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Comparative Studies 

another from the 1920s to the 1970s, each was greeted with initial excitement 
as scholars made great claims for the impact of the archive on the Bible. In 
most cases, time and more careful attention resulted in many, if not all, of the 
initial claims being rejected. Methodological maturity began to be displayed in 
the careful work of W. W. Hallo, who promoted a balanced approach called the 
“contextual approach,” which seeks to identify and discuss both similarities 
and differences that can be observed between the Bible and the texts from the 
ancient Near East. “Hallo’s goal, ‘is not to find the key to every biblical 
phenomenon in some ancient Near Eastern precedent, but rather to silhouette 
the biblical text against its wider literary and cultural environment.’ Thus we 
must not succumb either to ‘parallelomania’ or to ‘parallelophobia.’“ It is 
Hallo’s work that has provided the foundation for the following discussion of 
methodology. 

Methodology 

What Is Comparative Study? 

Just as it would be foolish to think that all Europeans share the same culture, 
it would be a mistake to suppose that Babylonians, Hittites, Egyptians, 
Israelites, and Sumerians all shared the same culture. There would even be 
noticeable differences between the second-millennium Babylonians of 
Hammurabi’s time and the first-millennium Babylonians at the time of 
Nebuchadnezzar. Nevertheless, there were some elements that many of the 
cultures of the ancient Near East held in common, and certainly many areas in 
which they shared more commonality with one another than they do with our 
modern culture. 

Ultimately the goal of background studies is to examine the literature and 
archaeology of the ancient Near East in order to reconstruct the behavior, 
beliefs, culture, values, and worldview of the people. These could alternatively 

be called cultural studies. Comparative studies constitutes a branch of cultural 
studies in that it attempts to draw data from different segments of the broader 
culture (in time and/or space) into juxtaposition with one another in order to 
assess what might be learned from one to enhance the understanding of 
another. The range of this understanding can include behavior and belief 
within the culture, or the ways in which a culture is represented in art or 
literature. Within the literary category, areas for research include the larger 
issues of literary genre, the analysis of specific traditions and texts, and the 
use of individual metaphors, idioms, and words. 

8. Ibid., 43. 
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Development of Sound Methodology for Comparative Study 

As one can infer from the history related at the beginning of the chapter, early 
practitioners were distracted from this larger task by curiosity or by axes to 
grind. Whether defending or critiquing the Bible or defending the ancient Near 
East, some scholars became enmeshed in using cultural and comparative 
studies as a means to a polemical end. As is often the case in polemics of any 
stripe, techniques such as selectivity and special pleading can create 
distortion. This polemical application resulted in the abuse of comparative 
studies from scholars at either end of the spectrum. Consequently some 
confessional scholars concluded that comparative studies posed a danger to 
the biblical text when they saw it wielded as a weapon of skepticism and 
unbelief. At the same time some critical scholars openly ridiculed what they 
saw as feeble attempts by apologists to use comparative studies to prove that 
the Bible was true. 

It took some generations for correctives to be put in place that served to 
establish an appropriate methodology for background and comparative study, 
which will be introduced below. Even as these have been put into place over 
the last several decades, abuse and misunderstanding persist in pockets. 
These methodological correctives have exposed the dangers inherent in 
research that ignores either similarities or differences between the Bible and 
the ancient Near East. 

One of the earliest and most significant correctives was the insistence that 
neither biblical studies nor ancient Near Eastern studies should be 
subordinated to the other. Both represent autonomous disciplines, though 
they can mutually benefit from cross-fertilization. Even as comparative studies 
are important for those seeking to understand the Bible, study of the ancient 
Near East is not merely a subservient field to biblical studies. Assyriology, 
Egyptology, and the like are disciplines in themselves and valid academic, 
cultural, and linguistic pursuits. Comparative study by Bible students is just 
one application of the findings from those fields. 

Why Do Bible Students Need Comparative Study? Cultural Dimension of 
Language and Literature 

When I first began teaching in the early 1980s, I could refer in passing to “the 
incident at Kent State” and feel assured that students would know what I was 
talking about. By the 1990s that was no longer the case. As another example, I 
can still refer to the “Berlin Wall” or to the “Iron Curtain” and assume that 
students need no further explanation. Within a decade, that may no longer be 
true. Effective communication requires a body of agreed-upon words, terms, 
and ideas. 
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Since communication requires a common ground of understanding, both 
speaker and audience must do what they can to enter that common ground. 
For the speaker this often requires accommodation to the audience. One uses 
words (representing ideas) that the audience will understand, thus, by 
definition, accommodating to the target audience. 
When that common core of understanding exists, the author will not bother to 
explain him- or herself to the understanding audience against the chance that 
an uninformed person might be listening. This is where the work of the 
audience comes in if they are not native to the language/culture matrix, 
because reaching this common ground may require seeking out additional 
information or explanation. If someone outside the language/culture matrix 
wants to take advantage of information that is communicated within the 
language/culture matrix, cultural education is required—the individual has to 
adapt to the unfamiliar language/culture matrix. 
For example, twice every year in most of the United States and in many other 
places around the world we encounter the phenomenon known as “daylight 
savings time.” If someone from another culture came to the United States and 
heard the phrase “daylight savings time,” no study of the individual words 
would alert them to its meaning. They would need information that would 
enable them to adapt to the culture. These are issues that go beyond language 
to culture. In the same way, if we are going to comprehend communication 
that took place between members of an ancient culture, we are going to have 
to adjust our thinking to be able to sit in the circle of communication with the 
ancient audience. The Bible has plenty of examples like “Iron Curtain” and 
“daylight savings time” that are not explained, and we do not intrinsically 
understand. But in many cases the key to understanding can be found in 
other ancient Near Eastern literature. 
When we study an ancient text, we cannot make words mean whatever we 
want them to, or assume that they meant the same to the ancient audience 
that they do to a modern audience. Language itself is a cultural convention, 
and since the Bible and other ancient documents use language to 
communicate, they are bound to a culture. As interpreters, then, we must 
adapt to the language/culture matrix of the ancient world as we study the Old 
Testament. But as P. Michalowski has pointed out, “It is one thing to state 
banalities about ‘the Other,’ or about the inapplicability of western concepts to 
non-western modes of thought; it is something quite different actually to step 
outside one’s frame of reference and attempt a proper analysis.” 
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This awareness of the integration of language and culture (and ultimately, 
worldview) moves us well beyond the sorts of research that were alluded to at 
the beginning of this chapter. Here we are no longer talking about trying to 
figure out whose religion is better, who was more ethical, who copied what 
literature from whom, or what should be considered Scripture and what 
should not. Methodology need not be tailored to detect literary borrowing or 
govern polemical agendas. When comparative studies are done at the cognitive 
environment level, trying to understand how people thought about themselves 
and their world, a broader methodology can be used. For instance, when 
literary pieces are compared to consider the question of dependency, the 
burden of proof is appropriately on the researcher to consider the issues of 
propinquity and transmission—that is, would the peoples involved have come 
into contact with one another’s literature, and is there a mechanism to trans-
mit said literature from one culture to the other? Literary questions of genre, 
structure, and context would all be investigated as well as geographical, 
chronological, and ethnic dimensions. 

When considering larger cultural concepts or worldviews, however, such 
demands would not be as stringent, though they could not be ignored 
altogether. When we see evidence in the biblical text of a three-tiered cosmos, 
we have only to ask, Does the concept of a three-tiered cosmos exist in the 
ancient Near East? Once it is ascertained that it does, our task becomes to try 
to identify how Israel’s perception of the cosmos might have been the same or 
different from what we find elsewhere. We need not figure out how Israel would 
have gotten such a concept or from whom they would have “borrowed” it. 
Borrowing is not the issue, so methodology does not have to address that. 
Likewise this need not concern whose ideas are derivative. There is simply 
common ground across the cognitive environment of the cultures of the 
ancient world. 

There is a great distance between borrowing from a particular piece of 
literature and resonating with the larger culture that has itself been influenced 
by its literatures. As a modern example, when Americans speak of the 
philosophy of “eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die,” they are 
resonating with an idea that has penetrated society rather 
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than borrowing from the writings of the Greek philosopher Epicurus, who is 
traditionally identified with promoting that approach to life. Historically, the 
philosophy of Epicurus has seeped into the culture and can therefore be 
reflected in statements today. The demands of propinquity would be 
considerably relaxed. A cultural trail will not be as definable as a literary trail, 
nor will the tracking require the same criteria. 

Cultural Dimensions of Literary Genre 

On the whole, it is now recognized that the determination of literary 
dependence is not as simple as once thought, nor should it be the dominant 
goal of comparative studies. Rather, the careful observations of similarities and 
differences in pieces of literature help inform the study of both the Bible and 
the ancient Near East. For those who have an interest in understanding the 
Bible, it should be no surprise that this Israelite literature would reflect not 
only the specific culture of the Israelites but many aspects of the larger culture 
of the ancient Near East. Even when a biblical text engages in polemic or offers 
critiques of the larger culture, to do so its authors must be aware of and 
interact with current thinking and literature. When we compare the literature 
of the ancient Near East with the Bible, we are ultimately trying to recover 
aspects of the ancient cognitive environment that may help us understand the 
Israelite perspective a little better. By catching a glimpse of how they thought 
about themselves and their world, we sometimes discover ways that the 
Israelites would have thought that differ totally from how we think. 

Beyond the words and ideas of the literature itself, another area where we 
must be sensitive to cultural issues is in the way we understand literary 
genres. It should be no surprise that Old Testament genres need to be 
compared to genres in the larger culture. Some genres would have operated 
differently in the ancient world than they do in our own culture, so we must 
become familiar with the mechanics of the genres represented in the ancient 
Near East. Whether we are looking at wisdom literature, hymnic literature, 
historical literature, or legal literature, we find generous doses of both 
similarities and differences. Understanding the genre of a piece of literature is 
necessary if we desire to perceive the author’s intentions. Since perceiving an 
author’s intentions is an essential ingredient to the theological and literary 
interpretation of a text, we recognize that understanding genre contributes to 
legitimate interpretation. 

Where similarities can be observed between the biblical and ancient Near 
Eastern genres, they help us to understand the genre parameters and 
characteristics as they existed in the ancient mind. For instance, it is 
important for us to explore what defined historical writing in the ancient world. 
How close was it to the journalistic approach of today 
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that relies heavily on eyewitness accounts? How did genealogies function in 
Old Testament times? Were they compiled for the same purpose that we 
compile them for? 

Occasionally comparisons within genres reveal very close similarities between 
the biblical and ancient Near Eastern literatures on the level of content. Such 
similarities do not negate the individuality of either. Even if the Hebrew Bible 
had the very same law or the very same proverb that was found in the ancient 
Near East, we may find uniqueness in how that law or proverb was 
understood, or how it was nuanced by the literary context in which it was 
incorporated. At other times the Israelite version may not be noticeably 
different from the ancient Near Eastern example at any level. 

Where there are differences it is important to understand the ancient Near 
Eastern genres because significant points in the biblical text may be made by 
means of contrast. For example, literature from Mesopotamia contains a 
couple of texts that recount the complaints of a righteous sufferer similar to 
what we find in the book of Job. The theology behind the book of Job, however, 
not only offers different explanations, but even uses the mentality of the 
ancient Near East (represented in the arguments of Job’s friends) as a foil. Job 
maintains his integrity precisely by not adopting the appeasement mentality 
recommended by his friends (Job 27:1-6) that was representative of the 
ancient Near East. The book’s message is accomplished in counterpoint. If we 
are unaware of the contrasts, we will miss some of the nuances. Throughout 
this book I will be presenting what can be understood about the cognitive 
environment of the ancient Near East and interspersing “Comparative 
Explorations” to consider specific similarities and differences found in Israel. 

Cultural Dimension of Religious Practice 

Another aspect of comparative study concerns comparative religion. One of the 
most consistent claims made within the biblical text concerns the 
distinctiveness of the Israelite religion. Yet at the same time the text does not 
hide the fact that the distinctions that were articulated in theory often did not 
translate into practice. Consequently, comparative study is helpful both for 
understanding the background religious practice to which the biblical ideal is 
contrasted and for understanding the syncretistic elements that were 
represented in common practice. Even when noticing the contrasts, however, 
comparative study will reveal many areas of continuity alongside the noted 
discontinuity. For instance, even though the biblical ideal is aniconic (no use 
of idols), the study of religious iconography can give understanding to objects 
like the ark of the covenant. As a second example, though the prophets decry 
the use of the high places, high places had a role even in legitimate worship in 
some periods. 



Comparative Exploration: State Religion in Israel 

Though the Old Testament posits a role for 
Yahweh since the very beginning, the 

Yahwism associated with Israel began with 
Abraham as a family religion and emerged 

over time as a state religion. To some extent, 
this transition began in the exodus 
narratives as Yahweh took his place as a 

national God. It took on a new dimension in 
the development of the monarchy when the 
associated institutions of kingship and 

temple (in a fixed cult center) came into 
existence and the profile of a state God was 

established. Yahwism is the only recognized 
example of this sort of development. The 
intermediate phase between the family 

religion of Abraham and the state religion of 
the monarchy is what might be called the 

clan or tribal religion that is most evident in 
the judges period. 

The state religion of the monarchy shared 

many common features with the state 
religions known in the ancient Near East, 
such that to an outside observer much 

would have looked the same. The public role 
of the king, the functions of the temple and 

the priests, and the maintenance rituals on 
behalf of the kingdom all would have had a 
familiar feel. 

Nonetheless, the literature of the Old 
Testament insists that Yahweh is not like 

any other god. Those elements that often 
served as the underlying foundations of 
state religion in the ancient Near East were 

unacceptable in the ideals and values that 
the prophets presented for Yahwism. These 
differences can be explored by using the 

same three categories addressed under the 
previous heading “State Religion: What the 

Gods Want”: needs, jobs, and whims. 

Needs of Yahweh 

In the Old Testament this is, of course, an 

oxymoron. Yahweh has no needs and  

therefore the state religion has no 
underlying rationale that is based on the 

premise of meeting those needs. There is no 
image to mediate the care of Yahweh. The 

rituals respond to requirements rather than 
to needs. The splendor of the temple honors 
Yahweh just as the splendor of Marduk’s 

temple honors Marduk. Sacrifices and the 
maintenance of sacred space are designed to 
attract and preserve the deity’s vital 

presence. Gifts are an expression of 
gratitude. So much is the same in the 

rhetoric, yet in the ancient Near East the 
gods willingly own their neediness and 
admittedly rely on human support. In Israel 

every aspect, however traditional, has an 
alternative rationale. The state religion 

highlights the needs of the people more than 
the needs of Yahweh. Reciprocity and 
mutual dependence have no place in the 

rhetoric. Whatever obligations Yahweh has 
to Israel come not because they serve his 
needs, but because of the covenant 

agreement. The people serve Yahweh by 
faithfulness to the covenant expectations. 

Jobs of Yahweh 

The jobs that Yahweh does in Israel are not 
perceived that differently from those that 

were undertaken by other deities in the 
ancient Near East, and religious practice 

also was seen as a means of coming 
alongside Yahweh and participating along 
with him (though again, it is clear that he is 

not in need of help). The responsibility to 
maintain justice and order was imposed on 
the king, priests, and people by the 

covenant. Yahweh has no destinies decreed 
for him, and he is not subject to control 

attributes (such as the mEs) that operate 
independently of him. Though arguable, it is 
worth considering whether 



one could draw the following contrast: 

ancient Near Eastern gods have jobs while 
Yahweh has a plan. Both concepts (“jobs” 

and “plan”) offer ways to discuss the 
outworking of the deity’s attributes in the 
world. The difference is that justice 

emanates from the nature of Yahweh, while 
justice is simply the responsibility of a deity 
such as Shamash. This may be a distinction 

without a difference, depending on how 
closely we associate function (jurisdiction) 

with identity (nature). It is important to 
resist simplistic contrasts, yet it is difficult to 
escape the conclusion that the Israelites 

maintained unique categories in which to 
understand God. 

Whims of Yahweh 

Unlike the view of the gods in the ancient 
Near Eastern literature, the Old Testament 

does not recognize that Yahweh has whims. 
Nevertheless, sometimes Yahweh’s actions 
are considered troublesome, seem incompre-

hensible, or seem inconsistent. The 
complaint of the Israelites of the Babylonian 

period that “the fathers eat sour grapes and 
the children’s teeth are set on edge” is only 
one example. At other times drought or 

famine occurs without ready explanation. 
The prophets and biblical authors, however, 

are never content to let stand the conclusion 
that the events in question simply represent 
divine whim. The prophets identify causes 

for the treatment of the nation. The 
Chronicler builds his whole theology on the 
consistency of retribution. The psalmist, 

though often confused about Yahweh’s 
apparent unresponsiveness, has no room for 

the idea that Yahweh is anything less than 
consistent. The wrath of Yahweh against 
Nadab and Abihu, Korah, Achan, Hophni 

and Phinehas, Uzzah, and others like them 
always comes with justification. It is true 
that Babylonians likewise sought reasons, 

but only so that appeasement  

could proceed rather than being driven by 

any need to reconcile the divine behavior 
with the divine nature. The point is that 

there is no indication that the Israelite state 
religion viewed appeasement as related to 
divine whims. 

Many of the religious problems targeted in 
the Deuteronomistic History, Chronicles, and 
the prophets concerned issues connected to 

state religion. In the division of the 
monarchy into north and south, there was 

no dispute about which god was worshiped. 
Instead, the differences arose over state 
sanctuaries, the integrated role of the 

Davidic kings with the capital city, 
Jerusalem, and the temple there, and the 

priesthood and festivals. These are all related 
to the practice of religion at the state level. 

The conflict between Elijah and Ahab and 

Jezebel concerned a challenge to Yahweh’s 
role as state god. Previous unfaithfulness 
going back into the period of the judges and 

continuing at the high places merely showed 
the adoption of fertility and nature gods at 

the clan or family level. Ahab and Jezebel 
championed Baal as a replacement for 
Yahweh at the national level. 

State-sponsored innovations under kings 
such as Manasseh and Ahaz featured other 

deities brought in alongside Yahweh and 
perhaps being prioritized over him because 
of state associations. The Old Testament also 

speaks of state-sponsored reforms, notably 
those of Hezekiah and Josiah. These sought 
to cleanse the state religion of syncretistic 

elements—the very ones that had been part 
of the politically motivated innovations of 

their predecessors. 

None of these divisions, challenges, 
innovations, or reforms necessarily had 

much impact on the religious practice of the 
families of Israel. In the polytheistic religions 
of the ancient world it was 



not considered obligatory for individuals to 
worship the state gods. It might be to their 

advantage and coincide with their self-
interests to do so, but the state god would 

hardly be offended by their worship of their 
local or ancestral deities. This observation 
brings considerable clarity to the centuries-

long struggle of the Israelites to understand 
that Yahweh’s status as state God excluded 

the worship of local gods, nature gods, or 
ancestral gods. Their native mentality would 
have seen no conflict. They could willingly 

acknowledge Yahweh as the national God 
and as the supreme God, but such con-
clusions would not require sole worship of 

Yahweh. State religion was an entirely 
different issue than family religion. The 

uniqueness of Israel is that here we can see 
an attempt to merge those two horizons. 
Every indication is that they were 

consistently syncretistic throughout the 
monarchy period, though the prophets had 

high hopes that they would recant of their 
syncretism and adopt covenant faithfulness 
to Yahweh wholeheartedly. 

The key to the state religion of Israel and to 
an understanding of its uniqueness in the 
ancient world is found in that the corporate 

identity of Israel was based on their covenant 
relationship with Yahweh. The covenant is at 

the foundation of Yahweh’s role as their 
national deity and is the primary element in 
their understanding  

of the king, the temple, and the purpose 
behind their rituals. It is the covenant that 

dictates their behavior and that explains 
Yahweh’s behavior. 

Although the covenant offered information 
from and about God that other nations did 
not enjoy, Israel had the same difficulty with 

receiving “special orders” from deity as 
anyone else did. Answers were sought 

through quasi-divinatory methods that were 
legitimized for Israel such as consulting the 
Urim and Thummim or consulting the 

prophets. Both of these have significant 
phenomenological continuity with the 
ancient Near East. However, since they were 

not based on the premise that deity needed 
to be taken care of, the standing orders were 

a different matter entirely. This is where the 
revelation from Sinai came in. 
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prosperity for their land and nation, success in international relations, and a 
sense of peace and security. 

Family Religion: What the Gods Want 

The nature of polytheism significantly affects the distinction between state and 
family religion. Since the gods were viewed as operating within a hierarchical 
system, there was a bureaucracy and a division of labor. 
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Understanding the Past 
Historiography 

At some point, if a record of events is to be preserved, it must be incorporated 
into a written form.’ Such an undertaking requires the compiler 
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People 

to work under a set of guiding principles, conscious and subconscious. It is 
this set of guiding principles that constitutes one’s historiography. Opinions 
about the appropriate form, content, and structure of a preserved record of 
events constitute part of this historiography, but they are only the surface 
issues. What is important about the events of the past? Why is the account 
being compiled? How do events come to pass? What causes or forces drive 
history? Are there patterns in history? Is there design in history? The answers 
to these questions will play a significant role in determining how history will be 
written. It goes without saying that different individuals, and different cultures, 
will answer the questions in different ways. Thus any given historical record is 
going to represent a particular perspective about the events of the past. The 
shape of one’s historiography is going to be determined by the questions the 

compiler is seeking to answer. In this light any historiography should, by 
rights, be referred to as “perspectives on history.” Any historiography must, in 
some sense, be viewed as an editorial column. 

The study of historiography is not necessarily the study of a genre of literature. 
Rather, the cultures of the ancient world express their historiography in a 
variety of genres. The genres that dominate are useful in 
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providing insight into the values of historiography and the view of history in 
that culture. Even when the genres differ from culture to culture, they can be 
compared with regard to their historiography. Legitimate comparison can be 
made in a variety of ways, because the literatures serve similar sociological 
functions.2 

Genres 

Numerous genres are used in Mesopotamian historiography. M. van de 
Mieroop classifies historiographic texts into two larger categories: 
commemorative records and chronographic texts.’ The former includes annals, 
building accounts, and royal inscriptions of various sorts that were inscribed 
on stone and set up in public places. They narrowly focus on a particular king 
and his accomplishments. In contrast, the chronographic texts include 
treatment of kings of the past presented in a variety of forms from lists to 
narratives.4 Narrative works such as the Dynastic Prophecy and the Weidner 
Chronicle are more literary in nature. Historical epics such as the Sumerian 
tales of Lugalbanda or Enmerkar,5 and Akkadian legends of Sargon or Naram-

Sin (kings of Akkad) to the Epic of Tukulti-Ninurta (Middle Assyrian), are also 
important exemplars of historiography. Egyptian, Hittite, and Syro-Palestinian 
sources can be represented in similar categories, though not evidencing as 
broad a range. 
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In this section we will attempt to understand the cognitive environment of the 
ancient world with regard to history and historiography. Our discussion will 
address (1) the role of deity (theology), (2) the view of time and history 
(epistemology), (3) how historiography signifies (semiotics/hermeneutics), and 
(4) what values motivated the historiographical enterprise. 

The Role of Deity in Historiography 

The worldview of the historian will have far-reaching effects on one’s view of 
history and on one’s writing of history. Until the Enlightenment it was common 
for a person’s worldview to be thoroughly supernaturalistic (transcendent). The 
role of deity was admitted and the belief in occurrences that defied easy 
explanation was commonplace. With the Enlightenment and the philosophies 
of Descartes, Spinoza, Hume, Voltaire, and Hegel, a significant shift occurred. 
The resulting historical-critical method “presupposes that all historical 
phenomena are subject to analogous experience, in terms of other similar 
phenomena.”‘ It suggests that one can accept as true only that which can be 
empirically proven. It is concerned only with natural cause and effect in 
history.8 This is largely the view adopted by our contemporary Western culture. 
“The positivist thrust . . . which claimed adequacy and authority on the 
grounds of reasoned analysis led eventually to the weakening of metaphysical 
explanations for historical events characteristic of pre-academic history and 
theology.”9 

The result is that the worldview of our contemporary society differs 
dramatically from the worldview of the ancient historians. While the ancients 
would not deny the existence of natural cause and effect in history, they were 
much more interested in the divine role in history. A modern empiricist 
historian’s response to ancient (especially Israelite) transcendent 
historiography might be: “it has not provided information that is reliable, since 
it is so full of deity.” The ancient historian’s response to modern empiricist 
historiography might be: “it has not provided information that is worthwhile, 
since it is so empty of deity.” The denial of supernatural 
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causation by many of today’s historians means that any ancient document 
used in reconstructing a history that conforms to present-day standards needs 
to be “adjusted” by the modern historian to delete its nonempirical data and 
eliminate its supernaturalistic bias. Such may be considered necessary in 
order to present ancient history to a modern reader, who will want to read 
history expressed in the context of his or her own cognitive environment, but it 
represents cultural imperialism. 

When we study the historiography of a pre-Enlightenment culture, it is 
important to recognize the cognitive environment that drives that 
historiography and to respect the integrity of it. The cognitive environment in 
the ancient world is one in which the directive activity of deity is of primary 
importance. This view extends far beyond the recognition of occasional 
supernatural interventions. In fact, even the word “intervention” is 
inappropriate because it implies that there are some historical events that are 
not supernaturally driven. In the view of the ancient Near East, even “natural” 
occurrences are the result of divine activity. 1° 

Historical records in the ancient Near East do not claim to be revelation from 
deity, but they do show great interest in discerning the activities of the gods. 
The polytheistic nature of ancient Near Eastern religion impedes the 
development of any concept of a singular divine plan encompassing all of 
history. At best the reigning dynasty may identify a divine plan in establishing 
and sustaining that dynasty. Some documents look back into the distant past 

to see a pattern that led to the present (e.g., Weidner Chronicle, Akitu 
Chronicle). These typically concern not what the deity has done, but what has 
been done to the deity. In Mesopotamia it is assumed that deity plays an active 
part in the cause-and-effect process that comprises history. The causation of 
the gods is understood to be impromptu rather than in accordance with any 
overarching plan or grand design. As P. D. Hanson observes, 

“An historical sequence spanning centuries in an unbroken development could 
not be recognized, for in reflecting cosmic events, history was reflecting 
timeless episodes. The rise and fall of empires reflected decisions in a divine 
assembly which was not bound by any historical sequence. One decision leads 
to the rise of Akkad to hegemony over the city states, another to its fall; again 
to the rise of Babylon, and its fall. No common line connects these separate 
phases in an unbroken development. They are but separate episodes reflecting 
isolated decisions in the divine assembly.” 

 

 



People 

Whether deity is understood to be working according to a long-term plan or 
not, the involvement of deity in history is clear. Without deity there is no 
history. Historiography provides little coherence if it leaves deity out of the 
picture. This is not to say that every piece of historiographic literature contains 
blatant and explicit theology. ‘2 But even though it is true that some types of 
accounts (e.g., building project reports) do not offer the explicit theological 
orientation, the cognitive environment is clear. Even when one genre or 
another deviates from the norm by its silence, throughout the ancient world 
history was considered the doings of the deity revealing the will of deity.” 

Time and History 

Thinking about Time 

In contemporary Western societies we tend to imagine ourselves on the linear 
path, of time (the pervasive timeline) with the past behind us, striding into the 
future, which is shrouded in mist. In the ancient Near East, in contrast, 
terminology indicates that the people viewed themselves positioned at the 
convergence of fields representing the past and the future. At this convergence 
they were oriented toward the past with its ancestors and traditions, while the 
future was obscured behind them. 

Important elements to the ancient understanding of time and history were 
recurrence and endurance. This perspective is not without linear aspects, but 
the linear element is not the default mode. The passage of time was significant, 
but precision about the passage of time, particularly when the period 
transcended the life of the particular king and perhaps his predecessor, is not 
important. Continuity from the past in a succession of days and months, 
seasons and years, extended under the auspices of the present reign of the 
king, and eventually in the light of his memory and legacy in the future was of 
ultimate value. Whereas continuity is embodied in the idea of endurance, a 
level of discontinuity is reflected in the cyclic concept of recurrence. Whether it 
is the 



seasons, the generations of families, the prominence of cities, the reigns of 
kings and dynasties, or the rule of empires that come and go, the arrival of one 
means the end of another, and thus discontinuity prevails even as patterns 
continue. 

Thinking about History 

Most peoples of the ancient world found the past interesting and significant 
and found in it a key to social coherence lending meaning to life in the present. 
It is this quest for meaning that makes history 



important. History should not be seen naively as an attempt to recount what 
really happened. The epistemological question concerns the extent to which we 

could ever know what really happened. When we ask that question about 
events that unfold day by day, we gain our answers through reports that offer 
glimpses from participants or eyewitnesses, and perspectives and opinions 
from those who might have some insight into the events. Though we are well 
aware of its deficiencies, this gathering of information takes place in individual 
circumstances all the time, and on the professional level is performed by 
journalists, whose findings eventually serve as resources for historians. 

We have become so intrigued with what journalism provides for us that we 
have tried to extend its work into the writing of history (historiography). 
Modern-day historians probe into the past seeking similar reports (e.g., letters, 
diaries, journals) and perspectives that can help us portray history through the 
eyes of witnesses to the events. In this approach to history, we reflect a certain 
set of values that privileges the eyewitness and places the reconstruction of an 
event or sequence of events as the highest objective. It reflects the cultural 
values of our contemporary Western cognitive environment, which shows a 
strong inclination to atomization and individualization. This tendency is mani-
fested in modern Western culture when we individualize events rather than 
seeking coherence in a collection or sequence. 

Not all cultures think about history the same way. In the ancient world it is 
difficult to find anyone who could legitimately be identified as a historian or 
journalist. Their cognitive environment had no need of such professions. In the 
ancient Near East visible events on earth were reflections of the activity of the 
gods. Consequently, rather than providing journalists who could seek out 
eyewitnesses, they needed experts who could interpret what deity was 
communicating through events (priests and palace officials), and those who 
could be part of building the documentation that would serve to elevate and 
legitimize the king (public relations departments for the palace). In Israel it was 
the prophets who most commonly provided the interpretation of history. 

In this sense one could perhaps go so far as to claim that there is no such 
thing as history, only the recounted interpretation of the past. B. Halpern refers 
to history as a “more or less useful coherence imposed by reason on reality.”22 
It is an understanding about how this coherence was 



perceived and achieved that will lead us to the epistemology underlying the 
ancient view of history. 

Coherence 

We might then define historiography using the words of Egyptologist J. 
Assmann as the production of texts that “lend cohesion to the world of 
appearances in a way that gives meaning to it.” When knowledge of the past is 
based on its coherence, history is defined by its outcomes more than by its 
events. Assmann captures this contrast in the Egyptian understanding of 

reality as based on the pursuit of maat rather than on an understanding of 
events, whether ordinary or extraordinary, which he elsewhere labels 
“resultativity.” The consequence of this focus on outcomes and resultativity is 
that historiography is teleological. “A chain of episodes is connected into a 
story in such a way that it is directed toward a goal. It is not the fact that the 
episodes stand in a cause-and-effect relationship, but that they lead 
teleologically to a good or bad ending, that determines the coherence of a 
story.” 

Both history and the writing of it are “going somewhere” driven by divine 

purpose. In Egypt the attainment of maat is no divine plan, only a divine goal. 
In Mesopotamia the goal is legitimation of the king, which creates harmony 
between the divine and human realms. In Israel the goal is the reestablishment 
of divine presence and the achievement of right relationship in a community of 
people with their God. This goal is pursued through a divine plan embodied in 
the covenant. 

This teleology is a result of divine purpose and therefore is absent from modern 
perceptions just as teleology is absent from modern perceptions of creation. In 
the ancient world, creation and history flow together seamlessly, bound 
together by divine purpose and activity (see table 1). It is this teleological 
perspective that is the common ground of the ancient cognitive environment, 
even though it is reflected in vastly different ways from culture to culture. 



Table 1. Similar Perspectives on Creation  
and History in the Ancient World 

Creation History 

Divine role 
Perspective 

Foundation 
Focus De-

emphasized 

Both focus on divine cause and effect Both driven 
by purpose (teleological) 

Order Pattern 

Function Outcome/Legacy 

Structures/physical laws Eyewitnessed events 

In the ancient pursuit of coherence, hindsight was not only important, it was 
essential. Likewise, a transcendent view of history was essential. A sense of 
what “really happened” was gained in light of the outcome, not in light of what 
any given eyewitness thinks he might have seen, since eyewitnesses were also 
limited by their perspective and compromised by their opinions. What one saw 

could barely begin to offer insight into what really happened. Indeed, it was 
particularly what could not be seen that was often critical. It was only as 
events blended together into a continuum that significance could be identified. 
Individual events find their value in the continuity and relationship they share 
with other events. Time and hindsight therefore allow for increasing coherence, 
the hallmark of narrative historiography. 

The particular cognitive environment of the ancient world led to a focus on 
certain anticipated outcomes. The outcomes that were most important were of 
an ideological nature, and therefore the historiographers typically offered 
theological and/or political interpretation of events (with the understanding 
that what was political was still ultimately theological). Their interest in the 
past was concerned primarily with actions of the deity and the legitimation of 
the king. These had priority over any mere recitation or reconstruction of the 
events. Consider E. A. Speiser’s remark: “The Bible is not so much a chronicle 
of events worth recording, or thought to be worth recording, as an 
interpretation of significant happenings.” 



The events had to be seen in light of the outcome, and the outcome had to be 
understood in light of the royal and the divine. The events were shaped to give 
fullest articulation of outcome and the patterns that can be identified in a 
series of outcomes. The events were reported not as an eyewitness would have 
seen them, but as part of the interpretation of the outcome. They knew what 
they knew about the past because it had been interpreted for them. This 
interpretive testimony is what they gathered and preserved. Since all testimony 
has come through an interpreter to take the form of a record (oral, written, or 
artifactual), we must now delve into the poetics of historiography. 

Poetics of Historiography in the Ancient World Narrative and the 
Poetics of Historiography 

All historiography is a literary construct artistically rendered. It therefore must 
be understood to operate by means of literary conventions common to the 
author and his audience—a key to communication that represents its poetics.3’ 
As a result, the reader must understand the literature before trying to 
understand the history. 

Z. Zevit has noted that we have yet to develop a poetics of history writing for 
the ancient world. He considers historiography in the context of “truth-telling 
literature” and is concerned about how skepticism has been wielded as a 
historical hermeneutic. He uses the concept of “possible worlds” to suggest that 
the major test to be applied to self-consciously truth-telling literature is not 
whether it can be considered plausible from the reader’s perspective, but 
whether it can be effectively disproved or denied; that is, the criterion should 
be deniability. K. L. Younger likewise stresses that intentionality is the 
principal criterion. “History writing is not a record of fact—of what ‘really 
happened’—but a discourse that claims to be a record of fact. Nor is fiction 
writing a tissue of free inventions but a discourse that claims freedom of 
invention. The antithesis lies not in the presence or absence of truth value, but 
of the commitment to truth value.” 



B. Halpern applies this same sort of 
thinking as he considers the 
alternative: intentional disinformation. 
“If the author . . . attempts knowingly 
to perpetrate on the reader a 
fraudulent reconstruction contradicted 
or unsupported by evidence, then the 
author is not engaged in writing 
history. Quite the opposite: the author 
is attempting to fob off as history a text 
known to be something else. Whether a 
text is a history, then, depends on 
what its author meant to do.” 

Narrative historiography intends to be 
persuasive and operates in the 
ideological world of the writer. Far from 
engaging in fabrication, the author 
seeks to reinforce ideas that he 
believes to be true. Though the author 
does not intend to mislead, the slant is 
sometimes so transparent as to lead to 
incredulity on the part of the modern 
reader. This 
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has long been the response of modern scholars to the Assyrian royal 
inscriptions. 

Historiography is not intrinsically bound to the narrative form—that is only one 
of its possible expressions, and arguably not the best (depending on what one 
is seeking). It is important to distinguish between historical documents, such 
as king lists, which may have only a passive, sublimated historiography, and 
narrative in which historiography is more overt. When historiography is 
rendered in narrative form, one still has to ask what purpose the narrator has 
in doing so. Incorporation of historical information into a narrative does not 
demand or imply that the narrator’s intention is to recite history. Indeed, 
narrative proves to be a disruptive force in historical recitation since it 
inevitably imposes a contrived literary form on the events to arrive at an 
outcome. In other words, narrative does not concern itself primarily with the 
event—it is much more interested in the outcome. 

 

 



When history is reduced to narrative its outcomes can be identified, because in 
narrative, history is provided with a beginning, a middle, and an end, as well 
as with transitions, connectedness, and causation. These all can be somewhat 
artificial and represent the interpretation of the narrator. 

The narrative form of historical discourse also presents a fundamental paradox to the 

historian: its order, coherence, and completeness are appealing and intelligible, but are 
imaginary. Reality does not present itself in the form of ready-made stories that come to a 

logical conclusion. Events occur in a sequence that often has no beginning or end, that 
lacks coherence, and surely does not exclude extraneous facts. The realism of narrative 
historical representation is a dream. 

Participants in, witnesses to, and interpreters of history all give testimony that 
serves as the quintessential source for historiography. “We know about the 

past, to the extent that we know about it at all, primarily through the testimony 
of others. Testimony lies at the very heart of our access to the past.” 
Consequently, interpretation is unavoidable. “We cannot avoid testimony, and 
we cannot avoid interpretation. We also cannot avoid faith. . . . What we call 
knowledge of the past is more accurately described as faith in the testimony, in 
the interpretation of the past offered by others.” 

Historiography is therefore driven by the values held by those whose testimony 
provides the framework. Different values will result in different histories. 
Therefore we must next turn our attention to the values that served as the 
foundation for ancient historiography. 

Values 

Historiography “always has a subject: it can be about one thing, and ignore 

other things; but it must always be about something.” Different values and 
different objectives are evident depending on what segment(s) of society 
sponsors the writing of history (e.g., academics, clans, temple, ruling elites, 
professional guild), but since in the ancient Near East most record keeping was 
done under the aegis of the ruling elites, reports of events offer that perspective 
and serve the ends of that group. The 



record of the past served the purposes of the present by legitimating the king. 

Legitimation in the present also extends into the future in the form of legacy. In 
the ancient world, legacy is more important than history, and history is seen 
primarily through the eyes of legacy. Both legitimation and legacy concern the 
image of the king. “Assyrian scribes were, in fact, more concerned about the 

image of the king and his activity as a warrior than about merely recording the 
facts of his reign.” 

The historiography of the ancient Near East, whether represented in royal 
inscriptions or chronicles, king lists or annals, has by all accounts a polemical 
agenda that is intended to reinforce the royal political ideology. As in the 
campaign speeches of our day, facts can be useful, but they are not central or 
essential. The intention of the preserved records is not to serve the reader, but 
to serve the king. The recorder is trying to provide answers to the question: 
“Why should you consider this king to be a good and successful king?” In most 
cases it cannot be determined whether concealment and/or disinformation are 
part of the strategy, but negative information is uniformly lacking. We do 
receive negative assessments of some kings, but, as we might expect, they 
come from later dynasties seeking to enhance their own reputations. 

Royal inscriptions are therefore working from a predetermined outcome: that 
the gods favor the king. Therefore all events are presented in a way that will 
support that predetermined outcome. It is the predetermined outcome that 
causes it to be labeled as propaganda, or, more accurately, political polemic. 
The outcome is not open to an alternative interpretation, at least not until the 
next dynasty or next empire comes along. 

The values of historiographical literature can therefore be identified in terms of 
(1) the sponsor, (2) what or whom the literature promotes, and (3) the intended 
audience. Beyond these literary basics, the existential position of the authors 
and their matrix for interpreting reality would be significant in how they chose 
to write their history. The literature would have to be read differently 
depending on these literary and philosophical 
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issues. By attending to them, we will find that the values emerge. The following 
list offers some of the possible ideas or people that may be promoted by 
historiographical literature. 

 epic history: promotes artistic recounting of events of the past 

 didactic history: promotes a lesson to be learned derived from an 
interpretation of a sequence of events in juxtaposition 

 legitimation history: promotes an elite sponsor and interprets events and 
outcomes to offer support to claims being made 

 theological history: promotes the role of deity as events are presented as 
God’s expression of his attributes 

 foundation history: promotes information concerning origins of people 
groups, practices, institutions, and political situations 

 polemical history: promotes discussion to challenge people to re-examine 
beliefs or knowledge 

 journalistic history: promotes eyewitness accounts of observation 
focusing on events rather than outcomes 

 academic history: promotes analytical or critical evaluation of the past in 
line with rules of the academy 

These categories do not constitute mechanisms of distortion; they represent 
how the authors got at what they considered the most important values and 

truths. In modern terms, for instance, Tennyson’s Charge of the Light Brigade 
or Longfellow’s Midnight Ride of Paul Revere do not use their epic style in order 
to have the freedom to fabricate or distort. Rather, these modern poets believe 
that there is a value and truth to be communicated that cannot be captured by 
pedestrian prose reports of eyewitnesses. What they communicate in their 
epics is arguably a more important truth about those events, as only epics can 
do. 

In the ancient world many of these categories are attested, though the last two, 
which are arguably the most common today, are not. In Mesopotamia, 
legitimation history is the most common, represented particularly in the 
Assyrian royal inscriptions. A much smaller number of texts would be 
classified as epic, didactic, or theological history. Foundation narratives tend to 
be mythographical rather than historiographical. 

Finally, the intentions of the royal inscriptions can be judged not only in terms 
of the values associated with their goals and what they promote, but also in 
terms of their intended audience. Given that most of the population was not 
able to read Akkadian, and that the royal inscrip- 

 

 

 



Comparative Exploration: Israelite Historiography 

Genres 

The Israelite historiography preserved in the 
Hebrew Bible offers very little to compare on 

the genre level. Though it includes 
genealogies and lists of various sorts, it 
retains only vestiges of anything like the 

annals, chronicles, and royal inscriptions 
that make up the bulk of the historiography 
in the other cultures. Instead, nearly all of 

its historiography is offered in narrative 
form, and that material is still distinct at 

many points from the literary epics scattered 
throughout the ancient Near Eastern 
corpora.’ 

Role of Deity 

As in the rest of the ancient world, Israel 
considered God the cause of every effect and 

as actively shaping events. Their histori-
ography was not intended to be simply a 

record of events or an assemblage of facts, 
but a record of the ways in which God had 
acted in history. There is no Israelite 

historiography that is secular. Yahweh is the 
driving force of history and the raison d’être 

of historiography. This transcendent view of 
history characterizes both Israelite and 
ancient Near Eastern historiography. 

In many areas of comparative work, we have 
seen a difference in Israelite thinking that is 
due to the ideals of monotheism. Here that 

aspect does not figure prominently because 
the inscriptional material tends to focus 

singular attention on the national deity. For 
instance, S. Parker demonstrates that in 
Northwest Semitic inscriptions there is a 

focus on the national deity that causes those 
accounts to look as monotheistic as Israelite 

accounts. Rather than monotheism, it is the 
covenant that stands at the center of Israel’s 
unique historiography. The coy-  

enant was the foundation of God’s activities 

in the past as well as for the future and 
therefore offered the defining paradigm for 

action in the present. 

Another area in which Israelite histori-
ography begins to evidence distinctiveness is 

in their belief that Yahweh is not only the 
primary subject of the historiographical 
material, but also the source of the 

interpretation offered in the literature. In the 
supernaturalistic view of the ancient world, 

events were revelation, the result of divine 
activity. Those events, however, required 
interpretation to discern why the gods were 

doing what they did. In Israel’s view not only 
were events revelation, but historiography 
was revelation. That is, God took it upon 

himself not only to act, but to provide an 
interpretation of his acts through the 

prophets or Levites, communicating why 
they were done and what purposes they 
served. In theological terms we would say 

that the general revelation of history was 
supplemented by the special revelation of 

historiography. 

In summary, then, in contrast to our modern 
historiography, Israel shared with the 

ancient world the idea that events are 
revelation. In contrast to both modern and 
other ancient historiography, Israel 

distinctively believed that their historiog-
raphy was also revelation. Above all, 

Israelites understood their history and wrote 
their history in light of the covenant. 

Coherence 

As indicated in the last section, the 
centrality of the covenant is what gave 

coherence to Israelite historiography. Like 
their ancient Near Eastern counterparts, the 
Israelites were more interested in outcomes 

than in events. Continuity was found in their 
identity 



as God’s covenant people, and hindsight 
provided the perspective that became the 

foundation of the great historiographic works 
of the Hebrew Bible, the Deuteronomistic 
History and Chronicles. As in the ancient 

Near East, events are reported not as 
eyewitness accounts, but as an interpretation 

of events in light of the covenant. 

The ancient Near Eastern confidence that 
deity had chosen the king can be seen in the 

Davidic covenant, but that is subordinate to 
the larger confidence that God had chosen 
Israel. Thus the status of the king becomes 

only a corollary to the status of the people as 
a guiding concept. 

Poetics 

Like all truly historiographic literature, 
Israel’s historiography is self-consciously 

truth-telling literature. This quality is not 
compromised by the facts that it is 
transcendent in perspective and covenant 

focused. These represent the central truths of 
their understanding of the world. Their 

historiography is intended to make sense of 
the past and the present, and they achieve 
this through a combination of the views of 

history and historiography current in the 
ancient world with their own distinctive 

theology of covenant. 

These were serious historians assessing the 
past with an eye toward synthesizing their 

values for the reader in a literary fashion 
following standard literary and cultural 
conventions. “Our historian, and some of the 

authors whose work he used, believed that 
the evidence sustained their historical theses. 

Meta-history is the point of the history: it 
demands persuasive research.” And research 
it was, for “No historical narrator evinces an 

aesthetic predilection for self-contradiction.” 

Values, Sponsors, and What Is Promoted 

The obvious sponsorship by ruling elites in 

the ancient Near East is not matched in 
Israel, where it is much more debatable 
under whose sponsorship the great 

historiographical works were written and 
edited over time. The preponderance of 

negative press for the monarchy, even the 
Davidides, rules out the palace as a likely 
sponsor. This continues to be one of the great 

debates about Israelite historiography, but no 
matter what the final conclusion is, here the 
Israelite historiography departs from the 

standard ancient Near Eastern pattern. 

The values inherent in the literature can be 

assessed first of all by identifying the 
questions it seeks to answer. In the larger 
ancient Near East the principal question we 

identified was, “Why should you believe that 
this king is a good and successful king who 
enjoys the support and favor of the gods and 

should continue to receive that support and 
favor?” Israelite historians, in contrast, 

appear to be asking, “Why should you believe 
that Israel has been chosen by Yahweh as his 
covenant people and that he is sovereign over 

all history and nations?” Subordinate 
questions would include, “Why should you 

believe that the Davidic dynasty was chosen 
by Yahweh? Why did Jerusalem fall? Why 
should Israel continue to have hope in God’s 

favor and support?” 

We could thus suggest that whereas the 
highest value in the ancient Near East was 

the legitimation of the king, in Israel the 
highest value was the legitimation of the 

covenant. Ancient Near Eastern histori-
ography desired to reveal the king to the 
people and to the deity. Israelite histori-

ography desired to reveal the Deity to the 
king and the people. Here we have an 

important reversal similar to that which has 
been noted in other chapters. In Israel 



the historiography purports to be 
communication from the Deity, whereas in 
the ancient Near East the royal inscriptions 

serve as communication to the deity. 
Consequently, the audience is neither future 

kings nor the gods—it is the people of the 
covenant: “Then you will know that I, 
Yahweh, am God—there is no other.” 

It is common to find the suggestion that 
Israelite historiography is legitimation history 

not very different from that found in the rest 
of the ancient world. This is especially 
identified in the books of Samuel, as they 

clearly offer legitimation for the Davidic 
dynasty and justify the replacement of Saul. 

But of course the books of Samuel are only 
one part of a much larger historiographical 
enterprise. In the historiography of the 

Hebrew Bible, revelation given about 
individuals invariably contains favorable as 
well as unfavorable information—and this is 

true even of the portrayal of David in the 
books of Samuel. The same is true for the 

corporate people of Israel. As a result this 
material would be very ineffective political 
polemic, though undoubtedly some parts 

could serve that purpose for some 
individuals. The Bible also makes clear 
throughout that its purpose is not to offer 

revelation of any particular person or group, 
but to serve as Yahweh’s revelation of 

himself. In a canonical perspective, that is its 
historiographical purpose. Since the 
revelation of Yahweh is consistently positive, 

one might claim that this is polemic devised 
by Israel on behalf of their God. This polemic 

would indirectly work to their advantage, for 
it would substantiate their claims of election. 
The objection to this is that it stretches our 

credulity to suppose that such a long-lasting 
practice of self-effacement could be sustained 
to support the effort. Such altruism runs 

counter to the nature of political polemic. 
Further  

more, while it is not inaccurate to say that 
the revelation of Yahweh is consistently 
positive, it must be admitted that the 

portrayal of him is not always pleasant from a 
human perspective. Characters who felt the 
harsh sting of discipline (e.g., Adam and Eve, 

Moses, Nadab and Abihu, Saul, Uzzah) may 
have had less than positive impressions. 

Individuals who had to endure difficult trials 
at the behest of their God (e.g., Abraham, 
Job, Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel) would have 

been less than convinced that he was in-
volved in promoting his reputation. In these 

ways the OT does not hesitate to present a 
“negative” picture of God. 

When we revisit the categories of what might 

possibly be promoted in historiographical 
literature presented above, we find a different 
profile in Israelite historiography than; what 

we found in the ancient Near East. Instead of 
legitimation history being prominent, we find 

that theological history is by far the dominant 
form. Second would be foundation history as 
found in Genesis and Exodus. Epic (e.g., 

Deborah’s Song in Judg. 5) and legitimation 
history (e.g., Succession Narrative in 2 Sam. 

9-1 Kings 2) would be other forms 
represented, though not in any major way. 

How Does All of This Change How We Read 

the Old Testament? 

We cannot read the Hebrew Bible as if it were 
journalistic or academic history such as 

might be written today. Such reading would 
compromise the intentions, presuppositions, 

values, and poetics of the literature and its 
authors. When we critique the literature, we 
should critique it in terms of its own guiding 

criteria rather than expecting it to reflect our 
own and dismissing it when it does not. 

When we critique the literature in terms of its 
emphasis on outcomes rather than 



History Outcomes are a 

consequence of 

events shaped by 

human choices 

Historiography Designed to reconstruct 

the events as fully as 

possible and interpret 

the outcomes with the 

intention of legitimating 

ideas (e.g., democracy, 

tolerance, diversity, 

power, ideology) 

 

Table 2. Modern, Ancient, and Israelite Perspectives  
on History and Historiography 

Modern Ancient Israelite 

Outcomes are a 

consequence of 
purpose crafted by 
divine choices 

Designed to interpret 
outcomes with the 
intention of 

legitimating the king 

Outcomes are a 

consequence of 
purpose carried out 
through a divine plan 

(articulated in the 
covenant and its 
elaboration by the 

prophets) 

Designed to interpret 

outcomes with the 
intention of 
legitimating the 

covenant 

 

events and precise details, it may help us to 
understand some of what may be considered 
the foibles of an author like the Chronicler, 

who, for instance, may have neither the 
means nor the inclination to investigate the 
factual accuracy of some of his sources’ 

details. The precision of the numbers, for 
instance, is insignificant—though the general 

nature of the quantification is not without 
importance. The integrity of the text is linked 
to its interpretation of the outcome. 

Consider Halpern’s assessment of the 
Deuteronomistic Historian: 

H(Dtr) takes a partisan view, in the company of 
Gibbon, Macaulay, Mommsen, Syme, and any 
outstanding historian. He uses paradigmatic, or 
ideological, sources, and substantive sources; 
and, of the latter, some are physical, some 
antiquarian, and some, such as votives, not 
antiquarian but celebratory. His work is 
sometimes inaccurate—what historical work is 
not? He selects his data, taps only some of his 
resources 

(the chronicles), and his choices are, in part, 
ideologically conditioned. He sits squarely in the 
mainstream of narative history, from Herodotus 
to the present.” 

This sort of assessment is likely to rankle 
both critical and confessional scholars; the 

former for the degree of vindication that it 
pronounces for the biblical historian and the 
latter for the assessment of inaccuracy. 

It is clear, then, that sensitivity to the poetics 
of ancient historiography complicates both 

the critical scholars’ dismissal of the validity 
of biblical historiography as well as 
confessional scholars’ apologetic approaches 

and doctrinal convictions. Critical 
scholarship needs to rethink its imperialistic 

and anachronistic imposition of modern 
standards and values on ancient texts. 
Confessional scholars need to rethink 

precisely what constitutes the truth of the 
text that they seek to defend in light of the 
text’s own poetics and perspectives. 



In this light N. Winther-Nielsen sounds the 
death knell for the popular activities of 
proving and disproving the Bible that have 

prevailed in academia since the 
Enlightenment. “All current and past history 
writing will call on our hermeneutical trust, 

and the days of confessionalist, positivist, or 
minimalist absolute ‘proof’ are gone forever.” 

No amount of empirical information is able to 
accomplish that end. The extent to which 
deity is involved in events or outcomes can 

never be either verified or falsified 
empirically. Our dogged empiricism betrays 
us. The texts offer a different sort of 

testimony that we must respect. 
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who might read them and be impressed by the achievements recounted in them. 
H. Tadmor suggests that, more importantly, the intended audience was the 
gods.51 Characteristic of reports, the focus is going to be on what the king wants 
the gods to know. The expectation is that through such reports the gods will be 
convinced that the king is doing the job well for which he was chosen and that 
they should continue to give him their support and favor. Their role should be 
adequately recognized and they should believe that their reputations and 
stature are growing as a result of the king’s activities. Thus as Mesopotamian 
historiography legitimates the king it also serves to enhance the reputation of 
the deity. 

 


