generations, and has nothing to do with reset-
tlement or relationship with God. Even the Joseph story, considered on its own, is
difficult to classify and compare. Again comparisons could be made to the stories
of Sinuhe, *Wenamon or *Ahigar (all dealing with the life and times of royal
courtiers), but the similarities are quite superficial.

The background information for understanding these narratives comes from a
different set of materials. These chapters concern the lives of the patriarchs and

- 1|0



%{% é Front.fm Page 23 Friday, November 17, 2000 9:04 AM

23 PENTATEUCH

their families as they move from Mesopotamia to Canaan to Egypt in the process
of the formation of the covenant. A number of archives (*Nuzi, *Mari, *Emar,
*Alalakh) that have been discovered in Syria and Mesopotamia have provided
information about the history, culture and customs of the ancient Near East in the
second millennium. Often these materials can shed light on the political events or
settlement history of the region. They can also help us to see how families lived
and why they did some of the things that appear odd to us. In the process we gain
important information that can help us process the biblical materials. For
instance, we commonly seek ethical guidance in the behavior of biblical charac-
ters (though this is not always a productive procedure). In order to understand
why people do what they do and to understand the decisions they make, it is
important to become familiar with the norms of culture. We may find, then, that
some of the behavior of the patriarchs is driven by norms that we have misunder-
stood or that we could easily misconstrue. Corrective information can often be
provided by the archives.

One of the interesting conclusions that can be drawn from this kind of analysis
is the understanding that there was not much in the worldview of the patriarchs
and their families that differentiated them from the common ancient Near Eastern
culture of the day. Again, then, an understanding of the general culture may help
us to sort out what elements in the text have theological significance and what ele-
ments do not. For instance, an understanding of the practice of *circumcision in
the ancient Near East may provide helpful guidelines to our assessment of it in
the Bible. Observations about the use of the torch and censer in ancient Near East-
ern *rituals may open up the meaning of Genesis 15. Even Abraham’s under-
standing of God can be illuminated by information from the ancient Near Eastern
documents.

As we encounter all of this information, we must be impressed with how
often God uses the familiar to build bridges to his people. As what was familiar
to them becomes more familiar to us, we can understand more of the text. On
the other hand it is important to realize that the purposes of the book of Genesis
go far beyond any of the literature available in the ancient Near East. The pres-
ence of similarities does not suggest in any way that the Bible is simply a sec-
ondhand, second-class repackaging of ancient Near Eastern literature. Rather,
the background material helps us understand Genesis as a unique theological
product linked to people and events embedded in a specific cultural and histori-
cal context.

Exodus
The book of Exodus contains a virtual cornucopia of types of literature, from nar-
rative to law to architectural instructions. All are skillfully woven together to nar-
rate the sequence of events that led a people from feeling that God had
abandoned them to understanding themselves to be God’s elect people with his
presence in their midst. As a result there are many different primary sources that
may offer assistance.

As might be expected, Exodus has more connections to Egyptian sources than
any other book. Unfortunately the uncertainty concerning the date of the events
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and the sparsity of materials from some of the related periods of Egyptian history
leave many questions unanswered. As a result it is not so much the historical liter-
ature of Egypt that we depend on but all the sources that give information about
geography or culture. Locating the cities and places mentioned in the biblical text
is very difficult and many uncertainties remain, yet one by one some of the gaps
are being closed as archaeology continues to investigate significant sites.

The legal passages of Exodus are comparable to a wide range of law collections
from Mesopotamia. These include *Sumerian legal texts such as the reform of
Uruinimgina (or Urukagina), the laws of *Ur-Nammu and the laws of *Lipit-Ish-
tar. These are fragmentary texts that date from the late third millennium and early
second millennium B.C. The more extensive texts are the laws of *Eshnunna and
*Hammurabi (from the *Old Babylonian period, eighteenth century B.C.), the *Hit-
tite laws from the seventeenth century and the Middle Assyrian laws from the
twelfth century. These law collections, as indicated by the paragraphs that sur-
round them, are intended to testify to the gods how successful the king has been
at establishing and maintaining justice in his kingdom. As such, the laws are
designed to reflect the wisest and fairest decisions the king could imagine. Like
the candidate making a campaign speech who seeks to find every possible piece
of legislation that he can claim responsibility for, the king wanted to show himself
in the best possible light.

These laws help us to see that the actual legislation that determined the shape
of Israelite society was not all that different on the surface from the laws that
would have characterized Assyrian or Babylonian society. What was different was
that for Israel the law was part of God’s revelation of what he was like. The Baby-
lonians had just as strong prohibitions of murder as the Israelites had. But the
Babylonians would have refrained from murder because murder was disruptive
to the smooth ordering of society and the principles of civilization. Israelites
would have refrained from murder because of who God was. The laws may look
the same, but the foundation of the legal system was remarkably different. For the
Israelites, *Yahweh their God was the source of all law and the foundation of all
societal norms. In Mesopotamia the king was entrusted with the authority to per-
ceive what the law ought to be and to establish the law. The gods were not moral,
nor did they require moral behavior, but they did expect humans to preserve the
values of civilization and therefore to act in orderly and civilized ways.

The point is, then, that the law given at Sinai does not necessarily prescribe
new laws. Its actual legislation may be very much like the laws that Israel had
been living under in Egypt and is clearly similar to the laws that governed other
societies of the ancient Near East. What is new is the revelation of God that is
accomplished through the institutionalization of the law as part of the *covenant
between God and Israel. Comparing the law of the Bible to the ancient Near East-
ern law collections can help us to understand both the concept of law and order as
well as the philosophical and theological underpinnings of the law.

When we get to the section of Exodus that has to do with the construction of
the tabernacle, we may be well served by understanding the use and construction
of shrines (portable and otherwise) in the ancient Near East. The detailed descrip-
tion of the materials that were used in the construction of the tabernacle, can be
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understood as we become aware of the value that culture attached to those mate-
rials. For example, consider the value that our society places on a mink coat, an
oak desk, a leather chair or a stone house. Alongside of materials, we also attach
value to positioning, as in the penthouse apartment, the corner office or the house
at the top of the hill. So as we become acquainted with the materials and positions
that the ancient Israelites attached value to, we can appreciate the rationale
behind certain details. Again, we will often find that the rationale is cultural
rather than theological. Once we understand the cultural elements, we can avoid
attaching a foreign theological significance to some of the features.

Leviticus

The book of Leviticus is filled with instructions concerning how to maintain the
holy space that was set apart for God’s presence. This includes details of the sacri-
ficial system, instructions for the priests and laws concerning *purity. In the
ancient world *impurity was believed to create an environment for the demonic,
so *purity needed to be maintained. This generally involved *rituals as well as
incantations. For Israel *purity was a positive value that included rules of ethical
behavior as well as issues of etiquette.

The ancient Near Eastern material that is most helpful for understanding the
book of Leviticus is that which gives information about sacrifices, rituals and
instructions for priests and dealing with *impurity. This information usually must
be gleaned in bits and pieces from many different sources. There are, however, a
few major ritual texts available that serve as significant sources of information.
While *Hittite literature contains many sorts of ritual texts, among the most help-
ful is the Instructions for the Temple Officials from the mid-second millennium. This
text details the means that should be used to protect the sanctuary from sacrilege
and trespass. Mesopotamian sources are also plentiful.

The maglu texts contain eight tablets of incantations as well as one tablet of rit-
uals connected to the incantations. Most of these incantations are attempts to
counter the powers of witchcraft. Other important series would include the
shurpu texts, which concerned purification, the bit rimki texts concerning royal
ablutions and the namburbu rituals of undoing.

Most of these texts assume a background of magic and divination where
witchcraft, demonic forces and incantations represented powerful threats in soci-
ety. Israelite beliefs ideally did not accept this worldview, and their concepts of
*purity and *impurity had noticeable differences. Nevertheless, studying this
material can expose many facets of the ancient worldview that the Israelites
shared. Even though the biblical literature purged the rituals of the magical ele-
ment, the institutionalized practices and the terminology describing them at times
still contained the trappings or vestiges of the broader culture.

Certainly Israelite beliefs and practices were closer to the ancient Near East
than they are to our own concepts of ritual, magic and *purity. Since we under-
stand so little concerning these aspects of their worldview, we are often inclined
to read very foreign theological concepts or symbolism into some of the practices
and rules. This often creates an erroneous view of the nature and teaching of the
book. By acquainting ourselves with the ancient Near Eastern worldview, we can
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avoid this type of error and understand the text a little more in the way that the
Israelites would have understood it.

Numbers
The book of Numbers contains instructions for travel and setting up the camp, as
well as records of the events that took place during the nearly forty years the Isra-
elites spent in the wilderness. It also includes a number of ritual and legal pas-
sages. Many of the sources that contribute to an understanding of the books of
Exodus and Leviticus also provide background for the book of Numbers. In addi-
tion, itineraries from Egyptian sources can help in locating various places listed in
the Israelites’ travels. These itineraries come from a number of different sources,
including the *Execration Texts (where the names of certain cities were written on
bowls and then shattered in connection with cursing rituals; Twelfth Dynasty,
*Middle Bronze period) and the topographical lists carved on the walls of temples
such as those at Karnak and Medinet Habu (*Late Bronze period). They preserve
maps in a list form as they name each of the cities that would be encountered trav-
eling along certain routes. It is interesting that some biblical sites, which archaeol-
ogists have considered suspect because no remains from a given period have been
found there, are attested in the Egyptian itineraries for the same period.
Numbers, like several of the other books of the Pentateuch, contains informa-
tion concerning Israel’s ritual calendar. Information about feast days and ritual
calendars is abundant in the ancient Near East because calendars were generally
regulated by the priesthood. Nevertheless, it is difficult to ferret out many of the
critical details of observances and especially to discover what is behind the forma-
tion of the traditions that are institutionalized in these calendars. It is a treacher-
ous path that seeks to identify the links between the festivals of differing cultures
even though there may be evidence of many areas of cultural exchange or depen-
dence.

Deuteronomy

The book of Deuteronomy follows the format of agreements between nations, as
described in the sidebar “The Covenant and Ancient Near Eastern Treaties.” In
these ancient covenants, the largest section was usually the stipulations section,
which detailed the obligations of the vassal. These would include general expec-
tations, such as loyalty, as well as specifics, such as paying tribute and housing
garrison troops. There would also be prohibitions against harboring fugitives and
making alliances with other nations. There were obligations to contribute to the
defense of the suzerain nation and to treat envoys with respect.

In Deuteronomy the stipulations are in the form of laws that detail expecta-
tions and prohibitions. Some interpreters believe that the laws in chapters 6-26 (or
12-26) are arranged according to the Ten Commandments. Just as the ancient law
collections have a prologue and an epilogue to give them a literary framework
(see the introduction to Exodus), it is the covenant that provides the literary
framework for the law. The literary framework of *Hammurabi’s laws helps us to
understand that the collection of laws was not for framing legislation but for dem-
onstrating how just Hammurabi’s reign was. Likewise the literary framework of
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Deuteronomy gives us an idea of why these laws were collected. Deuteronomy is
framing these laws not as legislation but as *covenant.

When the people of the ancient Near East agreed to a treaty and its stipula-
tions, they were obliged to abide by the terms of the treaty. It is the same level of
obligation that would be connected to the laws of the land, but it operates differ-
ently, not within a legal system. For example, in today’s world each country has
its own laws, enacted by its legislative bodies, that are binding on its citizens. But
there is also international law, which in part has been established by multinational
bodies, often by treaty-type agreements. This international law is binding on all of
the parties involved in the agreement. The binding nature of Deuteronomy is tied
to treaty rather than to law (that is, to the covenant rather than to legislation).
What that means is that Israel’s obligations were connected to sustaining the rela-
tionship outlined in the covenant. If they were to be God’s people (covenant),
they were expected to conduct themselves in the described ways (stipulations).
We should therefore not look at the laws as laws of the land (though they may
well have been). The Israelites were not supposed to keep the law because it was
the law; they were to keep the law because it reflected something of the nature of
God and of what he wanted them to be like in order to remain in relationship with
him.

An additional characteristic of Deuteronomy is that it is presented as the
exhortations of Moses to the people. In this way Moses is seen as the mediator of
the covenant because as God’s messenger or envoy he is establishing the terms of
the treaty. The *Hittite treaties preserve only the treaties themselves and offer no
insight into the envoy who delivered the treaty. Other texts, however, allow us to
gain some insight into the role of the envoy. He often presented his message ver-
bally but had a written copy for the documentation and for the records. The
words of Moses admonishing the people to be loyal to the terms of the covenant
are very much in line with what any royal envoy would have been expected to
say. The vassal would have been reminded that it was a privilege to be brought
into this agreement and that it would be prudent to refrain from any action that
would jeopardize those privileges.




