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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

The reissue of this book makes it possible for me to write a new Preface, adding
some material that will supplement the rather brief Introduction to the original
text, and to add in the form of an Appendix some reflections on a broad subject
associated with eschatological material: language about time and the Old
Testament’s choices of ways to talk about the future.

Apocalyptic thought continues to attract a great deal of attention from
scholars, and at another level it has an ongoing fascination for many in the
general populace, as well. Given the extravagant eschatological schemes that
appear in most apocalyptic works, one might have expected an increased
interest in the eschatological materials in the Old Testament to have appeared
in recent years, but since this book was published in 1986 there has not been a
flurry of activity in that field corresponding to the work on apocalyptic, so it
seems appropriate to reissue it with a few additions.

During much of the twentieth century, English-speaking readers have
depended on the works of R. H. Charles, Eschatology: The Doctrine of a Future Life
in Israel, Judaism and Christianity (1899) and Joseph Klausner, The Messianic Idea
in Israel from Its Beginning to the Completion of the Mishnah (Hebrew, 1949; English,
1955) for thoroughgoing surveys of the available material. Those scholars used
the source-critical approach that prevailed in their time, dealing with the
prophetic books in chronological order, with the portions of those books
considered to be later than their reputed authors removed to the appropriate
places. Three German monographs have approached the material differently,
but they have not become available in English translation. Siegfried Herrman
located the origins of Israel’s hope in three major traditions: the promise of
land, the covenant, and the promise to David.' H. D. Preuss dealt briefly with
almost every aspect of Old Testament theology, since his premise was that
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viii PREFACE

eschatology is of the very essence of the Yahwistic faith.? H. P. Miiller con-
sidered God'’s acts in history, blessing and curse, and the covenant to be the
sources of eschatology, and showed how the tension between these beliefs
and real life led to projections into the future.’ My approach is partly similar in
its use of the history of tradition, but focuses on different traditions. The recent
Old Testament theologies need not be surveyed here, since they devote very
little space to eschatology.

If a better word than “eschatology” could have been chosen for the title of
this book, it surely would have been preferred. The word is not commonly
used outside of theological scholarship and those who use it disagree over its
meaning. As yet, however, no better technical term to denote the special hope
for the future which appears in the Old Testament prophets has been proposed.

The etymology of the word suggests it ought to mean the “doctrine of the
end,” leaving us free to decide “end of what?” But etymology has not governed
everyone's usage. In Christian theology, the term is often used to refer to the
destiny of the individual after death, so that its contents deal primarily with
judgment, immortality and resurrection, heaven and hell. Since the Old
Testament shows almost no interest in those subjects, that is not a significant
use of the term for this study, except for the very few passages where the
resurrection of individuals is considered.

The chief interest of the Old Testament is the destiny of peoples and of the
world in which they live, and all of the uses of “eschatology” by Old Testament
scholars focus on those concerns. Unfortunately, the word is not always used
to denote the same body of material, as the following survey will show.

The term is sometimes virtually equivalent to “hope,” and as such it can
then include much of the message of scripture. Since the Old Testament is
filled with divine promises and looks toward the future almost throughout,
some scholars call this futuristic element “eschatology.”* The promise to
Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3), the general promise of the land to Israel, the Sinai
covenant (Exod. 19:3-6), and the covenant with David (2 Samuel 7) have all
been so designated.’ But this usage creates two problems. First, it makes the
word unnecessary, since we already have the clear words “promise” and
“hope” to describe these futuristic elements of the Old Testament. Second, it
leaves us without a term by which we can identify a peculiar form of hope
which is significantly different from the normal expectations of a better future
which many peoples share with the ancient Israelites. Such a distinctive form
of hope does appear in the Old Testament and it needs a term to denote it.

A persuasive approach to the identification of that peculiar form of hope has
taken the expectation of the inbreaking of a new age to be its definitive feature.
Whenever two eons are in mind, there we have the kind of expectation that
should be called “eschatological,” it is argued.¢ The new era must be one which
is completely different from the present, but it need not necessarily involve
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the end of history of the world. A definition of this type which focuses on the
negating of the old era is offered by Gerhard von Rad: “The prophetic teaching
is only eschatological when the prophets expelled Israel from the safety of the
old saving actions and suddenly shifted the basis of salvation to a future action
of God.”” This definition has proved to be useful in identifying a distinctive
aspect of the prophetic message, and some form of it will be encountered
frequently.® Other scholars insist, however, that this is an inaccurate and
inappropriate use of the term.

The descriptions of the future that are characteristic of apocalyptic literature
speak of a complete change in the nature of reality: the end of the world, the
end of history, the move from time to eternity. Sigmund Mowinckel and others
have insisted that this more extreme form of the two-age concept is the only
one which is appropriately called eschatology. But there is almost no trace in
the Old Testament of such thinking, of what Mowinckel calls “the severance
of the future hope from historical reality, from the contingent, from any causal
connection with circumstances, so that it assumes an absolute character.””
This definition restricts the word to the futurism of apocalyptic literature,
leaving us without a technical term to denote that distinctive hope which
appears in the prophetic books. For that reason, most Old Testament scholars
have been unwilling to restrict the definition to this extent. Von Rad says of
this narrow definition: “The most outstanding element in the prophetic
message is left without a proper explanation and without a name.”!*

If one insists on the temporal sense of “doctrine of the end,” as J. M. van der
Ploeg does, then the only appropriate use of the word eschatology is to denote
material which speaks of the “end of this period, this time, and of the rather
short space of time which precedes the end.”" This definition has the same
effect as Mowinckel's, since language about “the end” appears only in the
latest book of the Old Testament, Daniel.

The opposite extreme, “realized eschatology,” defining it without any
reference to time at all, as in the works of C. H. Dodd and Rudolf Bultmann,
does not seem to have been found useful by Old Testament scholars.

Since “eschatology” is a modern word created by scholars for their own
convenience, its definition can be an arbitrary matter; the debate does not
concern “what the word really means,” as it would if we were discussing a
biblical term. This is a label, and the differences just outlined concern the
contents which are most usefully to be identified by that label. A fresh look at
these contents suggests a perspective different from that taken in the past.

I have not included the prophets’ messages of judgment as a part of their
eschatological message, as some other scholars have done, so some explanation
of that should be offered. “Last Judgment” is a traditional part of Christian
eschatology, and this may have influenced those scholars, but the judgment
of Israel functions in a quite different way from Christian teachings about the
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Last Judgment. The latter represents the vindication of God’s people; the
wicked are condemned while the elect are confirmed in their righteousness
and receive the victory. But for the prophets there was no righteousness to be
vindicated (cf. Jer. 5:1; Ezek. 2:3-7; 20:1-31). Form critical studies have
identified two distinct prophetic genres, the oracle of judgment and the oracle
of deliverance, and they do not appear in combination. Within an individual
unit of speech, a prophet who addresses the present sinful condition of Israel
moves no further into the future than the announcement of impending
judgment. When a prophet announces deliverance, it is from the perspective
of those who have already come under judgment; it is part of the present, not
the future. It has seemed appropriate, then to use “eschatology” only of the
promissory texts in the prophetic books, as other scholars have also done.
There is general agreement that the prophets offered promises different from
passages such as Gen. 12:1-3 and also different from the grandiose and com-
prehensive depictions of the future which appear in later apocalyptic books. A
series of examples will begin to clarify what is distinctive about these promises:

In that day the branch of the LORD shall be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of
the land shall be the pride and glory of the survivors of Israel. And he who is left in
Zion and remains in Jerusalem will be called holy, every one who has been recorded
for life in Jerusalem, when the LORD shall have washed away the filth of the
daughters of Zion and cleansed the bloodstains of Jerusalem from its midst by a
spirit of judgment and by a spirit of burning. (Isa. 4:24)

This picture of the glorious future calls for the washing away of filth and the
cleansing of bloodstains.

He shall judge between many peoples, and shall decide for strong nations afar off;
and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning
hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war
any more. (Mic. 4:3)

This one calls for an end to war.
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped;
then shall the lame man leap like a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy.
(Isa. 35:5-6a)

Human infirmity will be no more.

1 will make the fruit of the tree and the increase of the field abundant, that you
may never again suffer the disgrace of famine among the nations. (Ezek. 36:30)

No more hunger.

I will cleanse them from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will forgive all
the guilt of their sin and rebellion against me, {Jer. 33:8)
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Sin and guilt will be erased.

They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain. (Isa. 11:9a)

No more killing or harming of any living thing.

The ethical aspect of these futuristic passage has not been emphasized
enough, I believe. These are examples drawn from a lengthy series of prophetic
promises which have as their central concern what is presently wrong with the
world and with humanity. And it is a sense of radical wrongness that they
convey. They confront the evil in this world without the optimism of law or
wisdom, traditions which seek to make humanity and the world better by
educating and by regulating behavior. They differ from cultic texts, which
provide “religious” ways of dealing with sin: means of cleansing and
assurances of forgiveness. They struggle with evil in a way that does not appear
in the promises of the Abrahamic or Sinai or Davidic covenants-—-promises
which do not confront an insoluble problem, but which assume that God can
work with what presently exists to make it better. They differ also from
descriptions of the traditional work of institutional prophecy, which dealt with
sin by exhorting and warning and calling to repentance (e.g. 2 Kings 17:13;
Jer. 26:4-6).

These are texts which spring from the conviction that something is radically
wrong in this world, so that only radical change can make it right. To this
extent they have something in common with later apocalyptic thought, but
they do not yet personalize evil, give to evil a cosmic dimension, or systematize
and periodize their picture of the triumph over evil. Their vision of the future
still deals with this world, with a nation of Israel, the city Jerusalem, other
nations, farmers and children and old people. The radical victory over evil
which is hoped for does not call for “going to heaven” or the complete
abolishment of the world we know. The prophets share Israel’s basic, world-
affirming spirit. All was made by God, so nothing is bad in itself—but sin has
by now left it hopelessly corrupted. These texts promise transformation as the
radical victory over evil. If, then, we consider again the literal meaning of
eschatology, “the doctrine of the end,” as “end of what?” I believe we shall
find it helpful to consider the major theme of all the prophetic promises to be
“The End of Evil.”"?

The writing of this book in the mid-1980s was stimulated in the early stages
by conversations with my colleagues at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary,
Marjorie Suchocki, George Kehm, Walter Wiest, and James Walther, and their
contributions to my thinking should be acknowledged again. The willingness
of T&T Clark to keep the book in circulation by this reprint is much appreciated.

1 November 1999
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INTRODUCTION

A New Approach to Eschatology
in The Old Testament

This is a study of the theology of the eschatological traditions of Israel. By
“theology” 1 mean both an effort 10 describe the faith of Israel and the
application to contemporary issues of insights drawn from that faith. I em-
phasize traditions. in conscious distinction from previous works that have
tended to focus on the eschatological teachings of individual biblical authors.!
Earlier approaches, which became deeply involved in the usual historical-
critical questions of unity, date and authorship, have produced few widely
accepted results. There is no agreement whatever, for example, on what
legitimately can be said about “‘eschatology”” with reference 10 the eighth-
century prophet Isaiah. 1 take a different approach partly because of the
unsatisfying results of earlier studies, but also for more positive reasons. Form-
critical and traditio-historical studies have already shown us that the teachings
of individuals such as Isaiah, even if they can be determined with certainty,
are actually of less significance than what Israel believed. Since it was the
book ascribed 1o Isaiah which became canonical, then what Israel believed
included his teachings plus whatever else may have been added, and they
are all important. This concurs with recent emphases on taking the final,
canonical form of the tradition as the basic unit to be interpreted. This is not
a synchronic presentation of the type that has sometimes appeared in biblical
theologies, putting everything on the same level and ignoring historical change.
That would be a reversion to the past which would deprive us of many of
the valuable contributions that historical-critical scholarship has made to
exegesis. This is a history of eschatological tradition.

The OT contains many promises concerning a better future, but this book
does not deal with all aspects of hope. Rather, it is confined to those promises
that speak of a future with significant discontinuities from the present. They
speak of circumstances that scarcely could be expected to arrive as the result

1



2 ESCHATOLOGY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

of normal, or even extraordinary, human progress, and so most scholars agree
in distinguishing them from ordinary hopes for a better future by calling them
“eschatology.”’? Although the word literally means ““doctrine of the end,”” the
OT does not speak of the end of the world, of time, or of history.? It promises
the end of sin (Jer. 33:8), of war (Mic. 4:3), of human infirmity (Isa. 35:5-
6a), of hunger (Ezek. 36:30), of killing or harming of any living thing (Isa.
11:9a). One of the distinctive features of these hopes is their sense of the
radical wrongness of the present world and the conviction that radical changes,
to make things right, will indeed occur “in that day,” that is, at some time
known only to God.* The OT vision of the future deals throughout with the
world in which we now live. All was made by God, so nothing is bad in
itself, but sin has by now left it hopelessly corrupted. These texts promise
transformation as the radical victory over evil. To the challenge that has been
raised concerning the appropriateness of calling the OT hope ““eschatology,”
asking “end of what?” it will be shown that a clear answer can be given.
The answer is: ““the end of evil.”

My approach is thematic, like some earlier theologies and monographs,
but it is more comprehensive and organized in a different way. Since the
history of the various traditions will be traced, decisions about the probable
dates of certain passages still have to be made. The principal concern will be
thematic development, however, rather than attempting to connect passages
with particular historical events. Authorship seldom will be a concem, since
the value of each text is to be found in its adoption by Israel as to some extent
a legitimate expression of its hopes.

Two discoveries led me to organize this study as I have. First came the
observation that the comprehensive picture of the ideal future in Ezek. 36:22~
38 acknowledges that for God to make things right, a threefold transformation
of the world as it now is will be required. God must transform the human
person; give a new heart and new spirit (Ezek. 36:25-27). God must trans-
form human society; restore Israel to the promised land, rebuild cities, and
make Israel’s new status a witness 1o the nations (36:24, 28, 33-36). And
God must transform nature itself, to make the produce of the land abundant
and to banish hunger forever (36:30, 35). The same pattern occurs elsewhere,
and it includes everything the OT needs to say about the ideal future—except
possibly providing a place for the resurrection of the dead. That subject doesn’t
fit the pattern very well, but it also is a rare topic for the OT, so perhaps that
is appropriate.

The transformation of the human person comes about through eschato-
logical forgiveness, the kind that truly erases the past and never has to be
repeated; through an act of re-creation, giving a new heart and spirit, to
produce a truly new person whose most obvious improvement is the ability
to obey God.
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The transformation of human society must first bring Israel back to the
promised land and glorify Jerusalem, the center of all hope for the future. A
righteous king will provide for good government in the new society and ways
will be found for all nations to live together in peace.

The transformation of nature calls for two essentials, the elimination of
hunger and the creation of a new order in which the rule will be ‘they shall
not hurt or destroy.”

The second discovery that has influenced my study is that Jerusalem appears
with a prominence unparalleled by any other theme. It was surprising to find
a center” of OT eschatology, but the evidence strongly suggests Jerusalem
does play such a role. Hence the hope that focuses on Zion will be the first
theme undertaken. Its study will shed considerable light on the distinctive
nature of the hope of Israel, and it also will provide an introduction to the
other major themes, since each of them appears in a significant relationship
to Zion in more than a few texts.

Each of the themes will be approached in the following way: Since the OT
has selected the best from Israel’s past and present in order to express its hope
for the future, it will be necessary to begin with the history of the non-
eschatological forms of each tradition. Next the new use of the tradition in
an eschatological form will be taken up and explained with reference to
selected passages that shed the most light on it. The history of the eschato-
logical theme will then be traced briefly, through the OT, into intertestamental
Jewish literature and the NT, with indications of its continuing use in rabbinic
literature and the early church. This book can do no more than provide a
sort of index of where others may go to trace these themes in the later
literature. The ethical overtones of eschatology will be considered at every
step, and the conclusion of each section will try to alert the reader to the
potential or actual contemporary relevance of each theme, in Judaism, in the
churches, and in the secular world as well, since those hopes first expressed
in the OT have by now had a far-reaching influence.



CHAPTER 1

ZION

The Center of
Oid Testament Eschatology

Why begin this study with Jerusalem? Why should the hopes of Israel for an
ideal future have been focused on one city—that small and not very pros-
perous place up in the hills of Judah—amid all the desirable places on earth
{not to mention heaven)? How did that preoccupation with Jerusalem come
about, and how does the hope for the ultimate glorification of Zion affect
other aspects of OT eschatology? These questions plus their consequences for
the later hopes of Judaism, Christianity, and indeed for the modern secular
world will be taken up here.

Zechariah 8: The City of the Future

A post-exilic text that speaks of the past, present, and future of Jerusalem
provides a good place to begin. The restoration promised by earlier prophets
is underway; some exiles have returned from Babylonia to settle in Jerusalem,
and regular worship has already been inaugurated on the holy mountain. As
the rebuilding of the temple was in progress (518 B.c.; Zech. 7:1), some of
the people came to Zechariah with a question about a custom that had been
followed in Judaism since the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 (Zech. 7:2-
3): Should we continue to fast in mourning of that tragic event, now that
restoration has begun? Perhaps one reason for the question was their keen
awareness that not all the glorious things promised for Zion by earlier prophets
had by any means come true as yet.

Zechariah’s answers dealt with two issues that the question raised for him.
One was a familiar prophetic subject, the true nature and value of worship
(7:4-14). That one need not concern us now. The other was a fairly detailed
answer to the question of where they stood at that moment, with reference
to what God had done and intended to do, and also with reference to what
they had done and needed to do. He recalled the days of pre-exilic prophecy

4
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in order to remind them of the now generally accepted explanation of the
exile as judgment for their sins, a judgment that the remnant of Israel had
survived (7:7, 11-12), and he took up a summary of that message and made
it his own (7:8—10). But now he and other Jews have come back from exile,
and he understands that they are standing at the turning point between
judgment and blessing. With 8:1 he begins his combination of ‘‘realized and
futuristic eschatology.”

Thus says the Lord of hosts: I am jealous for Zion with great jealousy and 1 am
jealous for her with great wrath. Thus says the Lord: 1 will return to Zion, and
will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem, and Jerusalem shall be called the faithful
city, and the mountain of the Lord of hosts, the holy mountain. (Zech. 8:2-3)

All that Zechariah needs to say about his people and their future he can say
with reference to Zion. He uses that name twice (8:2-3), the word Jerusalem
six times (8:3, 4, 8, 15, 22), and he also speaks of the faithful city, the holy
mountain, and the house of the Lord. Zechariah 7 and 8 make three helpful
contributions to our study of eschatology: They reveal how a post-exilic
prophet saw the relationship between past, present, and the ideal future,
show how he understood the relationship between divine initiative and hu-
man responsibility (cf. 8:14—17), and demonstrate the sufficiency of Zion as
an eschatological symbol.

Zechariah’s vision of the new Jerusalem compares remarkably well with
my outline of the major themes of OT eschatology:

1. God’s people will be restored to the promised land (8:7-8). Note that
Jerusalem is the only part of the promised land that needs to be mentioned.

2. No king is mentioned, but that is not to be wondered at, given the
infrequent appearances of the ‘‘messianic figure” in the OT.

3. The nations will no longer mock and scorn (8:13), but they will instead
come voluntarily to Jerusalem to ‘entreat the favor of the Lord, and to seek
the Lord of hosts” (8:20-~23).

4. The people of Zion will make it possible to characterize Jerusalem as
‘the faithful city” (8:3). The possibility that as in the past they will be unable
to obey the torah which he recites (8:16—17) is not considered an option for
the people of the city of the future.

5. Peace and security will be enjoyed by all: old men and old women, boys
and girls. No one will be left out (8:4-5). In that day, to return to the question
that prompted Zechariah’s comprehensive view of past and future, there will
be no reason for fasting, and the fasts for Jerusalem will be tumed into seasons
of joy and cheerful feasts (8:19).

6. The curse on nature had resulted in fruitless work in the past (8:10a),
but the day is coming when “‘the vine shall yield its fruit, . . . and I will cause
the remnant of this people to possess all these things” (8:12).
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The good life that Zechariah projects for the inhabitants of Jerusalem is a
mixture of the material and the spiritual. Peace, prosperity, and security are
dominant themes, but this is no secular city. What makes it all possible is
God, who carries out his purpose (8:2, 6. 11, 13b-15), and the source of the
good life in Zion is the presence of Yahweh in its midst. Zechariah 8 begins,
I will return to Zion and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem,” and it ends,
“we have heard that God is with you.”

This is one beautiful picture of the ideal future, tied very closely to events
and issues of the immediate present, as effective eschatology always is; con-
taining clear ethical implications, as responsible eschatology always should;
with an outlook that includes Gentiles as well as Jews, but finding no need
to describe any other part of the world except Jerusalem. Is this perhaps a
peculiarity of early post-exilic Judaism, whose home territory included just
Jerusalem and the tiny province of Judah surrounding it— hence to be labeled
an inadequate outlook? In order to answer this question one must compare
this passage with earlier expressions of hope to see whether there is strong
evidence for the centrality of Zion throughout OT eschatology.

History of the Zion Tradition

The claim was once made that the entire OT is “‘the epos of the Fall of
Jerusalem.”! That may be a slight exaggeration, but the statement is worth
quoting in order to0 remind us of the magnitude and importance of the Zion
tradition. It can only be sketched here in order to provide the necessary
background for our survey of the place of Zion in OT eschatology.?

Jerusalem is a relative latecomer as an Israelite sanctuary. It is not associated
with the patriarchs in the significant way that Shechem, Bethel, Hebron, and
Beersheba are. Only from David’s time on was it the site of a Yahwistic cult.
Eventually the Mt. Moriah of Genesis 22 was identified with Jerusalem
(2 Chron. 3:1), but that identification is uncertain, and in any case did not
result in the establishment of a Yahwistic sanctuary in the early period. When
David brought the Ark of the Covenant to the vicinity (2 Samuel 6), Jerusalem
became for the first 1ime a place where Yahweh was worshiped, and no effort
was made to assert its antiquity as a Yahwistic sanctuary. Instead, the royal
ideology that developed concerning God's election of David and the covenant
made with him (2 Samuel 7) included also the affirmation that God had
chosen Zion to be his resting place at that time. Psalm 132 clearly demonstrates
this pairing of royal ideology and Jerusalem ideology. When Solomon built
a temple to house the Ark and established a royally sponsored cult of some
magnificence (1 Kings 6—8), a whole series of novelties, in addition 10
kingship, was introduced into Yahwism. One prominent theory, based largely
on the Psalms but also using prophetic texts, has suggested that a Zion theology
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(or mythology) of Canaanite origins was among the elements adopted by the
Israelites at this time. In Psalms 46, 48, 76, and others, Zion is glorified as
something more than a place to come and worship God; it has qualities
distinguishing it from every other place on earth. The suggestion that these
are cult songs which reapply the traditional Canaanite mythology of Zion to
the city chosen by Yahweh has been widely debated,? but the evidence that
has been used in those discussions will be useful to us.

The following themes appear both in cultic and in eschatological materials:*

1. Yahweh has chosen Jerusalem for his dwelling place (Pss. 78:68; 132:13).

2. Zion is identified with Mt. Zaphon (Ps. 48:2, “in the far north”’), the-
ologically understood to be the highest point on earth (cf. Pss. 2:6; 68:18;
87:1; 99:9).°

3. Zion is the source of life-giving springs of water, as is true of the moun-
tain of the gods in Canaanite myth (Ps. 46:4).

4. Zion is the place were Yahweh defeats the waters of chaos (Pss. 46:2~
3. 74:13-17; 93:3-4).

5. Associated with this mythological conflict is the theme of God’s defeat
of the kings of the earth, when they attack Jerusalem, and his unfailing
protection of his city (Pss. 96:6-9; 48:3-7; 76:1-12).

6. Those who dwell in Zion share in the blessings of God's presence (Pss.
48:12-14; 132:13-18; 133:1-3; 147:12~20).7

It is clear that after Solomon installed the Ark of the Covenant into the
temple, and after the schism between the northern and southern tribes sub-
sequent to his death left Judah as the principal adherent to the ideology of
Davidic kingship, the city of Jerusalem became more and more closely iden-
tified with the presence of Yahweh, and it eventually replaced the Ark as the
focus of attention (cf. Jer. 3:16—18).% The miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem
from Sennacherib’s army, which captured every other city in Judah in 701,
no doubt added to the aura that was developing about this city and either
reinforced or produced the belief in its invulnerability, depending on whose
theory one accepts. The ambiguity of the books ascribed to the eighth-century
prophets Micah and Isaiah, which contain both strongly positive and strongly
negative words conceming Jerusalem, has led to an inconclusive debate over
the attitude of those prophets toward the city.’

As the seventh century neared its end, Josiah carried out extensive reforms
intended to make Jerusalem the only legitimate Yahwistic sanctuary (2 Kings
23), and there is general agreement that his activities were guided by an early
form of the Book of Deuteronomy (2 Kings 22:8). This means that the un-
named, exclusive sanctuary of Deuteronomy, “the place which the Lord your
God will choose out of all your tribes to put his name and make his habitation
there”” (Deut. 12:5), had been identified by the seventh century (in Judah)
with Jerusalem. The entire history of the monarchy from Solomon to the end
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is recorded in 1 and 2 Kings from the perspective of one who is absolutely
convinced that Jerusalem is the sole legitimate Yahwistic sanctuary (1 Kings
12:25-33; 2 Kings 17:21-22; 21). The psalms of Zion and the pilgrimage
psalms (e.g., Psalms 84 and 122) show how great the enthusiasm for that
place had become and how intimately related were the praise of Yahweh and
the praise of Zion.

There is, however, an event that would appear to be a thoroughgoing
repudiation of this glorification of Jerusalem and jt intervenes between these
optimistic, cultic celebrations of the place and the beautiful pictures of the
ideal city of the future that were affirmed in Zechariah’s time: in 587 B.c.
Jerusalem was destroyed. As that time drew near, both Jeremiah and Ezekiel
condemned the popular faith in God’s everlasting presence in Jerusalem and
the consequent belief in the invulnerability of the city. Jeremiah is reported
to have attacked temple theology (Jeremiah 7, 26), to have counseled those
already in exile not to expect to return home in their lifetimes (chap. 29),
and to have identified those left in Jerusalem after 597 as without hope for
the future (chap. 24). Ezekiel was even more emphatic about insisting that
Jerusalem must fall, as he ministered to exiles who thought their only hope
was God’s continuing presence in and protection of that city. He spoke of the
complete and terrible destruction of city and people (Ezekiel 5), lived out its
effects in his own symbolic actions (chap. 12), and witnessed in a vision the
departure of Yahweh from that place he had chosen (10:18-19; 11:22-23).

These prophets were right. No almighty divine power intervened to save
Jerusalem from Nebuchadnezzar’s ammies. In 587 B.c. the city fell, its walls
were ruined, the city and temple were destroyed, and those who were left of
the upper classes were exiled to Babylonia. That should have been the end
of Zion theology (cf. Lamentations 1 and 2). The events of history had thor-
oughly demonstrated the falseness of any belief in invulnerability, and the
prophets had already explained the inadequacy of such a belief in terms of
their understanding of Yahwism. If anything new was to come out of that
devastating experience, presumably it ought to have been a theology and
practice that de-emphasized Jerusalem, since it had been the site of their
greatest failure, both of obedience and of understanding.

Yet the Books of Jeremiah and Ezekiel also contain passages that speak of
a new Jerusalem, to be established by God after the time of judgment has
passed, and there are reasons for thinking at least some of these texts may
come from those prophets themselves, near the end of their ministries.'? That
is a debated subject, but no one can question the predominance of Zion in
the promise oracles of 2 Isaiah, a generation later. Instead of repudiating Zion
theology, exilic Judaism had corrected it, had eschatologized it, had found a
way to take account of judgment and to express their hope for a divinely
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accomplished future that would take all they had once believed to be present-
tense truth about Jerusalem and make that, and more, come true in the days
that are coming.

The Zion theme is thus a remarkable example of the persistence of ideas,
even when they have been shown beyond any doubt to be completely wrong
in one manifestation. Despite the embarrassment of the fall of Jerusalem and
with it the end of all that Judeans trusted in; despite their eventual acceptance
of the tragedy as fully merited judgment for their own sins, they could not,
it seems, abandon that symbol of the city of God built on his holy mountain
in favor of something better. They evidently found it to be the best way to
express hopes that could not be suppressed, even in the time of Zechariah,
when restoration proved to be another embarrassment because of the modesty
of its success, and subsequently in many another time of turmoil for the holy
place. That continuing potency of the concept of the city of God as an escha-
tological symbol, throughout history to our own day, is another reason for
emphasizing Zion as the center of Israel’s hopes.

The Centrality of Zion
in Old Testament Eschatology

Although the books of the northern prophets, Amos and Hosea, did acquire
some redactorial promises concerning David (Hos. 3:5; Amos 9:11-12) and
Judah (Hos. 1:7, 11), they remain true to their origin in containing nothing
concerning an eschatological Zion. The books of the Judean prophets of the
eighth century, however, have Zion of the future as a major theme. It is found
in Micah 4 and occurs perhaps twenty times in Isaiah 1—39.'! In the books
of the late seventh- and early sixth-century prophets, it is found in Zeph.
3:14-20, five times in the poetry of Jeremiah,!? eight times in the prose of
that book,!> and ten times in Ezekiel.' In exilic and post-exilic books, it
appears twelve times in 2 Isaiah,!* eleven times in 3 Isaiah.!® and eight times
in Zechariah.!” Jerusalem as the ideal city also appears in Joel 3:17-21;
Obadiah 15—21; Hag. 2:9; Mal. 3:4; and Dan. 9:2, 24-26.

The eschatological Zion is thus widely distributed in the prophetic literature,
although the distribution is admittedly vneven, with a heavy concentration
in Isaiah and Zechariah and a relatively small number of references in Jer-
emiah and Ezekiel. Jeremiah contains 106 occurrences of the word Jerusalem,
but only three passages use it in a positive, futuristic sense. Zion is used
seventeen times, four of them in eschatological passages. Ezekiel never uses
Zion in any sense, and never uses the name Jerusalem in a positive context.
But he uses other terminology to speak of future blessings—city, mountain,
hill, and sanctuary—and Jeremiah also uses the term “this place” in a positive
sense. Given the life situations of these two prophets, described earlier, in
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which the positive Zion theology was a problem to be struggled with, such
reticence is not at all surprising. Although the number of occurrences of the
theme in each book is not large, there are significant texts that are evidence
for a Jeremiah tradition and an Ezekiel tradition concerning Jerusalem of the
future, supporting the proposal that expressions of hope in the OT could
scarcely be formulated without putting that city in a prominent place.

A more significant indication of the centrality of Zion is the way it is involved
with all the other major eschatological themes. The best way of making that
point, in my opinion, would be to repeat the outline of this book along with
a list of the occurrences of each theme in connection with Zion.

Transformation of Human Society

Restoration to the Promised Land: I1sa. 27:13; 35:10; 51:11; 60:4; 66:20;
Jer. 3:14; 32:37; Ezek. 20:33-44; 37:26; Joel 3:20; Mic. 4:6-7, 10; Zeph.
3:20; Zech. 2:7; 8:7-8.

The Righteous King: Isa. 11:9; 44:28; Jer. 33:16; Zech. 4:5-10; 6:12-13;
9:9-10.

The Nations (victory over): Isa. 34:8; Joel 3:1-21; Obadiah 16; Mic. 4:11-
13;: Zech. 1:14~15; 12:2-9; 14:1-3, 12-19.

The Nations (peace with): Isa. 2:2-4 = Mic. 4:1-4.

The Nations (conversion of): Isa. 66:18-23; Jer. 3:17; Zech. 2:11; 8:20~
23.

Transformation of the Human Person

Eschatological Forgiveness: Isa. 33:24; 40:2; Ezek. 20:40-44; 43:7-9;
Zech. 13:1; cf. repentance in Isa. 59:20; Jer. 29:10-14; Ezek. 16:59-62.

The Means of Re-Creation: Isa. 30:20-21; 59:21; Jer. 32:39-40 (cf. v.
36-city).

The New Person: Isa. 33:24; 35:5-6 (cf. v. 10—Zion); 65:20; Jer. 33:6;
50:5; Ezek. 16:60; Joel 3:17.

Transformation of Nature

Abundam Fertility: Isa. 4:2; Joel 2:23; 3:17-18.
A New Natural Order: Isa. 11:6-9; 65:25.
A New Earth: Isa. 35:1-10; 65:17-18; Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 14:4-8, 10.

Frequently, Israel summed up everything that needed to be said about a
specific hope in its words about Zion.'® Return to the promised land, for
example, is frequently described simply as return to Jerusalem. And even a
promise of cosmic scope, “Behold, I create new heavens and a new earth,”
very quickly concentrates its atiention on the place which contains the essence
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of that new world: ‘“for behold I create Jerusalem a rejoicing and her people
a joy” (Isa. 65:17, 18).

Two types of description of the ideal Zion will now be discussed in some
detail. Both are based on the traditional cultic glorification of the city men-
tioned earlier, but while most visions of the future city presuppose a cata-
clysmic break between the present and that ideal time, alluding (o its destruc-
tion and usually to the exile, there is a group of texts which seem to remain
close to their cultic origins in that they do not refer to a time of judgment.
These passages are characteristic of the Book of Isaiah.

That famous text which occurs in almost identical form in Isa. 2:2-4 and
Mic. 4:1-4 speaks of no dramatic intervention by God in order to produce
the new era, and no radical changes are described. The contrast between
present and future that is so typical of eschatology is only alluded to, in
“neither shall they learn war any more.” What is said in these few verses
has made them one of the most striking passages in the Bible, but what is
left unsaid is just as surprising. Without the overcoming of great obstacles,
without drama or conflict the new era is just placidly described. Somehow
Jerusalem has become the center of a kind of United Nations— one that works.
Presumably Israel is there, round about, but this text finds it unnecessary to
comment on that. It reveals a universalism that also occurs in other texts
dealing with the nations, which will be discussed more fully when the theme
of the nations in the last days is taken up. Unlike certain later strands of
eschatology, this text does not speak of Israel ruling the world: there is no
messianic king who is expected to bring all peoples under his control; instead
peoples and nations still exist as independent entities. The prophecy is realistic
enough to acknowledge that wherever there are nations there will be disputes.
What is different about the new age is that no longer does anyone settle a
dispute by going to war. The establishment of peace among all peoples is the
point of the text, and Jerusalem will provide the means for that 10 be done.
The vision sees nations coming freely and without any coercion to learn how
to live together peacefully, because somehow (and that is what makes this
eschatology) they have become convinced that Yahweh is the sole source of
that wisdom. For the Israelite who produced and the Israelites who reaffirmed
this hope, it was assumed that knowledge of Yahweh was to be found in
Jerusalem.

But something else has happened, according to Isa. 2:2 (= Mic. 4:1). That
little hill, Mt. Zion, not even as high, at present, as the Mount of Olives next
10 it, is to become the highest mountain on earth! This is a theological, not
a topographical, statement. In the mythology of the ancient Near East, the
World Mountain was an important theme, and its meaning in myth reveals
to us what the OT intended to say by speaking of the height of Zion.'* The
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World Mountain was the highest point on earth, located at the center of the
earth, the point from which creation began, and thus the point par excellence
where God could be encountered. The emphasis on its height simply expressed
in physical terms the belief that this place was the point of contact between
heaven and earth.?® So the prophets are saying in a way readily understood
by people of their time something we will find emphasized throughout the
visions of the new Jerusalem: God will be there.

Although many scholars suggest an early date for Isa. 2:2—4, the oracle in
Isa. 4:2—6 is regularly given a very late date. As we compare its contents
with other pictures of the city of the future, however, we find that it seems
1o be more closely related to Isaiah 2 than to the typical Zion prophecies that
appear in great abundance in the post-exilic literature. There is no reference
to exile or the rebuilding of the city. Unlike Isaiah 2, Isaiah 4 does speak of
the divine activity that will be necessary in order to bring about the new era,
the cleansing of Jerusalem by a spirit of judgment and a spirit of burning
(4:4). This is distinctive language that owes nothing to the actual experiences
of 587 B.c., and it might date from any period. Its tone is characteristic of
pre-exilic prophecy in at least one respect, in that it offers not a hint that
there is any way to avert that spirit of judgment. The remnant in 4:3 is thus
not a group that may be expected to escape the judgment because of its
faithfulness {a theme appearing in post-exilic, but not pre-exilic, prophecy).
but the group that can qualify to be God’s people only after it has gone
through the judgment.

The promises of Isa. 4:5—-6 are puzzling at first. Is Jerusalem to be the first
city to have a Superdome covering the entire municipality? A close look at
the text makes things clearer than one might have expected, however. The
cloud by day and fire by night are certainly a reference to the wilderness
experience. Originally they were given for guidance (Exod. 13:21), but when
they are associated with the Tabernacle their significance is different. in Exod.
40:34 the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle when the cloud covered it,
indicating that it has become a sign of the immediate presence of God in the
midst of his people. The same thing is said of Solomon’s temple; at its ded-
ication the cloud and the glory filled the temple (1 Kings 8:10-11), so now
the wilderness sign of God’s presence is associated with Zion. So the promise
of a cloud by day and a fire by night in Isaiah 4 is clearly a promise of the
permanent presence of God himself in the midst of his people. Similar imagery
appears in the picture of the new Jerusalem in Rev. 21:22-23; God will be
eternally present in its midst and ‘“the glory of God is its light.”

There is also a protective quality about the cloud and the fire, which is a
bit more puzzling, but which can also be easily explained by reference to
other OT materials. Psalm 105:39 refers to the wilderness tradition in this
way: “‘He spread a cloud for covering and fire to give light by night.”” What
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sort of covering could they have been talking about? How literally should we
take it? The answer is to be found in other psalms:

The Lord is your keeper;
the Lord is your shade
on your right hand.
The sun shall not smite you by day,
nor the moon by night.
(Ps. 121:5~6)

For he will hide me in his shelter
in the day of trouble;
he will conceal me under the cover of his tent,
he will set me high upon a rock.
(Ps. 27:5; cf. 31:20)

1t is thus the certain, never failing, all-sufficient, caring, and protecting pres-
ence of God ‘“in that day” which this text promises. Its central concern is
the future existence of a holy people enjoying the presence of God in their
midst.

One more Zion text that is typical of Isaiah-1-~39 deserves attention. In
Isa. 33:17-24 we encounter a fairly comprehensive picture of the new age.
Kingship appears in connection with Zion for the first time in the texts we
have dealt with. In 33:22 it is clearly the kingship of Yahweh that is expected,
but there is debate over whether 33:17 makes the same reference or speaks
of the ideal human king of the future, who will eventually be called Messiah.?!
The familiar and repeated threats against Jerusalem will be a thing of the past
(33:18-19) and the security of the city will be perfectly assured (33:20). The
tent imagery in 33:20 is a not surprising reference to Israel’s pastoral traditions,
now urbanized, but the linking of the majesty of Yahweh, in 33:21, with a
place of “rivers and Niles” that are not navigable is not so clear. It may be
an example of the marvelous stream associated with the mountain of God in
Ps. 46:4 and Ezek. 47:1-12,%2 or, it has been suggested, it may be a claim
that God’s presence will compensate for the absence of the great rivers that
enhance other cities, such as Babylon.?* A new element of considerable in-
terest is the promise in Isa. 33:24 that ““No inhabitant will say, ‘I am sick’;
the people who dwell there will be forgiven their iniquity,” one of several
texts describing the people of Zion in the days to come.

Isaiah 33:17~24 contains a contrast between the coming time of security
and the threats posed by foreign peoples, and between the times of sickness
and forgiveness. The promise of peace is not very different from the hopes
that apparently were expressed regularly in the cult, as the Psalms indicate.?*
The river imagery also is not greatly different from the way it is used in cultic
language, if we understand these verses correctly. But Isa. 33:24 introduces
something truly eschatological, indicating that this is more than an idealizing
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of the Jerusalem of the present. This picture of the future city of God can be
presented without any reference to judgment, destruction, or exile, however,
indicating that it belongs with the distinctive Zion tradition preserved in Isaiah
1—39, and is not typical of post-exilic Zion eschatology.

Most of the passages that deal with the future of Jerusalem are promises
of restoration. Two examples of this type will suffice to illustrate the principal
concerns that are expressed. The first is ascribed to 2 Isaiah (Isa. 49:14-26;
mid-sixth century B.c. in Babylonia), and differs from the texts just considered
in describing Jerusalem as a desolate place (Isa. 49:19; f. vv. 14, 17). The
emphasis throughout is on assurance that despite the catastrophe which has
befallen Jerusalem and her people, God has not forgotten and intends to
restore everything, to make it better than ever before. A new element is the
tendency to personify Jerusalem. The passage begins with a lament of Zion,
and Zion is addressed by the prophet. By this time it has become possible for
that city to be used as a symbol for the people of God, so it is beginning to
transcend its spatial origins. Note that Zion is metaphorically the mother of
Israel. The prophet speaks of “the children born in the time of your bereave-
ment”’ (Isa. 49:20), and alludes to the returning exiles as her sons and daugh-
ters (49:22; cf. v. 25). Since Zion has become a symbol for the people them-
selves, the prophet’s impressive assurances of the intimate relationship that
exists between God and his city represent another way of promising a per-
manent relationship between God and his people in the days to come:

But Zion said, “The Lord has forsaken me,
my Lord has forgotten me.”
“Can a woman forget her sucking child,
that she should have no compassion on the son of her womb?"”
Even these may forget,
yet I will not forget you.
Behold. I have graven you on the palms of my hands;

your walls are continually before me.”
(lsa. 49:14-16)

The symbol has become more than merely spatial, but it has not lost its
original significance; for Zion also is a real city. It has walls, it has builders,
it will even expect a housing shortage when the ingathering of the exiles
begins (Isa. 49:19-20). It may be claimed that this passage has nothing in
it that could not be hoped for in the normal course of human history—only
the dimension of the divine will that assures it will indeed happen has been
added. Hence it is on the borderline of our definition of true eschatology. It
is an important passage, however, because it develops with fervor and imag-
ination a single theme, that of the restoration of Zion, which will be combined
elsewhere with all the expected transformations we call “‘eschatological.”
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A second example comes from the conclusion to the Book of Zephaniah.
The passage begins like the hymns in the Psalter, with a call 1o praise:

Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion;
shout, O Israel!
Rejoice and exult with all your heant,
O daughter of Jerusalem!
{Zeph. 3:14)

The relationship between Zeph. 3:14-15 and the psalms of the enthronement
of Yahweh (Psalms 47, 93, 95—99) has been observed by several scholars,?*
but in this case a prophet has projected himself and his listeners into the
immediate future as he calls on them to sing praises for what he expects to
occur very soon. The succeeding verses begin with a word of assurance con-
ceming the presence of God in the midst of Zion (Zeph. 3:16-17) followed
by an oracle of the Lord promising deliverance from oppressors (vv. 18—19a),
reversal of fortune for the lame and the outcast (v. 19b), and restoration and
exaliation of Zion's people (v. 20). The word of assurance is introduced by
“on that day” and the oracle uses *‘at that/the time” three times. The passage
as a whole provides a good illustration of how the Zion theme has moved
from the cult into eschatology and of the way it tended 10 gather around it
a broad array of hopes for the future.2® The reversal of fortune, God's promise
to make right all that has gone wrong with this world and human life,?” the
essence of OT eschatology, is well represented in this short collection of
assurances and promises focused on Zion. God’'s people will be gathered,
unfortunate individuals (lame and outcast) will have shame tumed into praise,
and there will be no more cause to fear evil, for God will cast out their enemies.
As usual, what will make all this possible, and permanent, is that ““the King
of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst”" (Zeph. 3:15b).

This important biblical theme—the presence of God2*—takes on an es-
chatological form with the promise of God’'s immediate and continuing pres-
ence with his people on Mt. Zion. As Jerusalem is described in both the cultic
and eschatological passages of the OT, it is a perfect example of the “holy
place” as defined by historians of religion.?® It is the center of the world, the
point from which creation began, the highest place on earth and thus the
point of contact between heaven and earth; its holiness has been manifested
by supernatural phenomena; and it is the place around which all of life is
organized. As noted, one of the triumphs of Judaism, wrought by the exile
experience, was the discovery that Yahweh could be encountered everywhere.
Yet that discovery and its eventual realization in synagogue worship did not
diminish the honor paid to the Jerusalem of the present and the future, as
the post-exilic literature amply reveals.
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A persistent theme that runs through the Old and New Testaments is the
assurance ‘1 am with you’” and the promise “I will be with you.”” The tension
between the belief that God may be found anywhere and the expectation of
his immediate presence in Jerusalem is panly relieved by the tendency for
all hopes to be centered in Zion. The expected glorification of that place is
not exclusive, but inclusive; all that needs to be said about human destiny
and the future of the world can be expressed in terms of Zion, the source
from which all blessings flow.

It is of considerable interest that in the book of the prophet Ezekiel, who
encountered a mobile God enthroned on a fiery chariot moving about the
plains of Babylonia, who saw the glory of the Lord leave the doomed city
(11:23), there are promises that God will once again be found in Jerusalem.
Having described at length the new Jerusalem, Ezekiel 40—48 concludes
with a new name for that city: YHWH Shammah. “And the name of the city
henceforth shall be, The Lorb is there” (Ezek. 48:35).3°

This remarkable concentration of hope on a single point of the earth’s
surface will have its effect on each of the themes to be discussed in subsequent
chapters, and it has had far-reaching consequences for the faith and worship
of Judaism and Christianity, and for world politics as well (see the concluding
sections of this chapter).

Subsequent Development of
the Zion Tradition

Jewish religious literature from the period ca. 200 B.c.—A.p. 200, commonly
called the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, continued to express hopes for
the establishment of a glorified Zion in the last days. The addition of new
themes to the eschatological drama presented by apocalyptic books, such as
heaven and hell, angelology. Satan, and resurrection, does mean that Jeru-
salem tends to be overshadowed somewhat in the elaborate schemes that are
presented, but it does appear regularly. The theme has not been studied as
intently in this literature as in the OT, but at least one scholar has concluded
that eschatological hopes for Jerusalem were central to Judaism of this pe-
riod.>’ It is still a real city in Palestine; the concept of a heavenly Jerusalem
only appears late in the period now under consideration. Return from exile
is typically represented as return to Jerusalem (Bar. 5:5-6; Tob. 13:8—18;
14:5-7), and the city is expected to be rebuilt in unearthly splendor (Tob.
13:16-17; 14:5; 1 Enoch 90:28-29; Sib. Or. 5:250-55, 414-33; 2 Apoc.
Bar. 32:2-4). This literature may speak of a new temple not identified with
the structure built by Zerubabbel and actually standing in Jerusalem during
this period (Tob. 14:5; Jub. 1:29; T. Benj. 9:2; Sib. Or. 5:414-33; cf. 2 Macc.
2:4-8). The Temple Scroll from Qumran distinguishes between the new tem-
ple described therein and that which God himself will build on the Day of
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Blessing.’? The Messiah, who is not an eschatological figure in the OT, does
play that role in this literature, and he is expected to participate in the re-
establishment of Jerusalem and its sanctuary (Sib. Or. 5:414-33; 4 Ezra
13:35-36; Pss. Sol. 17:25, 33). The relationship of the Gentiles to Zion is
reaffirmed, especially with new descriptions of the pilgrimage of the nations
(Tob. 13:11; 14:6-7; Sib. Or. 3:702~31, 772-84; negative: Bar. 4:31-35).
Other aspects of the appearance of the new Jerusalem appear in Jub. 1:29;
4:26;.T. Dan 5:12; and Sib. Or. 5:250-51,

The shock produced by the destruction of Jerusalem in A.p. 70 was dealt
with by two apocalyptic writers of the latter part of the first century in
2 Esdras (4 Ezra) and 2 Apocalypse Baruch. A significantly new feature in
Jewish thinking about Jerusalem appears in these books; without in any way
giving up their hope for the restoration of the earthly Jerusalem—once more
in ruins—they now speak of a heavenly city that has existed since the creation
of the world and that corresponds to some extent with the city of this world.
In 2 Esdras, probably the earlier of the two, Ezra sees a vision of a mother
mouming her dead son and speaks to her of the tragedy of Zion until suddenly
she is transformed and he sees a great city (9:38-—10:27). The angel who
interprets his vision tells him the woman is in fact the Zion of history, and
in witnessing her transformation Ezra has seen the true city of the Most High
(10:40-56; cf. 7:26). In 2 Apocalypse Baruch the earthly Jerusalem is declared
not to be the city said to have been engraved on the palms of God’s hands
in Isa. 49:16. That transcendental city was revealed to Adam, to Abraham,
and to Moses and is now preserved, along with Paradise, in God’s presence
(4:2-7).

At about the same time these books were produced, a Christian writer
developed more fully the concept of a new Jerusalem that would in the last
days come down from heaven to take its place on the re-created earth (Rev-
elation 21—22). The transcendentalizing of Jerusalem thus appears to be
related to the historical occurrence of the destruction of the earthly city with
its temple. The author of the Book of Revelation also created a most unusual
triad: God, Christ, and the new Jerusalem (Rev. 3:12).

Paul also speaks of a heavenly Jerusalem several decades earlier than the
writing of Revelation, but in quite a different way. In Gal. 4:21-31 he de-
velops an allegory in which the present Jerusalem stands for the law of
Judaism and the heavenly Jerusalem represents freedom. Another use of the
heavenly city appears in the letter to the Hebrews, where it represents the
goal of the Christian pilgrimage (Heb. 13:14). Already Abraham and Sarah
sought it and God has ““prepared for them a city”” (11:16). As for Christians,
“You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem . . . and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant” (12:22, 24).%

Aspects of the earthly and heavenly Jerusalems are elaborated and reaf-
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firmed in a variety of ways in Judaism and Christianity throughout the cen-
turies that followed. The earthly city will be rebuilt by God and he will restore
all its joy (Exed. Rab. LILS), it will be built with sapphire stones (Exod. Rab.
XV.21), and precious stones will mark its borders (Pesig. Rab Kah. 18.6),
which will extend to Damascus and Joppa (Pesiq. Rab Kah. 20.7). It will
become the Metropolis of the whole earth (Exod. Rab. XXII.10), and all men
from Adam to the resurrection will be assembled there (Midr. Tanhuma 111
19.21).>* God will bring either Sinai, Tabor and Carmel, or those three moun-
tains plus Hermon together and bring down Jerusalem from heaven to rest
on their tops (Pesiq. Rab Kah. 21.4; 55.4). When that happens the mountains
will sing and the mountain of the Lord’'s house will be leader of the chorus
(Pesiq. Rab Kah. 21.4). On the other hand there is a heavenly Jerusalem that
already exists. In one manuscript of 2 Enoch 55:2, a very late apocalypse, the
seer says, ““tomorrow momming I shall go up to the highest heaven, into the
highest Jerusalem, into my eternal inheritance.” Some rabbis spoke of a
celestial Jerusalem located in the fourth heaven, where there is a temple in
which Michael ministers as high priest (Hag. 12b).>* Moses was permitted to
see both Jerusalems in a vision (Beth Hamidrash VI Intro 22).3¢ But Judaism
did not follow the tendency, which appeared prominently in Christianity, of
replacing their hope for a restored and glorified earthly Jerusalem with hope
for a heavenly home. Rabbi Johanan said, “The Holy One, blessed be He,
said, ‘I will not enter the heavenly Jerusalem until I can enter the earthly
Jerusalem’ ” (b. Ta‘an. 5a). And the Eighteen Benedictions (Amidah), which
may be the oldest part of synagogue worship in use to this day, contain
prayers for the restoration of Jerusalem (14th and 17th petitions).

The eschatological Zion took on a wider range of meanings in Christianity.
As background for eschatology proper, it is instructive. to note the legends
that grew up concerning the present, earthly Jerusalem, reflecting a “my-
thologizing”” tendency. According to the Syriac *“Cave of Treasures,” Adam
was created and buried at the center of the earth, namely Jerusalem, on the
exact spot where the cross of Christ would be erected, so the blood of Christ
physically washed away the sins of Adam.?? Jerusalem was also considered
to be the navel of the earth and the highest point on earth, as Pope Urban 1I
asserted in his famous speech, credited with instigating the First Crusade.>®
There was an aura about the existing city which inspired, and still inspires,
pilgrimages, and which aroused at one period the crusading fervor.

The literal fulfillment of Revelation 21—22 by the descent of a heavenly
city to remain on earth during the millennium was taught by the early Chris-
tian writers Justin and Tertullian,’® and there is no doubt that such expec-
tations may still be found to this day.*°

Two other uses of the concept of the new Jerusalem have tended 10 pre-
dominate, however. One is a kind of realized eschatology: the heavenly Je-
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rusalem has been identified with the church. Paul’s statement that ‘‘our com-
monwealth is in heaven” (Phil. 3:20) was repeated and elaborated in a variety
of ways.*! Early interpretations of the scriptural Jerusalem as the church may
be found in Origen, Augustine, and Eusebius,*? and the idea was even given
material expression by the architects of church buildings, who attempted to
make the structure itself reflect the glories of the new Jerusalem.*? To this
day, in hymnody, Zion regularly functions as a symbol for the church.

The second use is the equation of the new Jerusalem with heaven. This
also appears in Eusebius** and has been a regular feature of Christian hym-
nody throughout its history. There has been an extensive transcendentalizing
of the new Jerusalem in Christianity, so that it most often represents Christian
hopes for the coming of the kingdom of God on earth, already foreshadowed
in the church, or for a blissful life of the believer in heaven. The expectation
of a future restoration of the physical city of Jerusalem as the center of the
new world has not disappeared, but it holds a much less significant place
than in Jewish eschatology.

Contemporary Manifestations

The occurrence of prayers for the restoration of Jerusalem in synagogue
worship continues to this day. The centrality of the real, earthly Jerusalem
for the hopes of Jews throughout the world can be documented in a great
many ways. What comes first to the minds of many is surely the conclusion
of the Passover Seder: “*Next year in Jerusalem.” When the political move-
ment to establish a homeland for world Judaism came into existence in the
nineteenth century, its name almost from the beginning was taken from the
subject of this chapter: Zionism.** The fact that there are both religious and
non-religious Zionists and that among the religious Zionism is a mixture of
vigorous, human effort to secure the immediate future and continuing hope
for a divinely established time of peace provides a fascinating example of the
influence of biblical eschatology in the modern world, and of the ways es-
chatology can be transformed —into calls for action and into completely sec-
ularized forms of hope.

In modern Christianity the place of Zion in future expectations is much
less clear than in Judaism, but it is by no means absent. For many the concept
is significant only in its transcendentalized form, most often as a symbol for
heaven, or sometimes as a way of referring to the spiritual kingdom of God
on earth. Some forms of Christianity, which devote great attention to dis-
cerning the signs of the end, include the restoration of Jews to the promised
land and the rebuilding of the temple in their scenario for the last days, and
debate the way in which the new Jerusalem of Revelation will be related to
the millennium. Although this might seem to be pure speculation, it does
have ethical implications, since these beliefs have often led to fundamentalist
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Christian support for Zionist causes, for quite different reasons from those
held by the Zionists. For Christians whose eschatology is different from the
kind just described, who are deeply concerned about their relationships with
the Jews, Jerusalem is one of the most difficult problems they must face.
Christians may prefer to look at the city as a negotiable subject, involving
populations, political advantage, access to holy places, and the like, If, how-
ever, their Jewish counterparts are to be understood, the theology of Jeru-
salem, with its intimate relationship to most Jews’ hopes for their future,
must be taken into account even though it may not be fully accepted.



CHAPTER 2

PEACE IN ZION
The Transformation of Human Society

The new city that Israel hoped God would establish on earth “in that day”
was described in such a way as to include radical changes in human nature
itself as well as renewal of social institutions and the natural world. Instinct
or logic suggests to the modern author that the appropriate place to begin a
discussion of the major eschatological themes ought to be with those inner
changes in the lives of individuals. A careful consideration of where the
emphasis lies in the OT itself, however, leads to the conclusion that it is more
appropriate to begin with those institutions of the future that were expected
to enable human beings to live in harmony. These are the eschatological
themes that appear most regularly and are most fully developed.

That most of the eschatological material in the OT presupposes the expe-
rience of exile is indicated by the prominence of the re-establishment of the
people of God in their homeland. In many texts it is the return of all the
exiles to the promised land that is understood to be the necessary first step
in the establishment of the new society of peace that Israel hoped for. The
existence of a people in a land is thus the first promise. The harmonious
society hoped for in that place at that time is sometimes described in terms
of the rule of the righteous king, and because that king eventually becomes
Messiah (in post—OT literature), a central figure for Jewish and Christian
eschatology, we shall devote a section to him. Finally, the future involves
many peoples, not just one, and the problems and conflicts created by that
diversity also need to be solved; and so we shall see that the OT has a great
deal to say about the future of the nations.

Restoration to the Promised Land

“Therefore, behold, the days are coming,”’ says the Lord, ““when it shall no longer
be said, ‘As the Lord lives who brought up the people of Israel out of the land
of Egypt.’ but, ‘As the Lord lives who brought up the people of Israel out of the

rq



22 ESCHATOLOGY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

north country and out of all the countries where he had driven them.’ For I will

bring them back to their own land which 1 gave to their fathers.”” (Jer. 16:14—

15" also 23:7-8)

No better introduction to the theme of this section could have been pro-
vided. Two discrete eras are contemplated, each of them constituted by a
mighty, redemptive act of God. For the faith of Israel, its past and present
existence have been given their character by the exodus, and so the text points
us immediately to the tradition on which this aspect of eschatology was built.
That the hope it expresses is appropriately called “‘eschatology” is revealed
by the radical nature of the change that is expected, however. A new exodus
is anticipated, but it will be so much greater than the former that the fun-
damental expression of Israel’s faith, “As the Lorp lives who brought up the
people of Israel out of the land of Egypt” (cf. Exod. 20:2), will be replaced
by a new one that celebrates the return of the diaspora to the promised land.
Nowhere does the OT suggest that any other aspect of its hopes for the ideal
future will have so fundamental an effect on Israel’s confession of faith. But
in fact, this prediction has not yet come true. Judaism still celebrates the
exodus, not the return from exile, as its constitutive event. And so the text
not only serves as an introduction to the theme as eschatology and to the
tradition on which it is based but it also raises the question of fulfiliment (of
great importance in tracing the subsequent history of the theme).

History of the Promised Land Tradition

According to Israel’'s memory, God’s promise to give them the land of
Canaan to be their homeland antedated the exodus; indeed it antedated their
existence as a people. It was offered to Abraham when hie first se1 foot in the
land {Gen. 12:7). The Pentateuch documents Israel’s conviction that the pos-
session of that land was inseparably connected to their relationship with
Yahweh.! It may be read as the story of how the fulfillment of the promise
was delayed and put into jeopardy in various ways over a period of many
generations (e.g. Gen. 12:10-20; Exodus 2; 32:7-14; Num. 14:11-35). The
triumphalism of the Book of Joshua, as it describes a thorough and complete
conquest of Canaan that never actually happened, according to the rest of
the OT, is clearly motivated by the strong need to affirm that God did indeed
keep his promise (cf. Josh. 1:1-9 and 11:23). For all practical purposes it
was fulfilled in the reigns of David and Solomon, when the borders were
approximately those cited in the patriarchal materials and when Israel lived
in relative peace and security. Although these parts of the OT deal with
promise and fulfillment, there is nothing in them that needs to be called
eschatology, for the possession of the land comes about through God’s di-
rection of the events of history and without any radical break in its normal
course.
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With the appearance of the prophet Amos the imminent arrival of a radical
break was announced, however, and it was a change for the worse. “Israel
shall surely go into exile away from its Jand” (Amos 7:17b). This threat of
removal from the promised land struck at the very heart of Israel’s relationship
with God, as the pre-prophetic materials of the OT understood it. And so the
question must be considered whether there was any place in the tradition for
such a threat, or whether Amos was really attacking the roots of the Israelite
faith.? In the patriarchal materials the promise of the land is completely
unconditional (Gen. 13:14~17; 48:4; Exod. 6:6-8; 32:13); the land is to
belong 1o Israel forever. But elsewhere in the Pentateuch, especially in Deu-
teronomy, conditions are imposed for maintaining Israel’s existence in the
land. There are apparently early threats against security in the land, but nothing
is said about losing it completely (Exod. 23:33b; 34:12; Num. 33:55b; Deut.
7:16b; Josh. 23:13; Judg. 2:3). Threats of thoroughgoing destruction, ending
the covenant relationship, also appear {Deut. 4:26; 6:15 and frequently in
this book; Josh. 23:13, 15, 16; Jer. 9:15~16). But the concept of exile and
restoration, a temporary loss of the land followed by return, does not appear
with any prominence in materials that can claim to be earlier than the eighth
century. The promises of restoration in Deut. 30:1-10; Isa. 11:11-16; Amos
9:14-15; Mic. 2:12; 4:6~7; Zeph. 3:19-20 are worded in such a way as to
make it clear they are addressed to people who are already in exile. Only
Hos. 11:5-11 projects into the future both exile and return. Furthermore,
even the idea of exile itself seems to have been so inconsistent with Israelite
theology that despite its prominence in Amos and Hosea (who develop it in
two different ways) it produces no consistent tradition that can be traced
through eighth- and seventh-century literature. Standard ways of speaking
about exile only appear when the experience itself has become a reality for
Judah.? There is some evidence to suggest that the pre-sixth-century ma-
terials dealing with exile are all related to the end of the Northern Kingdom
in 722 B.C., and do not seriously contemplate the possibility that the whole
people of God might be cut off from the promised land.*

The threat of exile and its realization for Judah in 597 and 587 B.c. was
thus a blow to the heart of Israel’s understanding of itself as a people of God.
Israel possessed no theology that could justify its continuing identity in an-
other country. “‘How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?’ (Ps.
137:4) was their initial response to exile. It was crucial to their continuing
existence that some basis for a future could be provided them, and in just
that setting two important prophetic traditions concerning exile as an interim
period, to be followed by a restoration to the land, may be found. Whether
any or all of these words, attributed to Jeremiah and Ezekiel, actually came
from the prophets themselves is another debated subject, but in this case the
date of the materials is not so much in question. There is general agreement
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that prophetic promises of restoration appeared among the Babylonian exiles
shortly after 587. Raitt's Theology of Exile avoids some of the psychologizing
and building on presuppositions that is common in much of this work and
makes a strong case for attributing some of the restoration promises to Jer-
emiah and Ezekiel themselves, but there is nothing approaching a consensus
on the subject.® The Jeremiah tradition, at any rate, found a way to speak of
a future for the exiles in this way:

The letter to the exiles (Jeremiah 29) contains first a warning against pre-
mature expectations, condemning false prophets in Babylonia who are pro-
moting hope for an imminent return (29:4-9, 15-23), and counseling ac-
ceptance of life in exile. Jeremiah does promise that restoration will come in
seventy years (29:10), but the practical effect of that for every adult who
heard it was ““You're not going back.” The promise in Jeremiah 24 is also
brief and modest, but moves a significant step in the direction of eschatology.
God promises to ‘‘regard as good the exiles from Judah''(24:5b) and to “‘bring
them back to this land”” (24:6a), and the restoration will be accompanied by
internal changes: “'I will give them a heart to know that I am the Lord; and
they shall be my people and 1 will be their God, for they shall return to me
with their whole heart”” (24:7). But this is the extent of the promise, and in
its brevity and modesty it is quite different from the glorious pictures that
appear elsewhere.

We have reached the turning point in the promised land tradition, the point
at which history itself called the entire promise into question and seemed to
be the fulfillment of those dire early threats that connected the loss of the
land with the death of Israel. We can imagine two possible ways in which
hope for some kind of future for Israel as the people of God might have been
expressed. A theology of “sojourning” might have developed, abandoning
the familiar association of peoplehood with a given piece of property (as
Christianity eventually succeeded in doing), or one’s hopes for Israel might
have been tied to hope for return to the land of Canaan. It was the latter that
prevailed.

Restoration as an Eschatological Theme

Judeans who were taken into exile in Babylonia believed that when Je-
rusalem fell it was the end of Israel as the people of God. The city that Yahweh
had chosen for himself had been destroyed, his temple lay in ruins and its
cult had been abandoned, and the people had been rooted up from the land
he had promised them. “’Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we
are clean cut off”” (Ezek. 37:11b) became a proverb in their midst. Israel was
dead, and as the prophet Ezekiel ministered to those exiles his message con-
cerning new life inevitably involved a promise of return to their land.

The vision of the valley of the dry bones and its accompanying interpretation
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in Ezekiel 37 contain most of the important concepts associated with the
theme of return to the land in OT eschatology. The resurrection of Israel from
the death of exile is immediately associated with restoration:

Behold, I wili open your graves, and raise you from your graves, O my people;
and 1 will bring you home into the land of Israel. . . . And I will put my Spirit
within you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land. (Ezek.
37:12, 14)

For Israel to live, according to this text, is to return to the land of Canaan.

Added to this vision is a symbolic action and an extended oracle concerning
restoration. The prophet is to take two sticks and label them ‘“Judah’” and
“Joseph” (Ephraim), then join them in his hand, with the accompanying
message that the Northern Kingdom will also return from its exile, to be
reunited with Judah under one king (37:15-23). This is a concern that also
appears in the Book of Jeremiah (3:18; 30:3), and that reappears from time
to time in Judaism’s hopes for the future (cf. Zech. 10:6-12). Although the
twelve tribes of Israel were actually united politically for only a short period
in all of history, under the reigns of David and Solomon, in the minds of the
people there clearly existed the conviction that despite their political and
religious differences, the “people of God" consisted of the twelve tribes, and
this feeling was expressed in passages such as this, which promised reunion
one day.

Ezekiel 37 continues with the promise of a new David (to be discussed in
the next section) and the gift of an everlasting covenant of peace (37:24-
26). Finally, God’s sanctuary will be established in their midst forever (37:26—
28). For obvious reasons, the Book of Ezekiel is cautious about its positive
statements concerning Jerusalem. We and the exiles would understand that
the holy city has been alluded to here, but only in its function as a center, a
holy place where God’s presence is evident.

Ezekiel has made use of covenant traditions (note the language of 37:23b,
24b, 26-27) and of traditions associated with the monarchy, including the
uniting of the twelve tribes, in this chapter. In Ezekiel 20 a retelling of Israel’s
history from Egypt to the exile appears, written as a history of thoroughgoing
rebellion from beginning to end, with only the patience of God allowing it
to last as long as it did. So the prophet justifies the exile on the basis of a
“history of salvation’” which is really a history of human rebellion and divine
forbearance. In the second half of chapter 20, a future is contemplated that
will be the result of a new, redemptive act of God, but the prophet (or one
of his followers) finds it possible to talk about the new, the unknown (because
it is expected to be a time of obedience) by means of an appeal to the way
God has dealt with his people in the past. History thus provides a pattern for
the prophet’s projection of the future, and this is of great importance for our
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appreciation of the validity of OT eschatology. This makes it possible to say
more than merely “’A better day is coming,” since it appeals to the acknowl-
edged consistency in God's dealings with his people in the past, providing
some basis in the community’s faith for its projections of hope; and it also
serves as a check on the imagination, which might be tempted to introduce
all sorts of products of wishful thinking, if the acts of God in the past were
not accepted as providing legitimate language for talking about the future.

So the prophet finds the situation of his people to be comparable to that
of Israel in captivity in Egypt long ago. And since Yahweh is known to be a
God who sets captives free and leads them through the wilderness to a land
that he gives them, it seems fair 10 promise that will happen once again (Ezek.
20:33-34, 41-42). Given the tone of the first part of Ezekiel 20, with its
emphasis on Israel’s rebelliousness, it is not surprising that the wilderness
traditions concerning judgment (e.g., the golden calf, Korah’s rebellion) are
projected into the future wilderness experience, which is described as a time
of purging (20:35-38). But for the people as a whole, only the act of grace—
which is the new gift of the land—will produce the ultimate result of wholie-
sale repentance (20:40-44). Jerusalem is not missing from Ezekiel's ideal
future (“on my holy mountain,” 20:40), but is de-emphasized in favor of
possession of the land as the key to Israel’s future life.

The re-use of Israel’s saving history by a prophet had already occurred long
before in the Book of Hosea. Amos had threatened exile without finding any
way to connect it with the sacred traditions, but Hosea suggested God might,
in effect, reverse the process of saving history and take Israel out of the
promised land and back to the wilderness {2:14—15) or all the way back to
Egypt (8:13; 11:5). In Hosea 1) the possibility of a new exodus is first inti-
mated. Having threatened retum to the land of bondage in v. 5, the prophet
speaks of the possibility of restoration in v. 11: “*They shall come trembling
like birds from Egypt, and like doves from the land of Assyria; and I will
return them to their homes, says the Lord.”’¢

This concept of a new exodus as a way of projecting how God might work
out a positive future for Jews in exile had as its natural conclusion a purely
material outcome, emigration from the countries of the diaspora and reset-
tlement in Palestine, and that expectation is reiterated many times in the OT.
There are diaspora materials that do not bother to affirm it, such as Esther
and Daniel, but nowhere is it spiritualized or made merely a symbol for some
other kind of “return.” That will have profound implications for the later
history of Judaism, as we shall soon see. Spiritual content could be added to
the promise of physical return, however, as Ezekiel 20, with its concem for
repentance, has already shown us (cf. Jeremiah 24). Second Isaiah’s extensive
use of the new exodus theme carries different spiritual connotations.” God's
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marvelous care for his people in the wilderness is the part of the tradition
this prophet wishes to emphasize, and for him the new exodus will be a
triumphal procession across a transformed land (Isa. 49:10-11). Throughout
Second Isaiah there is rejoicing because God has already forgiven (Isa. 40:2;
43:1) and because all obstacles, spiritual and material, are in the process of
being overcome.

And the ransomed of the Lord shall return,
and come to Zion with singing;
everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;
they shall obtain joy and gladness,
and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.
(Isa.51:11)

Among the triumphs to be celebrated when the exiles are restored to their
homeland are the vindication of Israel in the sight of the nations. who will
acknowledge the supremacy of Yahweh by assisting in the restoration (Isa.
45:14-17; 49:22-23), and the completeness of the gathering of the dispersed
{43:5-7). The latter theme had already appeared in one form in the concern
shown by Jeremiah and Ezekiel for the northern tribes, and it reappears
frequently throughout Jewish history.®

Second Isaiah was partly right in his announcement of an imminent return
to the promised land; his words were probably spoken shortly before the
decree of Cyrus (Ezra 1) made it possible for some exiles 1o re-establish
themselves in Jerusalem. But the wilderness did not blossom beneath their
feet, the cooperation of the nations in the grand project was negligible, Zion
was not glorified but remained a minor city, and there remained more Jews
outside the promised land than within it. The way one of those early returnees
dealt with the question of fulfillment is thus a matter of considerable impor-
tance. We have already dealt with the passage once, because of its emphasis
on Zion, but will find it helpful to look once again at Zechariah 7—8.° Behind
the question about whether fasts commemorating the fall of Jerusalem should
still be kept (Zech. 7:2-3) surely lies the issue of whether the returnees in
those early days ought to believe that this was the answer to their expectations.

Zechariah’s answer was that they were just then in the midst of fulfillment
(8:9-13). The laying of the foundation of the temple seems to have been,
for him, the sign that the days of full restoration were upon them. So he does
not interpret the return from exile which has already occurred as a major
event, nor those presently living in Jerusalem as the true eschatological com-
munity; the promise of ingathering ‘“from the east country and from the west
country” is repeated in very much the form it had taken in earlier prophetic
books (Zech. 8:7-8).'°
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Subsequent Occurrences of the Theme

There is an understandable ambiguity in the eschatological uses of the
theme of return to the land in the Jewish literature produced during the
Second Temple period. On the one hand, exiles had returned and established
a slowly growing Jewish community in the homeland. The temple had been
rebuilt and with its services functioned as a spiritual center for world Judaism.
But on the other hand, the ingathering was far from complete and the ex-
periences of Jews who lived in Palestine between 520 B.c. and A.D. 70 were
hardly literal fulfillments of the OT’s expectation of the ideal future. So we
find the actual historical return dealt with in different ways in the apocalyptic
schematizing of past, present, and future, which becomes typical of the es-
chatology of this period.'!

Sometimes the restoration that had occurred in history is affirmed as part
of God’s work, but Israel’s actual situation is then accounted for by speaking
of an ensuing period of tribulation preceding the eschaton (Adam and Eve
29:5-10; T. Zeb. 9:6~9; T. Naph. 4:2-5). In these cases a full ingathering
at the end is not mentioned. A second pattern judges the restoration that has
already occurred to be flawed and expects the perfection of it in the last days.
For example, Tobit says:

But God will have mercy on them, and bring them back into their land; and they
will rebuild the house of God, though it will not be like the former one until the
times of the age are completed. After this they will return from the places of their
captivity, and will rebuild Jerusalem in splendor. (Tob. 14:5; cf. ! Enoch 89:72—~
73; 90:28-33)

Most frequently we encounter a repetition of the OT pattern, which simply
moves from exile to an eschatological restoration without attempting to ac-
count for the present state of affairs (Jub. 1:15-18; T. Levi 16—18; T. Dan
5; T. Benj. 9; T. Jos. 6; T. Ash. 7; T. Jud. 23—25; T. Jos.[Arm] 19). The
concemn about reunion of the twelve tribes reappears in interesting ways in
several of these texts (T. Jos.[Arm) 19; As. Mos. 3:3—4:9; 2 Apoc. Bar. 78—
87).

As would be expected, rabbinic Judaism, after the fall of Jerusalem in a.p.
70, frequently takes up the question of the meaning of exile, but the subject
cannot be pursued further in this context.'? The continuing eschatological
quality of the hope for retumn, in rabbinic thought, is nicely illustrated by this
saying from the Babylonian Talmud:

Whoever goes up from Babylon to the Land of Israel transgresses a positive
commandment, for it is said in Scripture, They shall be carried to Babylon, and
there they shall be, until the day that 1 remember them, saith the Lord. (b. Ketub.
110b~-111a)

In early Christianity, the Jewish concen about re-occupation of Palestine
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is simply not a subject of interest.!* To cite a few examples, the author of
Hebrews takes up the theme of ““rest,” which in the OT means prosperity
and security in the promised land, and uses it to refer to the ultimate rela-
tionship of believers to the Lord, without feeling any need to discuss the
original meaning of the promise (Heb. 3:7—4:13). And the homeland”’ that
the patriarchs sought is redefined as a heavenly country (11:13-16). Later,
Tertullian used Ezek. 37:1-14 as evidence for the doctrine of resurrection of
the flesh and did note in passing that some read the passage as referring to
the restoration of the “Jewish polity,” but he dismisses this as of no real
interest.!* Augustine’s retelling of the history of Judaism finds nothing of
fulfillment of prophecy in the restoration of the Second Temple period, but
affirms the importance of the diaspora in the divine plan in order that the
prophecies of Christ in Jewish Scriptures might witness to the world of the
truth of Christian claims.!* This early disinterest in the idea that in the last
days the Jews would be gathered from the diaspora and returmned to Palestine
has tended to remain characteristic of much subsequent Christian thought,
but there are types of Christian eschatology in which it plays an important
role. Therefore, we now turn to the variety of views on this subject in modern
Judaism and Christianity.

Contemporary Manifestations

No OT theme has more obvious contemporary relevance for international
affairs than the promise of return to the land. One of the reasons for the
appearance of the modem state of Israel is surely the persistence in Judaism
of the hope that one day the Jews of the diaspora would be able to return
to Palestine and make it their national homeland once again. There is no
single “Jewish view’’ of the promised land, however, and because of the
brevity that is called for in this section, the risk of distorting things must be
taken by simply listing a variety of points of view.!'* Some Orthodox Jews
take a thoroughly eschatological position with reference to the promises of
return, and believe that will occur only when Messiah comes. As a result,
they do not accept the modern state of Israel as a legitimate expression of
their faith at all. Other Jewish thinkers have tumed away from religious hopes
and affirmed the validity of a cultural Judaism that accepts diaspora exist-
ence.!” The opposite point of view is taken by other, non-religious Jews, the
secular Zionists who have moved in this century to create a homeland for
themselves. Their arguments have focused on the inherent need for a people
to have a land, and in the early days some of them were so little influenced
by the promises of Scripture as to consider other countries, such as Argentina
or Uganda, as possibilities for a Jewish homeland.'® The continuing influence
of the promised land on the Jewish mind is revealed by the fact that those
suggestions were scomed, and the Zionist movement refused ever to take
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seriously any potential homeland but Palestine. It should be noted that these
political efforts to establish a modern Jewish state normally appeal more to
the promises of the land to the patriarchs as establishing their legitimatc claim
to the place than to the eschatological hope of ingathering, since in this
movement eschatology has been taken into human hands. Some Zionists,
however, appeal to the biblical promise of full restoration of all Jews to the
land as the basis for their call for a wholesale emigration to the land of Israel.'®

From this sketchy statement one can see that despite the predominance of
Zionism in the twentieth century, there are differences within Judaism, and
there also exist anti-Zionist points of view.?° For Christians, then, it is not
simply a question of whether to affirm and support ‘‘the Jewish hope,” since
that is not the same for everyone. To take seriously both the biblical promises
concemning the land and the real needs of contemporary Jews calls for some
very difficult theological and ethical thinking on the part of Christians, pre-
cisely because the NT provides so little guidance.?' For most of Christian
history the promises of return to the Holy Land have been reaffirmed as
applicable to Christians, but only in a spiritual or theological sense, following
the lead of the letter to the Hebrews. The ingathering has been taken as a
type of the unity of the mystical body of Christ.2? The promised land has
regularly been taken as equivalent to heaven, as a great many hymns reveal.
In the spirituals of black Americans, Canaan represented heaven on the sur-
face, but at the same time served as a code word for physical freedom from
slavery.?* Some of the crusaders may, of course, have believed in transferring
the literal promise of the land to Christian recipients, but fortunately that
point of view has seldom had much appeal. In some forms of modern fun-
damentalism the attempt has been made to put together all the eschatological
materials of both Testaments in order to make one coherent, comprehensive
plan for the last days. These schemes vary among the interpreters, as would
be expected by one who views the Bible historically. Some of them are inclined
to take literally the promise of the full ingathering of the Jews and to make
it one of the stages near the end of the eschatological drama. In their enthu-
siasm for discerning the signs of the times they tend to see the rise of the
modermn state of Israel as the beginning of the fulfililment of that promise, and
so Zionism has received considerable support from this type of fundamentalist
Christianity. It should be noted, however, that the support seems to be mo-
tivated not so much by concern for the Jewish people themselves as by
enthusiasm for finding oneself very near the Second Coming of Christ, a
motive that would hardly be shared by Jews.

Can Christians find solid exegetical grounds for taking seriously the intense
Jewish concern with the land of Canaan? Recent efforts to engage in such a
dialogue have yielded only tentative conclusions. But we must see what we
can say. For instance, already in 1904 A. B. Davidson took the subject seri-
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ously. He devoted the last chapter of his book O/d Testament Prophecy to ‘“The
Restoration of the Jews.”* He concluded from his studies of the NT, especially
Romans 9-11, that the original promise of Canaan to Abraham has been
widened to become a promise of the whole world to the people of God (Jew
and Gentile). Such a broadening of the promise already begins to appear in
the later Prophets, who speak of new heaven and new earth as God’s gift to
his people. So without rejecting the place of the Jews in the divine economy,
Davidson found evidence in Scripture that Christians ought not to expect a
literal ingathering at the end of time, but ought to accept those promises as
the first step in God’s intention to offer the transformed world to his people.?*

Other readings of the two testaments, somewhat more literal than David-
son’s, have been offered. The return of the exiles that already had occurred
in the sixth century 8.c. is sometimes said to be the literal fulfillment of OT
prophecy, so that nothing further of that kind is to be expected. Others
emphasize that in the NT the preoccupation with land is replaced by a cor-
responding promise of a new kingdom, a new people of God (including Jews
and Gentiles as one), in a new creation.?® Yet another reading of the NT
claims that its silence concerning the land implies that the OT promise has
not been nullified. The beatitude ‘‘Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit
the earth” broadens the promise but does not negate its earlier form. Since
all God’s promises are fulfilled in Christ, the state of Israel may be understood
as a part of realized eschatology.?’

Some tentative conclusions:

1. The OT affirms that the attachment of a people to their land is not
unimportant in the sight of God.

2. The exilic materials in the OT also show that Jews learned in practice
that it is possible to be a faithful member of God’s people no matter where
one lives. But this experienced truth never became an explicit part of OT
theology important enough to rival the promise of the land.

3. This truth was made explicit in the NT’s double affirmation that the
whole world belongs to Christians, as a sojourning place, while their true
home is in heaven.

4. Despite the freedom offered to Christians from ethnic and territorial
constraints, the NT nowhere rejects peoplehood and homelands as wrong.
Government, for example, is affirmed (Rom. 13:1-7; | Pet. 2:13-17), and
there are still nations involved in Revelation’s picture of the ideal future (Rev.
21:24-26; 22:2). Although the rest of the NT shows little interest in the OT
picture of peoples and nations living peacefully in their own territories, it
contains no argument against that.

5. The ultimate loyalties of Christians thus transcend loyalty to any one
nation or place, but they do not ignore the legitimate needs of their own
people and other peoples in these times before the end comes; hence the
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desire of peoples (Jews and others) for a secure place of their own is a concern
of Christians.

6. No one can know just how God will dispose of the problem of Palestine
in the last days; Scripture does not present the kind of detailed blueprint for
the future which we might desire for that subject, or any other. In the mean-
time, however, Christians’ appropriate recognition of their special relationship
to the Jews must surely be to take seriously the special attachment of many
of them to Palestine and their legitimate desire for a national homeland, and
to seek a just response to that desire. It must be emphasized that to find a
Just response may not necessarily mean agreeing wholeheartedly with the
proposals of any one particular Jewish group.

The Righteous King (Messiah)

The King has played a significant role in only a few of the texts discussed
so far. This elementary observation is actually responsible for one of the major
differences between this presentation of the OT message concerning the future
and traditional Jewish and Christian expositions of what has usually been
called “messianic prophecy.” The familiar way of using the OT, in scholarship
and piety of all varieties, has been to go to it with a predetermined interest—
the Messiah—and then to look for messianic texts. With such an approach,
scholarship and piety have been able to identify a great deal that for one
reason or another might be called “messianic,” to the extent that what is
now generally called eschatology has through most of Christian history been
called messianism. But this figure— Messiah—and all that is associated with
him in both Jewish and Christian eschatology are to a great extent the product
of the hopes of post—OT Judaism and of the Christian identification of Jesus
as the fulfillment of the whole OT promise. This is not at all to say that those
generations were wrong in what they expected of Messiah, nor to say that it
is improper for Christians to apply that name to Jesus. My approach, in
agreement with other recent studies, aims to look first at the OT simply on
its own terms, beginning with the Hebrew word masiah, which we have
anglicized as Messiah, and then trace the concepts associated with that word
in a strictly historical way. Eventually we shall end up where traditional
studies have begun.

The word mafiah means “‘anointed”” and occurs in the OT only thirty-nine
times. The physical sense of rubbing with oil or having oil poured over the
head is never far removed from any of its occurrences. Four times it is used
of priests, suggesting that at one period priests were anointed, but there is
insufficient evidence to conclude that was always the case (Lev. 4:3, 5, 16;
6:22). Nearly all the other occurrences refer to kings. Saul is called the Lord’s
anointed twelve times (1 Sam. 12:3, 5; 16:6; 24:6 [2x], 10; 26:9, 11, 16, 23;
2 Sam. 1:14, 16) and David is given that title seven times (2 Sam. 19:21;
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23:1; Ps. 18:50 = 2 Sam. 22:51; Ps. 132:10; 132:17 = 2 Chron. 6:42). The
other named king so favored is, remarkably enough, a pagan, Cyrus the
Persian (Isa. 45:1). Where, then, are the messianic prophecies, predictions of
the coming savior? Here are the remaining texts: Hannah’s song concludes
by saying of God, ““He will give strength to his king, and exalt the power of
his anointed” (1 Sam. 2:10). A prophet announces to Eli that God will raise
up a faithful priest (Samuel) who will “‘go in and out before my anointed
forever” (1 Sam. 2:35). Part of the description of the disaster of 587 reads,
“the breath of our nostrils, the Lord’s anointed, was taken in their pits, he
of whom we said, ‘Under his shadow we shall live among the nations’
(Lam. 4:20). Habakkuk and one of the Psalms speak of God’'s people as
anointed (Hab. 3:13; Ps. 28:8). Another psalm refers to Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob as God’s anointed ones, his prophets (Ps. 105:15 = 1 Chron. 16:22;
of. Isa. 61:1 where a prophet uses the verb ““anoint” of himself). Some of
these texts no doubt may be interpreted as prophecies of the eschatological
redeemer, if one insists, but the natural reading of them does not suggest any
such thing.

We are left, then, with seven more debatable occurrences, in Pss. 2:2; 20:6;
84:9; 89:38, 51, and Dan. 9:25, 26. Critical scholarship understands these
psalms to be references to the currently reigning king in Israel and the anointed
ones in Daniel to be the high priests, Joshua of the sixth century B.c. and
Onias III, who was removed from office around 175 B.c. So we are left without
any eschatological Messiah in the OT! But the roots of messianic hope are
present in the OT; it is the legitimate offspring of an important strand of
Israelite theology—that of kingship, which is the tradition out of which
messianic hope grew.2*

History of the Theology of Kingship in Israel

While anointing was done for various purposes in ancient Israel, it is clear
from the uses of the noun masiah which have been cited that ordinarily when
an Israelite referred to ‘‘the anointed one,” he meant the king. Anointing
was how one got to be a king, as 1 Sam. 10:1; 16:13, and 2 Kings 9:1-3
indicate. And since the line of Saul and all the royal families of the Northern
Kingdom died out, it is the family of David which possessed the only royal
ideology of lasting importance. The meaning of Davidic kingship is another
major tradition in OT theology which can be studied at length in other works,
but it must be outlined here in order to show the roots from which the hope
for a future righteous king grew.

The foundation document for the royal ideology of the house of David is
the prophecy attributed to Nathan in 2 Samuel 7. It announced God's choice
of David to be the ruler of his people and established a special relationship
between God and David which included the promise to maintain his dynasty
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forever. Other references to this oracle describe that relationship as a unique
covenant between God and David (Pss. 89:3, 28; 132:12). The personal
successes of David and the glories of the reign of Solomon, including the
establishment of a temple in which the royal ideology could be preserved and
celebrated, gave this new element in the faith of Israel a permanent place
and a growing importance. Although interpreters of the Psalms prior to the
twentieth century had always agreed in taking them to be “prophetic” es-
chatological expressions of hope for the coming of the Messiah, the form-
critical approach to the Psalter has made a strong case for understanding them
as present-tense celebrations of what Israel believed about kingship in their
own day. So, Psalms 2 and 110 are taken to be coronation songs, Psalm 45
a song for a royal wedding, and Psalm 72 to be a prayer for the king. When
one looks at them without thinking about the traditional Christian uses, this
seems to be a perfectly natural reading. except perhaps for two verses: 1 will
tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to me, ‘You are my son, today I have
begotten you’ ** (Ps. 2:7), and v. 6 of Psalm 45, which seems to say to the
king, “Your throne, O God, endures for ever and ever.” It has been argued
that these lines only make sense if taken to be prophecies of Jesus, the
incarnate Son of God. But it is clear from other texts that the historic David
and his descendants were believed to stand in a very special relationship to
God which might have been expressed as adoptive sonship.?® Israelites did
not believe in divine kingship, but it was possible for them to think of human
beings as sons of God their heavenly Father, much as we do today. So it is
not difficult to explain these verses as slightly extravagant language that might
very well have been used to express Israel’s hopes that were fixed on a king
whom they believed God had chosen to rule over them.

There were two flaws in Israel’s kingship ideology. The first was spelled
out at length by the Prophets; although kingship might be a marvelous thing
and the work of God, actual kings were usually quite another matter. They
seldom lived up to the ideals expressed in the Psalms (cf. Jeremiah 22). The
second was the shocking break in the continuity of the Davidic dynasty
brought about by the Babylonian triumph over Judah in 587 8.c. (cf. Psalm
89, which may reflect that event, and Lam. 4:20). From that point on kingship
could not be celebrated, for it no longer existed. It might be commemorated,
as the Chronicler seems to do in his idealization of the work of David, or it
might become the basis of hope for a better future. Although the word Messiah
itself is never used in a futuristic way in the OT, the hope for the coming of
a righteous king in that day does appear, with terms other than Messiah being
used to denote that king.

The Eschatological King in the Old Testament

A famous ““messianic prophecy” from Isaiah may be taken as a transitional
text between Israel’s practice of glorifying the present king and the tendency
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to look into the future for the coming of a king who would really live up to
the divine intention for Israel’s ruler. This is Isa. 9:2-7: *For unto us a child
is born.” It is not at all clear from the form of the passage that it is intended
to be a prediction, for it sounds like an announcement. As we compare it
with the royal psalms it seems more and more likely that the setting of this
text was either a coronation or the time of the birth of an heir to the throne,
The names to be given to the child: Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, are not too exalted to be ascribed to an
ordinary Israelite king, as has been argued, but are good examples of the kind
of extravagant language typically used in the throne names of oriental po-
tentates.’® Furthermore, there are several possibilities for the translation of
these names, so it is not as certain that the king is being called ‘“Almighty
God’ as many English translations would suggest. If this reading of the passage
is correct, Isa. 9:2-7 may then represent a prophetic affirmation of traditional
kingship ideology.

The other famous text from Isaiah is clearly futuristic, however. Chapter
11, vv. 1-5 speak of a shoot that will come forth from the stump of Jesse,
referring presumably to a time when the tree that is the Davidic dynasty has
been cut down. That this new offspring of David is expected to be a human
being is indicated by vv. 2 and 3. The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him, as
on others in Israel whom God had chosen to carry out his work (Bezalel,
Exod. 31:3; Balaam, Num. 24:2; Gideon, Judg. 6:34, etc.), and his obedience
is described in familiar language: *’His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.”
He does possess supernatural gifts, however, due to the grace of God. His
wisdom is emphasized very prominently, with a clustering of typical wisdom
terms: hokmah (wisdom), binah (understanding). ‘esah (counsel), and da‘at
{knowledge), but his capacities surpass those even of the greatest wise man,
for his powers of judgment are not limited by what he can observe (Isa.
11:3b). His work and character are described briefly, but emphatically; he is
essentially to be the establisher and maintainer of justice (11:4-5). His nature
and work are thus no more than would be expected of the ideal king, and
the message of the prophecy. in our way of putting it, is that the day is coming
when God will see to it that his people have good government.>!

There is a fascinating passage in the Book of Jeremiah which remains one
of the least known of the OT's so-called messianic prophecies, probably be-
cause it makes the unparalleled move of linking the house of David with the
house of Levi and making the eternal covenant applicable to both. This creates
something of a problem for Christians, who are interested in the promise to
David because of Jesus’ Davidic ancestry but who have no stake at all in the
perpetuation of the levitical priesthood. The passage has a somewhat doubtful
textual history; Jer. 33:14-26 is completely missing from the Septuagint,
which preserves a much shorter recension of the Book of Jeremiah. Internal
evidence also raises questions about whether it is as old as Jeremiah himself,
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since 33:14-16 is a citation of 23:5~6, and the whole text may be understood
as a commentary on that passage. The oracle in Jeremiah 23 follows his
condemnation of the worthless rulers who have afflicted Judah and promises
in contrast that the days are coming when God will raise up a Branch (cf.
the shoot of Isa. 11:1) who will be wise, just, and righteous. There are good
reasons for thinking that passage may have been the work of Jeremiah himself
and that 33:14-26 comes from a later time, but that does not make the latter
text of any less interest to us. If it is later than Jeremiah it comes from a time
when the functioning of both houses, David and Levi, was either non-existent
or greatly altered, and its attempt to deal with that situation was simply to
reiterate the promise of an etemal covenant, and to make it stronger than
ever. “Thus says the Lord: If you can break my covenant with the day and
my covenant with the night, so that day and night will not come at their
appointed time, then also my covenant with David my servant may be bro-
ken...” (33:20-21a). No explanation is offered, just reaffirmation. As to
the nature and functions of this heir of David, nothing new is added to the
picture we have already gained of the good king. The same may be said of
other texts such as Isa. 32:1; 33:17; Jer. 3:15; 30:9, 21; Ezek. 34:23-24;
37:22-25; Hos. 3:5; and Amos 9:11-12,

It will be seen that although the Davidic king is mentioned fairly often, he
plays a limited role in each of these descriptions of the ideal future, and in
no sense can he be called a “savior.” It is Yahweh who saves his people, and
the gift of a righteous king is sometimes mentioned as a part of that salvation.
Before looking at three slightly different appearances of the king, one should
pay antention 10 a series of eschatological texts where no need is felt to mention
the king at all. He does not appear in Ezekiel 40—48 (which speaks of a
prince who has a few limited rights and responsibilities, 45:7—46:18), and
is missing from all the exilic and post-exilic Isaiah materials (Isaiah 24—27,
34—135, 40—66). Neither does the king appear in the futuristic parts of Joel,
Zephaniah, or Malachi. This non-monarchical eschatological tradition will
be seen for many generations beyond the OT period when we turn to the
intertestamental literature.

Two other famous texts must be discussed, then we will conclude the OT
section with a historical note and an important excursus. Much of Mic. 5:2—
4 is familiar to us by now: the reference to Bethlehem assures us that the
subject is the son of David, that he is a ruler who will feed his flock (continuing
the ancient Near Eastern tradition of calling the king a shepherd; cf. Jer.
23:1-6 and Ezekiel 34), and that his rule will be associated with the resto-
ration of his people, as in Ezekiel 34 and 37. There is one intriguing expression
in the passage, however: ““whose origin is from of old, from ancient days”
(miqqedem mime ‘olam). Does this mean no more than that his ancestry can
be traced all the way back to David, or does it introduce into the concept of
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kingship a mysterious aspect that we have not seen elsewhere?*? Whatever
its origin, it will be important for the later development of belief in a Messiah
to whom will be ascribed supernatural qualities that transcend the original
OT concept.

The king in Zech. 9:9-10 is also a figure with somewhat mysterious qual-
ities. Just in the midst of a chapter filled with warfare and bloodshed there
appears, for two verses, a king who is triumphant and victorious, all right,
but not in the normal sense. He is no soldier, but is “humble”’ (the word may
even mean “afflicted”) and riding on an ass—the domestic burden-bearer
and no beast of battle. There is something surprising here, not adequately
accounted for by tradition, and this is the kind of passage which may have
to be explained as much by what follows it in history as by what precedes
it.?

The historical note mentioned earlier has to do with the apparent conclusion
by the prophets Haggai and Zechariah that Zerubbabel, a member of the family
of David and in charge of rebuilding the temple in 520-516 B.c., was the
fulfillment of the promise to establish David’s throne forever. The hopes of
those prophets that they might be living. “in that day"* were tied at least in
part to that identification, as Hag. 2:23 and Zech. 3:8; 4:5-10; 6:12-13
reveal. It has often been suggested that the obvious incorrectness of that
assumption may have had something to do with the disappearance of any
references to a future king from Jewish literature for several centuries there-
after.

If we now survey what has been gleaned from a study of those eschato-
logical texts in which the righteous king appears, we may draw these con-
clusions: He plays an important though limited role in many pictures of the
ideal future, but there are a good many texts in which he does not appear at
all; he is not the agent by which God saves his people but is one of God's
gifts of salvation, and he is a purely human figure, responsible for good
government. This is “Messiah’* in the OT, but that is not the end of the story.

Excursus: The Suffering Servant and
the son of Man

The reader who is familiar with Christian tradition will have noticed that my
survey did not include such famous “messianic prophecies” as Psalm 22, Isaiah
53, or Daniel 7.3 There were valid reasons for that, from within the OT
perspective, but in order to account for the later development of Christian
messianistn, some comment must be made here on those texts. This matter is
treated as an excursus because there is no inner—OT reason for calling Psalm
22 or Isaiah 53 eschatological. The psalm plays an important role in the way
the Gospels interpret the death of Jesus. The whole theme of the “’righteous
sufferer” in the OT is, in fact, fulfilled and transformed by Jesus. But in the
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Hebrew Scriptures the righteous sufferer had nothing to do with the future
righteous king. It is true that an effort has been made to identify an aspect of
kingship ideology which was not mentioned earlier, taking a hint from the
ritual humiliation of the king in the Babylonian New Year festival.>® It has
been suggested that psalms such as the twenty-second were actually ritual
texts describing how the Israelite king also suffered in place of his people, and
5o, it is argued, the concept of a suffering Messiah can actually be traced all
the way back to pre-exilic Israel. The idea is intriguing, but it has two major
flaws. Although it may very well be true that the king was the original speaker
in many of the laments in the Psalter, the evidence for a ceremony of ritual
humiliation or a theology of a suffering king is simply not to be found outside
those psalms. And if one insists that they are sufficient evidence for the existence
of such a concept during the period of monarchy, then it will be necessary to
account for its complete eclipse in post-exilic Judaism-—only to reappear cen-
turies later in the Gospels.

As for Isaiah 53, it is my position that Jesus was indeed the fulfillment of
those words, but the words themselves do not take the form of a prediction
and they originally had nothing to do with Messiah. The Songs of the Suffering
Servamt (Isa. 42:1-4; 49:1-7; 50:4-9; 52:13—53:12) stand in a class by
themselves, and from the perspective taken by this book it does not seem
appropriate to call them eschatological—a part of the Jewish people’s hopes
for an ideal future. It has been pointed out by others, for example, that Isaiah
53 produces no growing, ongoing tradition of its own in Judaism. Those who
sought to find a suffering king in the OT have pointed out the royal elements
that do appear in the Servant Songs, but they are combined with other tra-
ditions and the question of the identity of the Servant is by no means solved
as easily as that.>* None of this is in any way intended to downgrade the
importance of Isaiah 53; rather, it may be that we better understand and
appreciate it the more its uniqueness is acknowledged.

The Son of man does appear in an eschatological passage, Daniel 7, but
is in no way connected with Messiah. This is an apocalyptic vision making
use of extravagant symbolism. Four great beasts come up from the sea,
composite animals unlike anything on earth, and they are interpreted as
symbols of four world empires (7:3—8, 19-24). In contrast to them there
appears “‘one like a son of man” (7:13): in other words, understanding the
Aramaic idiom, a human figure. The identity of that figure is not left a
mystery at all, for an interpretation of 7:14, “and to him was given dominion
and glory and kingdom...,” follows in 7:27: “and the kingdom and the
dominion and the greainess of the kingdoms under the whole heaven shall
be given to the people of the saints of the Most High.” As beastly figures
represent the pagan nations, then, a human figure represents the people of
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God. So much for Daniel, but once again that is not the end of the story
for the Son of man, who reappears in surprising ways in the Gospels.

The Servant of the Lord and the Son of man, studied historically, are
revealed to be separate strands of tradition in the OT, never combined with
one another or with the Messiah. That this was also true of Judaism in the
intertestamental period has been carefully documented and supports our
conclusion that the rich potential of all these different ideas is first realized
in a single figure only in the Gospels, in the figure of Jesus.>’

The Appearance of the Full-Fledged
Messianic Hope

Hope for the ideal future could be expressed very nicely in post—OT Judaism
without a Messiah. No such figure appears in the eschatology of Jubilees;
I Enoch 1—36; 91—104; Assumption of Moses; 2 Enoch; Sibylline Oracles 1V;
the War Scroll, Psalms Scroll, or Habakkuk Commentary of Qumran; or in
any of the books of the Apocrypha except 2 Esdras. Messiah does appear in
other documents from Qumran, but does not play a major role in them (1QSa
I1.11-22; The Patriarchal Blessings; 1QS IX.11).>® A royal figure who might
fairly be said to represent the messianic hope, although the word itself is not
used, appears in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (T. Sim. 7:2; T. Jud.
24:1-6; T. Dan5:10-13; T. Jos. 19:8-11), in company with an eschatological
priest. A white bull who presumably represents the Messiah appears in the
dream-vision of Enoch (1 Enoch 90:37), but plays no significant role. The
only extensive pre-Christian description of the Messiah that we possess is in
Psalms of Solomon 17, dated in the middle of the first century B.c. It is still
familiar OT language; Messiah is the king, the son of David, but he is a bit
more active now. It is he who will defeat Israel’s enemies, gather the people,
and settle the tribes in the land where he will be their judge. The nations will
come under his yoke and he will rule in righteousness, for he is sinless and
wise because of God’s holy spirit. But he is still a purely human figure and
his functions are exclusively political.

Messiah is thus not at all a common figure in Jewish eschatology down to
the first century B.c. But the Gospels leave the impression that there was a
ferment of messianic expectations among the Jews of Palestine in the first
century A.p., and there is no reason to think that is not an accurate account
of a changed situation. The new element apparently was the appearance of
the Romans and the aggravated political problems produced by the rule of
the Herods and then the procurators. Evidence for the connection between
hatred of the Romans and the rise of the messianic hope already appears in
the Psalms of Solomon.

There is an abundance of scholarly literature dealing with Messiah and Son
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of man in the NT and tracing the messianic hope in later Christianity and
Judaism. That extensive and continuing discussion cannot even be summa-
rized here, but some bibliographic references will be offered, together with a
way of looking at the messianic hope different from the traditional Christian
reading of the Scriptures.

As Jesus is presented in the Synoptic Gospels, he is not at all comfortable
with the title “Messiah” (translated into Greek as ““Christ”’). He never uses
the term of himself, and when he allows others to call him Christ he either
cautions them to say nothing to anyone about it (Mark 8:29-30) or he seems
to correct them by changing to his own preferred terms, which are drawn
from the Son of man and Suffering Servant traditions (e.g., Matt. 16:13-23;
Mark 14:61-62). “Son of man” is, in fact, a term that is never used by
anyone but Jesus in the Gospels. This expression remains something of a
mystery, largely because evidence for the pre-Gospels Son-of-man tradition
is so sparse. But Jesus’ reticence to use the term Messiah is easily explained
by the history of its tradition which we have been tracing. It is clear that in
Jesus’ lifetime the messianic hope was completely political in content; it was
a hope that he did not in fact fulfill, and according to the Gospels he had no
intention of fulfilling it but came to understand his ministry in terms of other
OT themes.?® In spite of all this, his followers insisted on Messiah/Christ,
above all other titles, as the proper designation for him after his resurrection,
and that calls for some explanation.

It seems likely that messianic hope had grown so intense in first-century
Palestinian Judaism that ‘“Messiah’’ was the inevitable title to be applied to
any savior. What the followers of Jesus then found it necessary to do, once
they understood the difference, was to redefine the word Messiah in terms
of the kind of savior they perceived Jesus really to be. We see them in the
act of doing just this in the early chapters of Acts (Acts 2:22-36; 3:12-26;
10:34-43). It is of interest to note how the NT uses the royal psalms and the
prophecies of the future righteous king with respect to its affirmations that
Jesus is the Messiah. The political aspects of those passages are largely ignored,
for they are of little relevance for explaining the work of Jesus. However,
Christians found other elements in those texts, which everyone at that time
accepted as messianic prophecies and which could be said to have been
fulfilled in the life and times of Jesus, and these are emphasized.*® The royal
aspects of Jewish messianism have been translated into the heavenly rule of
the Risen Christ (as in Eph. 1:20) and projected into the future once again
in connection with the Second Coming (as in 1 Cor. 15:25 and throughout
Revelation).

In Judaism from late in the first century of the Common Era the coming
of the Messiah became a standard part of hope for the ideal future, and the
nature and functions of that figure were changed little from that of the ideal
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king in OT times.*! In the Aramaic Targums he is always called King Messiah,
for example. He is a thoroughly human, purely political figure who will defeat
Israel’'s enemies and gather the diaspora to the promised land, where the
temple will be rebuilt and he will rule over a realm of peace and abundant
prosperity. Those other OT promises, such as the forgiveness of sins and the
transformation of the human person, which Christians came to associate with
Messiah because they found the promises to be fulfilled in Jesus, have re-
mained for Jews the business of God, not Messiah. And so the major difference
between Jew and Christian has been over the Christian insistence on rede-
fining his nature and functions in terms of their identification of Messiah as
Jesus.

Contemporary Manifestations

Hope for the coming of the Messiah remains a part of the Jewish faith to
this day, as the prayer book shows in several places:

Speedily cause the offspring of David, thy servant, to flourish, and let his horn
be exalted by thy salvation, because we wait for thy salvation all the day. (Amidah,
petition 14)

One change has occurred among those Jews who find the expectation of a
personal Messiah to be too supernatural for their beliefs; in Reform Judaism
one may encounter affirmations of hope for a messianic age of world peace
which is awaited, without any longer looking for an individual Messiah.
Christian eschatology has been greatly complicated by the conviction that
Messiah has already come in the person of Jesus, although it is not possible
to affirm the arrival as yet of the messianic era in its fullness. So it deals with
a first and second Advent, with the latter fully eschatological, but with a desire
somehow to redefine “eschatology’ so as to make the word applicable to the
former as well.*? Questions about supernaturalism arise in Christianity as well
as in Judaism, and this means that what the second coming of Christ means
to individual Christians will vary greatly, from the most important aspect of
the faith to something that is not really anticipated in any literal way at all.
If Jesus did not literally fulfill the OT hopes for a righteous king, and if
Christianity has transformed those hopes into spiritual, heavenly, or existen-
tial forms, then it should be asked whether that OT material itself, expressing
the hope for a just ruler on earth, should be expected to have any contem-
porary relevance for the Christian. If Christianity is a purely spiritual affair,
as some in each generation have indeed maintained, then the answer must
be no. But many Christians believe that the gospel has a worldly as well as
a spiritual relevance, and are not so ready to admit that hope for good gov-
ernment is unimportant theologically.** That point of view may be supported
scripturally in two ways: 1. Accepting the OT as fully a part of the Christian
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canon means taking all its concerns seriously, even though some of them
may be ignored or slighted or presupposed or modified by the NT. 2. In this
case, the NT does take seriously good government in our own era (Rom.
13:1-7; 1 Pet. 2:13-17; 3:13-17), and on occasion thinks of a time when
the will of God will be fully expressed through human society (Matt. 25:31-
46; Revelation 21—22).

The question of the identity of the Messiah continues to be the main the-
ological issue dividing Christians from Jews, and in history that theological
debate has had some appalling sociological consequences. A recent devel-
opment that is of special interest both because it is virtually unprecedented
in Christian history and because it offers hope that those sociological excesses
may never again recur is the willingness of some Christians today to consider
whether there may not in fact be a legitimate continuing identity for the
Jewish people—as Jews——defined by the gospel of Jesus the Messiah. The
major text that has led to such reconsiderations of the traditional Christian
attitude is Romans 9— 11, which is now being taken very seriously, and none
100 soon.**

The words Messiah and messianic are no longer the personal property of
the religions that originated and first adopted/adapted them, for they are now
widely used to denote any kind of would-be savior and/or plan for a trans-
formed world.** Their currency reveals the extent to which eschatologies of
various kinds have permeated the world of the twentieth century, from the
cargo culis of Melanesia tc the pseudo-religious cults that flourish in America.
Once again, we encounter abundant evidence of the longevity and the potency
of a symbol of hope formnulated long ago—in ancient Israel.

The Nations

Eschatology could not ignore the non-Israelite population of the earth—
“the nations”—if for no other reason than the roles they had played as the
agenits responsible for Israel’s present predicament. But the OT has more than
that 10 say about the nations, and we shall encounter a remarkable spectrum
of concerns and hopes for them, reflecting attitudes that range from hatred
10 full acceptance.

There is a corresponding spectrum of needs which can be detected as the
motivation for the variety of hopes expressed concerning the nations, and it
may be helpful to begin by identifying them. 1. There is the material problem
of living in the midst of a foreign nation, in exile and without any nationhood
of one’s own. The nations had produced Israel’s predicament, and if the
promise of restoration to their own land was to be meaningful, it would have
to include the victory of God's will over the will of the great empires. 2. A
theological issue also appears in direct connection with Israel’s dilemma, and
that is theodicy. If God is really in charge, how is it that Assyria and Baby-
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lonia—and even the Edomites!—seem to be able to do as they please? It
became essential to affirrn something about the future of the nations in order
to continue to believe that the future was really in the hands of the God of
Israel. 3. The first two needs grew out of the hostility that existed between
Israel and the other nations, but another concern appears, one that ordinarily
would be labeled “universalism.” Long before any explicit monotheism is
expressed in the literature of the OT, indications already appear that Yahweh
is a universal God who is involved not only with his chosen people, but with
all others as well. In the midst of the very natural expressions of hostility
toward those foreigners who are so often one’s enemies, then, there appear
some fascinating responses to a contrary impulse, which acknowledges that
all people are the creations of the same God.

The tensions already apparent among these needs have produced a complex
set of traditions in the OT concerning the nations. In the small body of
scholarly literature on this subject the tendency has been to trace one strand
or another: for example, God as warrior, separatism, or the trend toward
proselytism. I find it necessary, however, and potentially helpful to sont through
the great amount and variety of material concerning the nations in the OT
in order to clarify the several sometimes conflicting traditions.*¢

Old Testament Traditions Concerning the Nations

Israel owed its very existence to a victory over one of the world’'s great
nations. ““We were Pharaoh'’s slaves in Egypt; and the Lord brought us out
of Egypt with a mighty hand”’ (Deut. 6:21). The Israelites remembered that
they were different from other peoples in having been constituted a nation
only after God chose to intervene in the affairs of Egypt. to wrest from it
forceably a part of its slave population and to give those former slaves a land
by taking it away from the city-states of Canaan (Exod. 3:7—8). Hence Israel
always understood itself as existing over against the other nations, and most
of the time in spite of their activities. Exodus became the archetype celebrated
in song (Exodus 15, Psalm 105) which influenced the telling of later history
(Josh. 3:7-17) and accounts of battles that were won by divine intervention
(e.g. Josh. 10:10-14). It was projected into the future in pictures of the final
victory of the divine warrior (e.g. Isaiah 34).47 The conception of divinely
given victory over enemy nations which had been learned from the exodus
strongly influenced Israel’s memory of its settlement in Canaan, especially as
recounted in the Book of Joshua, even though historical evidence was pre-
served to indicate that reality was something far less sensational.*® Next to
the exodus tradition with its message of thoroughgoing triumph over a great
nation, then, stood the traditions of conquest and settlement, which bore a
mixed message reflecting the realities of a precarious life in Canaan.

When the Philistines began to push from the coastal plain into the hill
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country of Canaan where the Israelites had settled, the latter’s continuing
existence as an independent people was seriously threatened, and so the city-
states of Philistia were added to the growing tradition of nations hostile to
the people of God (Judg. 13:1; 1 Sam. 13:19-23). Except for the time when
David and Solomon ruled, Israel was seldom at ease, since it had the mis-
fortune to occupy that narrow, fertile corridor connecting Asia with Africa.
Egypt was occasionally involved with Israelite affairs, and for a long time
after the division of the monarchy the Northern Kingdom suffered under
repeated attacks from the Syrians. Then the great empire-builders appeared
on the Mediterranean coast, and Assyria and Babylonia took the place of
Egypt and Philistia as the political world’s challenge to the continuing exist-
ence of the people of Yahweh. With the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians,
one of the old neighbors also gained for itself a special place as an enemy of
Israel. The Edomites seem to have taken every advantage possible at that
time: capturing Judean refugees and selling them into slavery (Obad. 10—
14; Ezekiel 35); eventually moving into the southern part of Judah and taking
over that territory. So Edom also became a classic example of the nations
who have been, from beginning to end, a continuing threat to the security
and even to the existence of Israel.

Given this precarious national existence, beginning with nothing, gaining
a little and then losing everything, it is not at all surprising to find that the
nations play a prominent role in the OT. Moreover, they are often represented
as hostile to both Israel and Israel’s God, so that God will have to do something
about them if there is to be any future for Israel. That is only natural and to
be expected. What is not so natural among human beings is the appearance
within that same group of tormented people of a conviction that their God
was also the God of the enemy, of a willingness to accept proselytes from
other nations into their community, and (just once in a while) of a desire for
a future in which Israel and her enemies would live peaceably as equals. Both
these attitudes have long histories that must be sketched before their escha-
tological forms are studied.

An early way of dealing with the nations as a threat to Israel’s existence
is the tradition that Yahweh is a warrior. This is associated with the exodus
itself (“’Yahweh is a man of war,” Exod. 15:3), and it took on a virtually
institutionalized form in the practice of what some have called “holy war”
and others have called “Yahweh war” in the early period after the settlement
in Canaan.*® This tradition makes God virtually the sole combatant against
the enemy nations, as in the exodus materials where Israel is simply a spec-
tator; or in some accounts of the battles of the conquest, such as Jericho; and
as in Isaiah’s advice, “In returning and rest you will be saved; in quietness
and in trust shall be your strength” (Isa. 30:15; cf. Ps. 44:1-8). It has a long
history, since it reappears in eschatology in passages such as Isaiah 34 and
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Ezekiel .38-—39. Behind the Ezekiel text lies another form of expression of
the conviction that Yahweh and the nations are natural enemies, best known
by the German terms Vilkersturm or Vilkerkampfmythus. This is the threatened
attack on Jerusalem by a coalition of nations, alluded to several times in the
Psalter (Pss. 2:1-3; 33:10; 46:6—10; 48:4—6; 76). The apparent fact that this
theme does not represent anything that had actually happened in Israel’s
history, but was a universalization of its recurring problems with enemy
nations and a localization of the theme at one place— Jerusalem— probably
made it especially useful for eschatological development.

A second theme, not always as violent in its forms of expression as the
first, is that of the kingship of Yahweh. It is a universal and a rightful kingship
over the nations which is celebrated especially in the Psalms, and so the note
of hostility is less prominent than in the warrior tradition.*® It may be as-
sociated with war and annihilation, as in Ps. 10:16 and Psalm 149, and the
“judging”’ that is associated with divine kingship may involve conflict and
not merely a court scene,’' but often the Psalms simply call on the nations
to acclaim their rightful and righteous king and the language has strong
forensic overtones (Pss. 7:7-8; 22:27-31; 47:8-9; 82; 96:10—13; 99:1-5).
The point of it all is of course the exposure and destruction of the wicked,
but they are not so necessarily identified with the entire nation as in the
warrior tradition. The court scene is not prominent in OT eschatology but it
does reappear later, and the judgment of the nations in Matt. 25:31~46 is
an especially striking example.

Behind both the warrior and kingship traditions lay the conviction that
Israel was Yahweh's elect nation (Exod. 19:4-6), so that harm done to Israel
by other nations should rightfully be punished. A shocking modification of
this nationalistic theology appeared in the teachings of the canonical Prophets,
who announced that Israel itself was to be numbered among the enemies of
Yahweh. The nations had been considered worthy of punishment not only
because they were threats to Israel’s existence, but also on moral grounds.
Certain standards of humanity were considered applicable to everyone, and
as the upholder of those standards Yahweh judged the nations (Gen. 18:20~
21; Deut. 9:4-5; Amos 1:3—2:3). But the prophets saw that when those
same standards plus the higher requirements of the law of Sinai were held
up against Israel’s behavior, God’s own people also stood under judgment,
and they concluded that Israel was as much the enemy of God as any of the
other nations (Amos 2:4-3:2). But this brought the nations into the picture
in a new way. Israel’'s misfortunes at the hands of Assyria and Babylonia
were interpreted as the will of God, and therefore he was depicted as using
the nations to carry out judgment against his own people (Isa. 10:5-6; Jer.
25:8—11), much as Israel had been instructed to carry out his judgment of
the Canaanites earlier (Deut. 7:1-5; 9:1—-6; 12:1-4).>2 It was not that all
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the cruelties inflicted by those nations were the very will of God himself, but
he did have the power to use even evil forces for his own purposes, and then,
eventually that evil would also have to be punished (Isa. 10:7-19; Jer. 25:12~
14).>* So a measure of equality under judgment between Israel and the
nations was achieved in prophetic teaching, but without ever giving up the
conviction that there was a unique relationship available only to Israel. That
uniqueness might be expressed in the accusation that Israel was in fact worse
than any other nation. *‘Has a nation changed its gods, even though they are
no gods? But my people have changed their glory for that which does not
profit” (Jer. 2:11; cf. Ezek. 5:5-6).

The result of this outlook was likely to be a picture of forthcoming world-
wide judgment (Jer. 25:15—38). Judgment of both the nations and Israel
on moral grounds continues to appear throughout the Prophets (Nah. 3:1;
Zech. 9:7; Isa. 14:4-21; Ezek. 28:1-19; 29:1-5, 9b-10; 31:1-18), but the
old conception of Yahweh as the champion of Israel against its enemies does
not disappear. After the fall of Judah the excessive harm done by other peoples
to God’s people is seen to be an evil that must be punished (Jer. 51:24; Ezekiel
25; Joel 3:4-6; Obadiah 10; Zeph. 2:8). But most of the oracles against the
nations are not yet fully eschatological, as we are using the term. They involve
judgment in the pre-eschatological sense (see introduction, n. 3). Before turmn-
ing to eschatology proper, however, it is necessary to trace the OT’s positive
traditions concerning the nations.

Despite its focus on Israel as the chosen people, the OT story does not begin
with Israel but with the human race. The first eleven chapters of Genesis are
a kind of universal history extending from the creation of human beings to
their dispersal throughout the world as a great variety of linguistic groups
following the episode of the Tower of Babel. Just before that story appears
the ‘‘Table of Nations’* {(Genesis 10), which attempts to account for all nations
as the descendants of Noah. Israel is given no special place in the genealogy;
without reading on to the end of chapter 11 one could only guess in which
part of the family tree it will eventually appear. The history of salvation begins
in chapter 12, with Abraham, the father of Israel, and the patriarchal stories
contain a breadth of outlook which had a continuing influence on Israel’s
understanding of its relationship to the nations. The promise to Abraham, as
first reported., is:

And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name
great, so that you will be a blessing. 1 will bless those who bless you, and him
who curses you I will curse; and by you all the families of the earth shall bless
themselves. (Gen. 12:2-3; cf. 22:17-18)

Abraham and his descendants were thus not only to be blessed but also were
to become a blessing, a source of blessing for all the families (nations, in Gen.
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22:18) of the earth. How that was to come about is not specified, except by
saying that those who bless Abraham will be blessed, but other roles for Israel
as a source of blessing were eventually imagined.**

If the stories in Genesis are correctly understood as reflections of Israel’s
self-understanding, then it is of considerable importance that they formulated
and preserved stories concerning the Ishmaelites and the Edomites.>* In both
cases the sagas deal with younger sons (Isaac and Jacob) who achieve pre-
eminence over the elder and become the ancestors of Israel, so they are
affirmations of Israel’s sense of election, but in neither case is the ancestor of
the other nation left without a blessing of his own. Although Ishmael was
sent away into the desert, Israel affirmed that God had offered promises to
him which were parallel in remarkable ways to those that he gave to Isaac
{Gen. 21:13, 18, 20). Esau, who was remembered to be the ancestor of the
Edomites, lost the blessing that he should have received as firstborn, but did
receive another blessing of sorts (Gen. 27:40). The Edomites were considered
important enough by Israel that a lengthy genealogy of Esau was preserved
in Genesis 36.% Despite the hostile attitude that Israel felt toward these two
peoples, then, they were also willing to acknowledge that they held a rela-
tionship of their own to Yahweh.

Although Israel had a family tree and called itself the sons of Jacob (Israel),
it also possessed a keen enough historical memory to be able to acknowledge
that not every member of the covenant people was descended from the pa-
triarchs. It was a “‘mixed multitude’” that came out of Egypt (Exod. 12:38),
and Israel made a covenant with the Gibeonites when they arrived in Canaan
(Joshua 9). It is not uncommon for people with Yahwistic names to be
identified as having come from some other ethnic group. Uriah the Hittite is
a good example. The story of Ruth, the Moabite woman who became an
ancestor of King David himself, does not even argue the question of whether
a Moabite could become a member of an Israelite community; it simply takes
that possibility for granted.*’

These fragments of evidence from narratives are supported by legal materials
that make explicit provisions for sojourners, i.e., aliens residing within Israel.
They are not to be oppressed because they are foreigners, but on the contrary
special care is to be taken to be sure that justice is available to them (Exod.
22:21; 23:9; Lev. 19:33; Deut. 24:17; 27:19). The great principle of neigh-
borliness, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself* (Lev. 19:18), is extended
to include more than just one’s fellow Israelites: ‘“The stranger who sojourns
with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him
as yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Lev. 19:34). This
acceptance of non-Israelites who were living in Israelite communities not
only included matters of justice and mercy (Lev. 19:10; 23:22; Num. 35:15;
Deut. 14:29; 24:17-21; 26:11) but also provided ways for them to participate
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in the Yahwistic cult, if they wished.*® OT law never quite prescribes a full
procedure for the acceptance of proselytes, but requires circumcision before
eating the Passover, and Deuteronomy’s provisions for the participation of
sojourners in covenant renewal (29:11; 31:12; cf. Josh. 8:33) certainly con-
tain the basic elements. The one famous proselyte in the OT is, of course,
Naaman (2 Kings 5), but there must have been a good many others. Although
Israelites experienced strong feelings of hostility toward other nations as po-
litical entities that regularly threatened their security or their very existence,
this did not make them entirely xenophobic; individuals living in their midst
were to be treated as neighbors, and the law summed up this attitude with
the principle *’You shall have one statute, both for the sojourner and for the
native’’ (Num. 9:14; 15:14-16, 29-30; Lev. 24:22).*° The tensions between
hostile feelings and the conviction that all humanity stands before the same
God continued to be reflected in post-exilic Judaism, which at the same time
was adopting a disciplined life that set Jews apart from Gentiles, and also
was becoming a religion actively involved in seeking proselytes.*®

The Nations in Eschatology

A series of examples has been chosen to demonstrate the continuing tension
in Israel’s attitudes toward the nations, even as hopes for an ideal future were
expressed. We begin with the hostile attitudes that seem to be content with
hoping for nothing more than the total destruction of the nations, then move
toward various kinds of expectations of world peace which allow for the
continuing existence of other peoples.

Since it has sometimes been suggested that the main function of the oracles
against the nations in the prophetic books is to provide the intermediate step
between the judgment of Israel and its restoration, we begin with an example
where such a relationship is indeed clear: Isa. 11:11-~16. The oracle contains
the promise of a thoroughgoing restoration of the diaspora, beginning with
a detailed listing of the places from which its members will come, and con-
cluding with a comparison with the exodus, as two ways of emphasizing the
greatness of the event. In the middle are two expected components of the
restoration: the elimination of the old rivalry between the Northern and
Southern Kingdorns (v. 13) and a series of campaigns of the new united
kingdom against the old enemies: Philistia, Edom, Moab, and Ammon (Isa.
11:14). It is assumed that the return will not be peaceful and that the new
Israel will be established in its place by means similar to those used by David
in founding the original kingdom. The occupation of those neighboring ter-
ritories by a victorious Israel is also contemplated in Zephaniah 2 and Zech-
ariah 9.*' The picture of Israel as the conqueror of surrounding nations in
God’s future is a disquieting one for us, but it cannot be ignored since it was
put into effect by the Hasmoneans as one of the results of the Maccabean
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revolt and appears to be acceptable to some strains of modern Zionist thought
as well.

That a final, decisive battle between God and the nations will occur in the
vicinity of Jerusalem is a tradition with a broader (and potentially less harm-
ful) effect, and we turn now to the classic example of that type, the prophecy
concerning Gog of the land of Magog: Ezekiel 38—39.%2 This is one of the
most unusual eschatological passages in the OT since it adds a new act to the
final drama as it was usually conceived. The battle between God and the
nations which is depicted here has nothing to do with the re-establishment
of exiled Israel, for we are assured that already will have happened before
Gog makes his appearance. His intention will be to attack “the land that is
restored from war, the land where people were gathered from many nations
upon the mountains of Israel, which had been a continual waste; its people
were brought out from the nations and now dwell securely, all of them’”
(38:8; cf. 38:11, 14). This takes us to a period in the future that is of no
interest to any other prophet, considering as it does the possibility of a new
threat to Israel after the restoration. These chapters have appropriately been
identified as an early stage in the development of apocalyptic thought, for
they contain the materials for the division of history into a series of periods,
one of the favorite techniques of that later form of eschatology.’

But what is the need to which such a message is responding? If the author
was Ezekiel, the answer is not so obvious; if these chapters come from a later
author it would not be hard to think of them as a response to the dilemma
experienced by retumees who were depressed by the maneuvers of the great
nations around them, manipulating their destiny and leaving them without
any evident control over it. The concern that is made explicit in the passage,
however, is one mentioned at the beginning of this section, and that is theo-
dicy. Although the destiny of Israel cannot be ignored, that is not the major
empbhasis here; for the divine intention in bringing Gog and his allies to their
doom in Palestine is to demonstrate something about God himself to the other
nations: “In the latter days I will bring you against my land, that the nations
may know me, when through you, O Gog, I vindicate my holiness before
their eyes’” (38:16; cf. 38:23; 39:7, 21~24). This conception of the nations
as spectators who will learn something about the true God from his works
in history (“‘then they will know that 1 am Yahweh"’) is a theme that recurs
throughout the Book of Ezekiel.%*

In addition to their chronological separation from reality, there are other
elements of remoteness about these chapters. Gog is an unknown king from
an unknown land, associated with places in “the uttermost parts of the north,”**
and it will not help us here 10 survey the efforts to identify him.¢¢ Perhaps
this is another step in the direction of apocalyptic, in addition to the move
toward periodizing. As in apocalyptic literature, the nations mentioned here
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really function as a symbol for all those historical forces that work in op-
position to the will of God, but note that the passage is by no means to be
taken as a universal condemnation of all the nations, for the real nations, we
suggest, are those spectators who will be brought to a knowledge of Yahweh
by observing what he does to that great coalition of evil forces (Ezek. 39:21—
23).

The first re-use of this theme of the last great battle between God and evil
appears in Zechariah 12 and 14, and eventually it will become Armageddon,
in the Book of Revelation. Here the last judgment has become an event that
is inflicted on the wicked and vindicates the righteous, unlike the prophetic
judgment messages, which involved the whole people of God. Perhaps an
early form of the true last judgment tradition may be discerned in Ezekiel
38~—39,

A helpful example of the transition from oracles against the nations to an
eschatological promise concerning the future of one of the nations appears
in Ezek. 29:6b—9a. It contains a familiar type of oracle, an announcement of
judgment on Egypt (29:8-9), coupled with a reason (29:6b-7) that concerns
their complicity in the fall of Judah. This is inserted into another oracle (29:3-
5, 9b-12), addressed to the king of Egypt, using mythological materials
common to the ancient Near East to make its point at first, and condemning
the king for hybris, that is for a sin against Yahweh, with Israel not in the
picture at all. Comparable oracles also may be found in Ezek. 28:1-19; 31:1~
18; 32:1-16; Isa. 14:4~21; and Daniel 4.%7 This is a vigorous example of
the Israelite belief in the accountability of all peoples, including the kings of
the world’s greatest nations, to their God Yahweh.

Destruction, death, and desolation are threatened, but this is not the end.
**At the end of forty years I will gather the Egyptians from the peoples among
whom they were scattered; and 1 will restore the fortunes of Egypt” (Ezek.
29:13-14). The language is identical to that used for Israel; Egypt will also
experience exile and restoration! Here is evidence that at times the prophets
projected a future for other nations the same way they did for Israel, by using
the history of salvation as their guide.®® And their breadth of understanding
of the universality of the role of Yahweh was such that they did not hesitate
to apply salvation history to the nations. Now of course the sentence ends,
“and there they shall be a lowly kingdom.”” Ezekiel stops short of a full
restoration of Egypt to its former glory, presumably because of his concern
for Israel’s future, but not necessarily for purely chauvinistic reasons. Egypt
had always been a source of trouble to Israel, and the prophet merely wants
reassurance that such will never be the case again (29:15-16). Note that
unlike Israel, Egypt is not necessarily expected to repent and be converted as
a part of its restoration; just, “then they will know that I am the Lord God”
(29:16; contrast 16:53-54, 59-63; 20:42~44). Similar brief promises of the
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restoration of other nations after they have been judged appear in Jer. 46:26;
48:47; 49:6, 39; and something like a seventy-year exile is predicted for Tyre
in Isa. 23:15-18.

Another example of the prophetic willingness to introduce the Gentiles into
the history of salvation is 2 Isaiah’s identification of Cyrus the Persian as
Yahweh'’s shepherd, his anointed one (isa. 44:28; 45:1), the one chosen to
make possible the restoration of Jerusalem, whose work would result in all
knowing, “from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none
besides me; I am the Lord, and there is no other” (Isa. 45:6). The prophet
knows that Cyrus has never even heard of Yahweh (45:4-5), but that makes
no difference, since he can be used for blessing just as Sennacherib and
Nebuchadnezzar were used earlier for judgment. The prophet apparently feels
no need for Cyrus 10 be “converted,” and the immediate effects of his work
are to bring a blessing to Israel, but we shall soon see that 2 Isaiah is not
satisfied to stop there and does have a truly eschatological outiook in expecting
that Israel will become a source of blessing to the nations, as promised to
Abraham.%®

The hopes for a fully peaceful relationship between Israel and the nations
which are often expressed in the OT take on several forms that reflect varying
degrees of chauvinism. It was not always enough to be assured that Egypt
would be t0o weak ever to cause trouble in the future. It is natural for human
beings to want the best and to be the best, and those feelings appear in the
Bible. It would be surprising if so realistic a book did not also reflect that
aspect of what the people of God is really like. Amid the sweeping statements
about the uniqueness of Yahweh and the universality of this work which
appear in 2 Isaiah are some expectations of subservient roles for the nations
which have puzzled exegetes because they do not seem to correlate well with
the rest of his theology. The reversal of fortune is the pattern that is used
prominently in these texts. As the nations carried Israel into exile, so they
will carry them back to their homeland (Isa. 49:22; cf. 60:4-9). As the nations
removed the wealth of Israel, including the temple treasures themselves, so
the day will come when the world’s treasures will be lavished on Jerusalem
(Isa. 45:14; cf. 60:6-7, 13; 61:6). As Israelites served the nations, so one
day the nations will serve Israel (Isa. 49:23; cf. 60:10, 12, 14; 61:5). If such
hopes seem unworthy of the prophets, and of redeemed Israel, perhaps they
can be explained away as largely oriental hyperbole. However, since such
attitudes have never completely disappeared from among the people of God,
they should be left to stand as expressions of natural human feelings in the
hope that we may be all the more surprised and impressed by the other kinds
of hope that appear. and that are not so natural.”

That the Jewish communities in exile in Babylonia had begun to succeed
in making proselytes from among their pagan neighbors is strongly suggested
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by the interest shown in the conversion of the nations by exilic and post-
exilic prophets (Isa. 45:22-23). The post-exilic prophets expect that the one
true God of ali people will be found and acknowledged in Jerusalem by the
nations.
Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the Lord of hosts in Jerusalem,
and to entreat the favor of the Lord. Thus says the Lord of hosts: In those days
ten men from the nations of every tongue shall take hold of the robe of a Jew,

saying, “Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you.” (Zech.
8:22-23; cf. Isa. 45:14-15; 56:3-8; 66:18-19, 23)

Note that Israel remains central to all of this; the true God is to be found in
Jerusalem, and the Israelites will in truth become that “’kingdom of priests”
promised at Sinai (Exod. 19:6; cf. Isa. 61:6).

Israel will be a light to the nations (Isa. 60:2-3). Light, in 2 and 3 Isaiah,
appears in parallel with healing and righteousness (58:8), with law and justice
(51:4), and when the Servant of the Lord is called a light to the nations in
49:6 it is so that “my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” In Isaiah
40—66 the fulfillment of the promise of blessing to all the families of the
earth through the offspring of Abraham is imminent. Whether Israel is to
engage in any kind of missionary activity, or is just to become a witness to
the nations by being the willing recipient of God's grace, has been debated;
Isa. 66:19 appears to be the nearest thing in the OT to an expectation of active
testimony.”"

A rather cryptic text in the so-called Isaiah apocalypse (Isaiah 24—27) also
seems to express a universalistic outlook, as it promises a feast for all peoples,
to be offered “on this mountain’’ by the Lord of hosts (25:6—7). The passage
is less important for what it says in its original context than for its inception
of the idea of the messianic banquet, which appears in later Jewish literature
and in the NT in Matt. 8:11; Luke 13:29; and Rev. 19:9.

That Jerusalem will be in the future the source of full knowledge of the
one true God remains without question in these sources (cf. Isa. 66:20), and
since Israel will be found in its completeness dwelling in and around the holy
city there is no compromise with the continuing conviction of election to a
special place in the saving work of God. But the finest of these texts hold
universalism and particularism in a remarkable balance. In that great picture
of world peace in Isa. 2:2-4 and Mic. 4:1-4 (see chap. 1) a surprising
willingness to remain in the background may be noticed. Zion is central, and
certainly we know that Israelites are there, but it is not necessary to mention
them, as it is in the post-exilic materials. Peoples and nations make their
pilgrimage freely and willingly, “that he may teach us his ways and we may
walk in his paths. For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the
Lord from Jerusalem.” No doubt it is assumed that Israelites will do the
teaching, serving in a priestly function, but the text does not have to specify
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special responsibilities or privileges for them; neither does it have to provide
for pre-eminence of Israel in the peaceful community of nations which it
foresees, as other OT texts have been careful to do. This is one of those
surprising texts which goes beyond the hopes that are natural to human
beings. If we do not see that at first, think about your own patriotic feelings
and about the histories of the League of Nations and the United Nations.
Ordinary visions of world peace are quick to make special provisions not to
lose the privileges and prestige that ‘’rightfully”’ belong to one’s own country.
But beginning already in the eighth century B.c., Israel had sometimes dared
to go against the grain of all that is natural and to consider another way.

Perhaps too much has been deduced from what is missing from this oracle,
but the existence of such an openness to the nations cannot be denied once
we look at Isaiah 19. It may be compared with Ezekiel 29, since it begins
with a traditional oracle against Egypt (Isa. 19:1~15), but then it continues
with a series of eschatological affirmations. The first promises that Judah will
become a terror to the Egyptians (19:16~17), that unsurprisingly human
kind of hope which we have found elsewhere. The second does surprise, for
it seems to speak of a continuation of the Jewish diaspora in Egypt in that
day (19:18). Are these to be Jews or Hebrew-speaking Egyptian converts?
We cannot be sure, since the third oracle goes even further than Ezekiel did
in using Israel’s saving history as a basis for predicting Egypt’s future. There
will be an altar to Yahweh in the midst of the land of Egypt— functioning
for Egypt as Jerusalem did for the land of Israel. There will be a pillar to the
Lord at its border, reminiscent, perhaps of the stones set up by Joshua at the
borders of Canaan (Josh. 4:20). “When they cry to the Lord because of
oppressors he will send them a savior and will defend and deliver them” is
an echo of the language the Book of Judges uses to describe Israel's history
(Judg. 3:9, etc.). The Egyptians will participate in a sacrificial cult dedicated
to Yahweh (Isa. 19:21) and their continuing history will be like Israel’s: *‘and
the Lord will smite Egypt, smiting and healing, and they will return to the
Lord, and he will heed their supplications and heal them’ (19:22).

If possible, the fourth and fifth oracles are even more surprising, for now
Assyria joins Egypt in friendship (19:23), and Israel will not be the great
world power ruling over the other nations, but will just be an equal, having
fulfilled God’s promise to Abraham.

In that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst
of the earth, whom the Lord of hosts has blessed, saying, ““Blessed be Egypt my
people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my heritage.” (Isa. 19:24-
2%)

This is as far as the OT can go. Nowhere else does Yahweh call any nation
but Israel “my people,” but now some Israelites, at least, hope for a day when
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he will so speak to that old enemy, Egypt, and for a day when that nation
whose atrocities terrorized the world, Assyria, can rightfully be called ‘“the
work of my hands.””?

It is easy to criticize the OT for its expressions of hatred for Israel’s enemies
such as we find in Nahum, Obadiah, and Psalm 137. We may be thankful
that we live in an age where some people, at least, see something wrong in
hating one’s enemy, for the spirit of Obadiah has been a fully acceptable thing
throughout most of history, and still is for many people today. If we set the
OT against that realistic background, then, and acknowledge that Israel’s
expressions of hope for victory, for the destruction of evil powers, and for
the gift of national security in a position of pre-eminence are natural hopes
among human beings, then we are ready to be properly surprised that some-
times it was able to break out of that normal pattern; to find ways of accepting
strangers, to hope for a world united in the worship of Yahweh, and to dream
of a time when the old enemies, under whom they had suffered so much,
would not be destroyed but would become friends. We then understand that
we are not to take the natural and the commonplace in Israel’s experience
as normative, using it 10 excuse our own holy wars, but that we need to
listen to what is radical and truly visionary, daring to take seriously a promise
that seems simply foolish in the light of real politics.

The conditions that produced apocalyptic literature added a new perspective
on the nations; it appears in the Book of Daniel. Note that although Zion,
return, and Messiah become important subjects in later apocalyptic works,
they do not play a prominent role in the eschatology of Daniel. The nations
provide the main structural element for this book’s approach to the future.
Israel’s history appears only in 9:24-27; elsewhere the book takes us re-
peatedly through the history of the great world empires, as a way of showing
its readers where they stood in the course of God’s plan for the world. Typical
of apocalyptic is the conviction that the nations are political manifestations
of the cosmic forces of evil which God must overcome in order to save his
people (Dan. 10:13, 20-21), and thus it is “overcoming” that is the climax
of each of Daniel’s presentations (2:44-45; 7:26—27; 8:25; 11:45). In Daniel
2 and 7 the “kingdom of heaven” is promised as the replacement of the
human empires over which God will triumph, and so the concept of a great
world empire in which the “people of the saints of the Most High" (Dan.
7:27) will be pre-eminent takes on a prominence in apocalyptic that it never
achieved in earlier OT literature.

The Nations in Post-0id Testament Eschatology

Each of the surveys of history in the Book of Daniel brings one to the time
of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the king who attempted to eradicate the Jewish
religion in 167165 B.c.”? It is generally agreed that this date and this book
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mark the beginning of the flowering of apocalyptic literature, and the special
place given to the nations in these works is surely due to their character as
persecution literature and to their efforts to provide a comprehensive expla-
nation of the problems they faced as part of the cosmic battle between good
and evil. As the first known king to persecute a people for their religion alone,
Antiochus became the model of the wicked king who is the agent of evil on
earth, the archenemy of the people of God. There was no conceivable way
of describing him as the instrument of God raised up to judge his rebellious
people when it was precisely the most faithful who suffered the worst under
Antiochus’ edict. That persecution, followed by the sufferings of Palestinian
Jews under Herod and the Romans, resulted in a tendency to equate the
nations with the forces of Satan on earth and to look for their destruction as
an essential part of the initiation of the new age. So the last assault of a great
coalition of nations against the Holy Land reappears in apocalyptic texts such
as 1 Enoch 90:13~19; Sib. Or. 3:660-68; 4 Fzra 13:30-34; and in the War
Scroll from Qumran (1QM). The destruction of the nations by God, or God'’s
people, or the Messiah appears even more frequently, and it is not surprising
to find that in the Targums, Gog appears in several other parts of the Bible
in addition to Ezekiel.” The judgment scene also reappears, with God himself
{1 Enoch 90:20--27; 4 Ezra 7:33~44) or the Messiah (2 Apoc. Bar. 72:2-6)
or the Son of man (I Enoch 62:1—-16; 69:27~29) seated upon the throne,
with the nations brought before him.”*

In spite of the bitterness produced by the sufferings undergone by the Jews
during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the hope for the conversion of the
nations which was occasionally expressed in the OT did not die out. This
period was, in fact, the one part of Jewish history in which enthusiastic
missionary activity was undertaken.”® The tensions between universalism and
particularism which we found in the OT were preserved, if not heightened,
in subsequent Jewish experience. Around 190 B.c. Jesus ben Sirac wrote of
the oneness of humanity under God, but could not fail to add “but Israel is
the Lord’s own portion” (Sir. 16:24—17:32). Acknowledgment by the na-
tions of Jerusalem as the place where the true God is to be found is still one
of the Jewish hopes, as Tob. 13:11; 1 Enoch 90:33; Sib. Or. 3:710-19, 772~
76; T. Benj. 9:2; Pss. Sol. 17:30-31; and 2 Apoc. Bar. 68:5 reveal. And the
conversion of the nations is predicted in texts such as Tob. 14:6-7; 1 Enoch
10:2); 50:1-3; T. Levi 18:9; and T. Naph. 8:1-4.77

Rabbinic literature preserves the tension. It was decided that Gentiles have
their own rightful relationship to God under the covenant made with Noah,
and seven commandments were identified as having been given to Noah,
comprising the entire responsibility of non-Jews to God. The righteous Gentile
could thus be saved without having to convert to Judaism. Proselytes were
still accepted, and there is a large body of regulations on that subject. But at
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the same time the periodic sufferings of Jews at the hands of Gentiles, along
with the idolatry and immorality of the pagans among whom they lived during
the early period, continued to produce expressions of doubt about the sal-
vation of the nations and hopes for victory over them in the last days.” On
the one hand, a prayer from the Passover Haggadah says:

Pour out thy wrath upon the heathen who will not acknowledge thee, and upon
the kingdoms who invoke not thy name, for they have devoured Jacob and laid
waste his dwelling. Pour out thy indignation upon them. Pursue them in wrath
and destroy them from under the heavens of the Eternal.

But on the other hand, the Daily Service concludes with this prayer:

We therefore hope in thee, O Lord our God, that we may speedily behold the
glory of thy might, when thou wilt remove the abominations from the earth, and
the idols will be utterly cut off, when the world will be perfected under the
kingdom of the Almighty, and all the children of flesh will call upon thy name,
when thou wilt turn unto thyself all the wicked of the earth. Let all the inhabitants
of the world perceive and know that unto thee every knee must bow, every
tongue must swear. Before thee, O Lord our God, let them bow and fall; and
unto thy glorious name let them give honor; let them all accept the yoke of thy
kingdom, and do thou reign over them speedily, and for ever and ever.

Christianity considers itself to be the fulfillment of that old promise to
Abraham, the first step toward that acknowledgement by all nations that
there is but one God, who is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. As Paul
put it, “I tell you that Christ became a servant to the circumcised to show
God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs,
and in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy”” (Rom. 15:8~
9; cf. John 8:56). The NT not only reaffirms with enthusiasm the OT promise
of the eventual conversion of the nations but it also asserts that with the
coming of Jesus the time had arrived for that to happen and repeats the old
themes with interesting new twists. The teachings of Jesus, reported in the
Synoptic Gospels, take up both the positive and negative statements of the
OT and contemporary Judaism, but often to use them in new ways. He spoke
of the attack on Jerusalem by that mighty coalition of nations in the last days,
but as he foresaw it there would be no divine intervention to save the holy
city; it would fall (Luke 21:20-24). He spoke of the great judgment scene,
in the end of days, when all the nations will be gathered before the throne
of the Son of man, and provided his own definition of those who would be
declared “righteous Gentiles” (Matt. 25:31-46). He confined his own min-
istry to the Jews (Matt. 15:24), and during his lifetime sent his disciples to
preach to Jews only (Matt. 10:5-6), but in his eschatology he shared the
Jewish expectation for the conversion of the Gentiles in the last days, and
even dared to speak of the possibility that Gentiles might be at an advantage
in that time, a distinctly non-Jewish thought (Matt. 8:11-12; 11:21-24;



PEACE IN ZION—THE TRANSFORMATION OF HUMAN SOCIETY 57

12:41-42). One of many indications that Jesus believed his ministry was
heralding the coming of the eschaton is his commission to the disciples to
begin doing the work of the last days: “Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations . . .”" {(Matt. 28:19).7°

Thus one of the relatively minor themes of the OT became a definitive
element for the Christian church because of its conviction that the fulfillment
of that hope for the conversion of the nations had begun. For a Jew, different
opinions about the future of the nations could be held, but for a Gentile it
was a personal matter. Gentile Christians have accepted the Jewish judgment
of the religions of their pagan ancestors—that they were abominations in the
sight of the one God-—and have welcomed the assurance they found in the
OT that the God of the Jews also welcomes all who repent and come to him.
In Christian apocalyptic, however, the Gentile found it appropriate to reaffirm
the Jewish hope for a divinely given victory over the nations, continuing to
use the term to denote the powers of evil manifested on earth and excluding
themselves from the nations, as the Jews had done. Persecution of Christians
by Rome made the adoption of apocalyptic thought as natural for them as it
had been for Jews. In the Book of Revelation, Babylon becomes the symbol
for the great God-defying world empire of the last days, and the final battle
of God against all the nations, resulting in their annihilation, is retold again
{Rev. 16:12—21; 20:7-10). Yet, as a warning to us not to take apocalyptic
language too literally, the final scene of the book shows us the new Jerusalem
with the glory of God as its light, and By its light shall the nations walk;
and the kings of the earth shall bring their glory into it . . .”” (Rev. 21:24). In
that city grows the tree of life, and *‘the leaves of the tree were for the healing
of the nations” (22:2).

Contemporary Manifestations

For most Jews, from the end of the Hasmonean period to the founding of
the state of Israel, present reality has meant living as a minority group within
one of the gentile nations. What the OT promised about the time when
Israel—as a nation—would live in peace with the other nations has entirely
been a matter for the future. In the meantime, the theology that motivates
the members of most American synagogues in their relationships with non-
Jews seems to be the old rabbinic teaching that a Jew ought to live in such
a way that the nations will be led to give honor to the Name. The Holocaust
has raised questions in the minds of Jews, however, which even apocalyptic
outlooks have not been able to handle, although one effect of the horrible
event has been to make the apocalyptic equation of the nations with the
forces of evil arrayed against God’s people an easily believable idea.

Christians, except for those few who are converts from Judaism, are mem-
bers of the gentile nations, but they are also the products, they believe, of
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realized eschatology, so that they are a third force, neither the idolators of
which the OT spoke nor citizens of the OT’s Jewish state. Having received
the benefits of the promise of blessing for the nations, they have taken seri-
ously its ethical implications by engaging in a missionary movement that has
literally carried the name of the God of Abraham to every nation. But they
also have been tempted to appropriate those triumphalistic parts of OT es-
chatology for themselves and to see the church or their conception of the
Christian nation as the new Israel that will be victorious over all earthly
enemies in the last day. Unfortunately, the ethical implications of this attitude
have not always been so fortunate. Studies of the influences of Christian
eschatology on American life have suggested, for example, that a kind of civil
religion has become widely accepted which includes a nationalistic form of
millennialism. The implications of that are alarming; it was relatively harmless
10 expect a last great battle against Gog and his cohorts when God was going
to do the fighting, but in a secular state there is nothing but the Bomb to
take on the forces of evil in what might then well be the world’s last battle—
but brought about by human initiative and with no redemptive results that
can seriously be hoped for.2°

The alternative is to reaffirm another OT hope, and that is for internation-
alism and world peace brought about by cooperation and the acceptance of
others. We cannot expect to see that pilgrimage of the nations to Zion before
the eschaton. but in the meantime the dream it represents can be a powerful
motivating force, as those who know how to use such dreams have already
shown in the past. One can scarcely find a better example of eschatology’s
potential to motivate human action—for great good or great harm—than
the one provided by the various roles of the nations in the OT’s depictions
of the future.



CHAPTER 3

THE PEOPLE OF ZION
The Transformation of the Human Person

The Bible contains promises concerning needs that are less easy to describe
than the material things—a place to live, a just ruler, and peace—just de-
scribed in chapter 2. These needs involve personal relationships. parts of which
are visibie, and also the inner sense of being related 1o God, something that
is not accessible to observation at all. Along with the “materialism’* of the
OT is to be found the conviction of the reality of these emotional and spiritual
needs; indeed, of the absolute necessity of being assured of personal and
corporate harmony with God. The eschatological texts of the OT affirm that
both individual human beings and the institutions of human society need
redemption if there is ever to be peace, justice, and joy on earth.

Fewer passages are dealt with in this chapter, but the relevant themes
reappear throughout the eschatological texts, and some of those texts have
had a profound influence on later generations. The parts of this chapter are
related in a way somewhat different from those of the preceding chapter.
Where exile or injustice is involved the changes that are needed are obvious,
but when the problem is sin, the procedure for improving things is not so
clear. So the way to make things right is discussed in the OT perhaps as much
as the results are. In the first section, then, we will deal with the question of
what can be done about the effects sin has had on the individual—erasing
the past. Canceling the negative effects of sin is by no means sufficient to
produce the ideal life, however, and so the OT turns to transformation itself,
to the re-creation of new people who will finally be able to live the blessed
life, the nature of which will be described in the final section.

Erasing the Past: £schatological Forgiveness

We come now to the personal feeling that there is something wrong within
one’s life which cannot be blamed entirely on outside forces, that is, the sense
of shame, or defilement, or guilt. Israelites, like all other peoples, had found
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structured ways of dealing with such feelings so that life might ordinarily
continue with a minimum of disruption from those powerful inner forces.
But the appearances in eschatological texts of promises of forgiveness and of
the re-creation of humanity so that no further occasions of forgiveness would
ever arise reveals an underlying sense of the inadequacy of the restorative
powers of forgiveness in the present. It will not be necessary to discuss the
entire OT tradition concerning forgiveness, since materials such as details of
the sacrificial cult do not reappear in the eschatological texts. We will focus
on the definition of the personal problem which requires an eschatological
solution. It will be sufficient to examine the ““vocabulary of confession” in
the light of the insights shed on this kind of language by the phenomenol-
ogists.!

Forgiveness of Sin in Old Testament Tradition

Israel rejoiced in having a God who would not permit himself to be limited
by his just rule of the world, but who in his good pleasure chose to remit the
punishment due to sinners who repented and asked his mercy. This attribution
of the forgiving spirit to the essential nature of Yahweh appears in a creed-
like statement that is now generally thought to be archaic and that is cited
numerous times in the OT. At Mt. Sinai, God introduced himself as follows:

Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding
in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving
iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty,
visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s children,
to the third and fourth generation. (Exod. 34:6~7)2

In the Psalms Israel both celebrated the forgiveness of God (Ps. 103:2-3) and
appealed to it as they asked once again for help (Ps. 130:3-4; cf. vv. 7-8).
The present possibility of forgiveness may be taken as a firmly held pant of
the Israelite faith in Yahweh. So we tumn our attention to the kind of help
for which they were asking. Note that in Psalms and the Prophets forgiveness
is not ordinarily connected with concemns about undoing the harm one’s sins
have done to others. There were institutional ways of making things right
with others, through the law and the cult, but Israelites sensed that making
restitution and finding reconciliation with neighbors by asking their forgive-
ness were not the end of the matter. Infringement of the law of God was an
offense against God which had to be made right somehow, and the feelings
that are described in texts concerning forgiveness are those that phenome-
nologists have identified as among the most elemental aspects of human
experience.

The consciousness of sin made them feel “unclean.” ““Purge me with hys-
sop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow’ (Ps.
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51:7; cf. Isa. 4:4). This has nothing to do with physical dirtiness; although
the symbolism is drawn from the physical world it describes an entirely inner
feeling. Comparable to that is shame and self-loathing (Ezek. 16:54, 61-62;
20:43; 39:26), and the crushed and depressed spirit (Isa. 57:15; 66:2). One
of the fundamental needs Israelites expressed in their desire for forgiveness
thus was the need for restoration of a sense of self-worth, which had been
destroyed by the consciousness of sin.

A somewhat more objective awareness that sin had done harm to one’s
person could be expressed in language conceming health and more outward
aspects of well-being:

When [ declared not my sin, my body wasted away
through my groaning all day long.
For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me;
my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.
(Ps. 32:3-4; cf. Ps. 25:15)

Although the OT made great progress toward a deeper understanding of
distress than the popular one, which attempts to explain all trouble as the
result of having done something to anger-God (Job; Psalms 49, 73; Isaiah
53, Habakkuk), the tendency to think of illness and other afflictions as the
effects of sin still appears throughout the literature, and of course that is partly
right. So healing is connected with forgiveness.

The sense of having damaged an essential personal relationship because of
sin is expressed in language concerning estrangement from God and the hope
for reconciliation. Words for anger and for distance are normally used to
express these feelings.

Because of the iniquity of his covetousness I was angry,
1 smote him, 1 hid my face and was angry,
but he went on backsliding in the way of his own heart.
I have seen his ways, but I will heal him,
(Isa. 57:17-18a; cf. Ps. 51:11; Isa. 59:1-2; Mic. 7:18)

The Israelites’ personal plight, then, which the history of religions has shown
to be shared by people everywhere, was the inner sense of defilement, a lack
of physical well-being, and the dread feeling of estrangement from God him-
self—and all of it deserved because of things they had done. How could that
be overcome?

Some deeds can be undone—if one has taken property belonging 10 another
it can be returned—but many cannot be. The effects of some deeds can be
nullified—an angry neighbor might be placated by an act of friendship—but
not all of them can be. Especially when one has harmed another human
being, there are always residual emotional effects on both sides which may
not be touched by deeds or words. The past cannot really be erased. But the
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Israelite cult attempted to provide assurances that one could go on without
being completely crippled by the past. God had offered to accept the sacrifices
of repentant people as a sign that he did not hold unwitting transgressions
against them.’? Those sacrifices probably were always accompanied by confes-
sion, as a sign of true repentance. In the case of deliberate sins, forgiveness
also was possible, but the prior sign of repentance, before a sacrifice could
be offered, had to be restitution. Texts such as Psalms 25, 32, 51, and 130
ought to be read along with the ritual instructions in Leviticus 1 —7 in order
to obtain the fullest possible picture of what Israel believed God had done in
order to make forgiveness possible for them.* But there were two hitches in
this system.

The first was that it could not guarantee the future; repentance may involve
the sincere intention never to commit that sin again, but backsliding does
occur, and even true repentance concerning one sin doesn’t inoculate a person
against other temptations. And the second problem is that the system doesn’t
fully deal with the past, either. Even if one’s relationship with God has been
restored and God doesn’t hold the deed against the sinner, if the evil effects
of the deed itself still are being felt in the world, then the problem isn‘t fully
solved. Israel sometimes spoke of sin as a kind of infection or pollution that
would continue to work in the world until some purgative measures were
taken in order to counteract it. We are not likely to use the same imagery,
but still may be willing to acknowledge that it does reflect an unnerving aspect
of truth about certain kinds of evil. Israel’s belief in a forgiving God and the
assurances provided by prayer and sacrifice did not make forgiveness a matter
simply to be confined to the present tense. Something more needed to be
done, and if the analysis made of Israel's situation by the canonical prophets
was correct, it desperately needed to be done.

Repentance and confession ordinarily are considered to be matters within
the powers of the individual. Ezekiel’s theology was fully orthodox when he
said: . . . when a wicked man turns away from the wickedness he has com-
mitted and does what is lawful and right, he shall save his life”” (Ezek. 18:27).
It has been commonplace to take such a text as exemplary of the preaching
of the prophets, understanding them to be preachers of repentance of a kind
that Israel had always believed to be possible. But a study of the use of the
word shuv (“‘turn,” “return’’; thus sometimes “‘repent”’) in the Prophets brings
to light a different message:

Why then has this people tumed away
in perpetual backsliding?
They hold fast to deceit,
they refuse to retum.
(Jer. 8:5)
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There are indeed a few admonitions and appeals for change in the canonical
Prophets, but the main use of shuv in these books is to describe the predicament
Israel is in.> They haven’t repented, it is very unlikely that they will repent,
and Jeremiah even begins to wonder if they can repent (13:23). So the
dilemma of initiative is raised. If the fault is human, as it certainly is, then
for repentance to be meaningful the initiative ought to arise on the human
side. Then if it doesn't arise, is everything lost? The predominance of judgment
messages in the pre-exilic prophets suggests that for Israel as they knew it,
everything was indeed lost; no more than a remnant might be expected to
“return’’ (Isa. 10:21), and that really meant the end of Israel (Isa. 10:20-
23; 22:14; Jer. 5:7-9; Amos 3:12; 5:15). The question is, what role will
forgiveness play in Israel’s hopes for an ideal future? Can the past simply be
forgotten by those who have passed through the judgment of exile, or is there
more to be done? And who is to do it? That is, what is the appropriate place
of the human initiative, repentance, in a future that is ordinarily depicted as
entirely the work of the will of God? We need to see if the OT really speaks
of something that can appropriately be called “eschatological forgiveness.”

Forgiveness in Oid Testament Eschatology

The fall of Jerusalem and the exile so impressed those who were left alive
with the certainty that they had fallen under God’s judgment for a longstand-
ing and thoroughgoing series of acts of rebelilion against him, that they under-
stood that only an unprecedented, gracious act of forgiveness could make
possible any future for them as the people of God. And so almost every text
we here deal with concerns the exile.

The letter of Jeremiah to those Judeans who were deported to Babylonia
in 597 takes up the question of when and how a restoration may become
possible (Jer. 29:10-14). After the unusual date-setting (seventy years), which
as we saw earlier had the practical effect of telling the exiles they might as
well give up hoping for an imminent return, the Lord says through Jeremiah
that he intends to visit them, fulfill his promise and bring them back (29:10).
“Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me and I will hear you"
(29:12, continued in vv. 13-14a). Here the word shuv is used of God’s actions
in restoring them from exile (29:10, 14; translated “’bring back” in the RSV),
not of the actions of the people, but verbs used elsewhere of repenting, “call
upon me’’ and ““seek me with all your heart,” are ascribed to the people after
the restoration occurs. Is the true repentance of the future, then, understood
to be the result of God’s forgiving act, rather than one of its causes? The OT
is not unequivocal on this subject, but there are other texts that speak even
more explicitly about that order of things. This is especially true of Ezekiel,
who says that God’s re-establishment of the covenant will lead Jerusalem to
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remember her ways and be ashamed and confounded (Ezek. 16:49-63), and
that the restoration of Israel 10 the promised land will finally lead them to
remember and to loathe themselves for all the evils they have committed
(20:43).¢ Similar ideas appear in Jer. 24:4~7; Ezek. 36:31; 39:25-27; and
Isa. 44:22. These texts surely express in the most striking ways a sense of the
desperateness of Israel’s situation in exile and of the radically new thing they
sometimes believed God would have to do if they were to become his people
again.

In other texts the familiar insistence on human responsibility for one’s own
future puts repentance prior to restoration. This is very obviously the case in
an unusual passage, Deut. 30:1-10, one of the few texts outside the prophetic
books which qualifies to be called eschatological. It deals with a time in the
distant future (from the book’s perspective; perhaps not so distant from the
actual time of writing these verses), when Israel will be in exile and return
to the promised land will become possible. There is no compromise with
typical Deuteronomistic theology, for the return together with God’s blessings
that go with it are conditional upon repentance (Deut. 30:2, 10). But this
attitude is not so common in the Prophets. Hosea makes repentance the result
of a disciplining experience, rather than of redemption (Hos. 3:5), and God
is once said to be the redeemer of those who turn from transgression, but
that is already within a description of the new era (Isa. 59:20). Once for-
giveness is connected with Israel’s paying for its sins, but that is poetic hy-
perbole, and must not be taken too literally (Isa. 40:2). As Israel connected
the process of forgiveness with the experiences of exile and restoration there
was a definite tendency to eschatologize something that had been a normal
part of the faith, due to the unparalleled nature of the events that had occurred
and the enormity of the sins they confessed to be responsible for them. In
their radicalizing of forgiveness, at times they reversed the normal order in
which repentance comes first, for the future they hoped for was not one that
could be expected to grow out of normal processes.

The imagery of cleansing, mentioned earlier as a virtually universal part of
human language concerning sin and forgiveness, appears in connection with
restoration as the bridge that makes it possible to leave the past behind and
enter into a new era (Jer. 33:7-9a; Ezek. 36:24-25a, 29; 37:23). Centainly
these are the corporate sins of Israel which will be washed away, according
to these promises, but the needs of individuals are also close at hand, as
Ezekiel 36 shows, in moving immediately from restoration and cleansing to
the new heart and new spirit. In the exuberant language of 2 Isaiah, the
thoroughness of that new kind of forgiveness which is celebrated is described
by the verb mhh (“‘wipe away’’), among others (Isa. 43:25; 44:22). As far as
God is concerned, then, those sins are just gone, disappeared without leaving
any more trace than yesterday’s mist.
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A corporate result of that thoroughgoing forgiveness was to be the re-
establishment of the relationship between God and Israel which the prophets
insisted had been broken as a result of their perennial rebellions and God’s
eventual decision to put them under judgment. So we hear the covenant
promise projected into the future:

They shall not defile themselves any more with their idols and their detestable
things, or with any of their transgressions; but I will save them from all the
backslidings in which they have sinned, and will cleanse them; and they shall
be my people, and I will be their God. (Ezek. 37:23; cf. 36:28; Jer. 24:7; 31:33;
Zech. 13:9)

Here is a promise that presumably was fulfilled along with the partial fulfill-
ment of the restoration promise, for the Jews continued to live as the people
of Yahweh. This confronts us with the difficulty of the expectations of future
forgiveness in the OT, that they tend to focus on one situation: overcoming
thé causes of the exile. With the rebuilding of the temple in 516 B.c. the
sacrificial cult was re-established, and once again the traditional means of
assurance that God would forgive sins, individual and national, were available
and believed to be efficacious. Eventually there appeared a new eschatological
dimension to the forgiveness of sins in post-exilic Judaism, in discussions of
how repentance and the mercy of God determined the fate of individuals after
death, but the one, sweeping, unique act of forgiveness in the OT remained
tied to the prophetic interpretation of the exile as the evidence of Israel’s
complete failure. As the people viewed the future, before new life could come
out of that ultimate punishment for sin, there had to be an unprecedented
outpouring of God's grace—forgiveness of Israel’s apostasy so as to do away
with its past that had brought it to such a hopeless state. The fact that res-
toration did occur and that the Jews saw evidence for the renewed legitimacy
of the promise “I will be your God and you shall be my people’” probably
meant that they believed the retumnees had entered the new era. “But now
I will not deal with the remnant of this people as in the former days. says
the Lord of hosts” (Zech. 8:11). But, as in other cases, the affirmation that
an eschatological promise has been fulfilled leads to some tensions with real-
ity. The fact that sin and guilt offerings were once again being sacrificed in
Jerusalem stands over against the promise:

In those days and in that time, says the Lord, iniquity shall be sought in Israel,
and there shall be none; and sin in Judah, and none shall be found; for I will
pardon those whom I leave as a remnant. (Jer. 50:20)

For the most part, however, post-exilic Judaism seems to have accepted the
great action of national forgiveness promised by the exilic prophets as an
accomplished fact, and to have thought of the eschatological aspects of for-
giveness in connection with the destiny of individuals after death.
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Forgiveness in Later Eschatologies

In post-exilic Judaism, repentance and divine forgiveness took their normal
place in the lives of pious Jews, much as they were understood earlier in the
OT period, but they do occasionally appear in an eschatological context.” The
experience of exile and restoration continued to be a great watershed in Jewish
experience, as the large number of references in post-exilic literature indicate,*
but the misfortunes of subsequent generations seem to have dampened the
enthusiasm that led OT authors to connect the restoration with so great an
act of forgiveness that it was appropriate to speak of it in eschatological
language. Occasionally we encounter familiar expressions, as in the Book of
Jubilees:

And after this they will turn to Me from amongst the Gentiles with all their heart
and with all their soul and with all their strength, and | will gather them from
amongst all the Gentiles, and they will seek me, so that I shall be found of them,
when they seek me with all their heart and with all their soul. (Jub. 1:15; cf. As.
Mos. 4.5)

In the Apocrypha, | Baruch contains confessions and reminders of God's
mercy, but reflects quite a different attitude from the Prophets; although
written long after restoration became possible, it speaks from the perspective
of Jews in exile, suggesting that the problems created by 587 B.c. were not
yet thought to be ended. The eschatologizing of forgiveness, which began in
sixth-century literature, did not produce a strong and continuing tradition,
and we can see two reasons for that. Forgiveness remained very much a daily
affair, not to be put off until some distant time; and as for the restoration, it
brought with it so many problems of its own that the tendency to see it as
God’s unique act of forgiveness was bound to diminish with time.

Forgiveness does appear in some eschatological contexts in Jewish litera-
ture, however. The Book of Jubilees speaks of another time of rebellion in
Jewish history, after the restoration, then uses OT language to speak of a final
act of mercy (Jub. 1:23). The Assumption of Moses also speaks of “'the day of
recompense when the Lord will surely have regard for his people” (As. Mos.
1:18), but the apocalyptic spirit of this period tends to think of the future in
much more rigid terms than the OT and to look forward to the vindication
of the righteous and the condemnation of the wicked at a time when it is too
late for repentance and forgiveness.®

Rabbinic Judaism put a strong emphasis on repentance and forgiveness in
this life, with the former becoming more prominent than ever once the sac-
rificial system was no longer in operation.'® To the question raised by the OT
whether the initiative must lie on the human or the divine side, a typically
rabbinic answer was provided:

A king had a son who had gone astray from his father a journey of a hundred
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days; his friends said to him, ‘Return to your father’; he said, ‘I cannot.” Then
his father sent to say, ‘Return as far as you can, and 1 will come to you the rest
of the way.’ So God says, ‘Return to me, and 1 will return to you."*!

The rabbinic view of judgment, especially of Israel, was much more merciful
than that found in earlier apocalyptic, so that along with the familiar state-
ments about justice being done to the wicked may appear expectations of
forgiveness, even in the next world.

Even when, for their sins, God slays Israel in this world, there is healing for them
in the world to come, as it is said, ‘Come, let us return unto the Lord, for it is
He who has torn us, and He will bind us up. After two days He will revive us;
on the third day He will raise us up’ (Hos. 6.2). The two days are this world and
the days of the Messiah; the third day is the world to come.*?

Since continued repentance for Judaism is the key to a healthy relationship
with God in this life, it was not appropriate to put too strong an eschatological
emphasis on forgiveness.

The coming of Jesus added such a radically new dimension to the under-
standing of forgiveness that the use of the term “’realized eschatology” can
scarcely be avoided in our discussion of the matter. The preaching of John
the Baptist and Jesus concerning repentance and forgiveness has a familiar
Jewish ring about it, but added to John’s call for changed lives is the an-
nouncement of the coming of Messiah (Luke 3:3-17). Jesus also connected
the demand for repentance with the proclamation that the kingdom was at
hand (Mark 1:15). That his mission was more than announcement but was
actually the realization of the coming of the kingdom was the claim of the
stories in which Jesus himself offered the forgiveness that every Jew believed
could come only from God (Luke 5:17-26; 7:36-50). The NT thus sees the
OT promises of eschatological forgiveness as having begun to come true in
the earthly ministry of Jesus. Because the sacrificial system was still being
practiced and it was believed God's way of offering forgiveness involved his
acceptance of the blood of a victim shed in the place of the sinner, the apostolic
church quickly came to a sacrificial understanding of Jesus’ death, adding a
new and even more unprecedented element to Jesus’ own claim to be able
to mediate divine forgiveness. But they believed this to be the fulfiliment of
OT promise, despite its unexpected qualities: “‘God exalted him at his right
hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of
sins’”” (Acts 5:31).12

One of the problems with these new claims was that Judaism already
seemed to provide very nicely for repentance and forgiveness. A primary
reason for the appearance of this understanding of Jesus’ death among his
followers, alongside the personal impact that his claim to have the authority
to forgive sins may have had on them, seems to have been their conviction
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that the resurrection did indeed mark the beginning of that new era the OT
promised. This understanding is most clearly expressed in Hebrews, which
presents a detailed interpretation of Christ’s death as a sacrifice. insisting that
“without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins’”” (Heb. 9:22),
and using the promise of the new covenant in Jer. 31:31-34 as the key to
the announcement that an entirely new era had begun. Forgiveness is the
turning point of his argument; having quoted Jer. 31:34, “I will remember
their sins and their misdeeds no more,” he continues, “Where there is for-
giveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin’* (10:17-18). The
author of Hebrews thus found it possible to connect the OT promise of for-
giveness under the new covenant with his sacrificial interpretation of the
death of Christ in order to announce that the new covenant was now in
effect.

Other NT authors made less use of the traditional language of repentance
and forgiveness in their interpretation of Jesus’ death and developed a broader
vocabulary, speaking of ransom, atonement, justification, reconciliation, and
sanctification, but this survey cannot discuss that very large and complex
subject.'4 For the first Christians that comprehensive act of forgiveness which
the OT promised for the last days had come to pass on the cross, and so what
had been eschatological became past tense and, as one experienced it, present
tense. Truly futuristic thought is not so different from that of Judaism, then,
in its omission of a great act of forgiveness in the last days and its emphasis
on the importance of repentance in the present, but in its teachings about
sanctification earliest Christianity did preserve something of the OT hope. A
realistic assessment of the lives of forgiven Christians made it necessary to
introduce some tension into their declaration that the eschatological hope
had been realized, and to look forward to the day when the past would fully
be overcome and what they were now experiencing in part would be per-
fected.

Contemporary Manifestations

In a world where the problem of sin—hence the need for forgiveness—is
regularly downplayed if not denied, it is ironic that efforts to erase the past
are more prominent than they probably have ever been before. Psychoanalysis
has made the individual’s past (and in some cases the collective past) deter-
minative for the present, has found ways of uncovering that past, and attempts
(with only modest success, it would seem) to guide patients in finding ways
to overcome it. The problem for which the OT partially provided an escha-
tological answer is one of which a great many people are acutely conscious,
but it is seldom expressed in eschatological terms. A modern form of escha-
tology has appeared in the naive hope that some day social planning will
bypass the problem of human sin so that it will not have to be solved.
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They constantly try 1o escape
From the darkness outside and within
By dreaming of systems so perfect that no wiil need to be good."*

The popularity in certain Christian circles today of the expression ‘‘born
again” is surely a contemporary manifestation of that old need to do away
with the past. It is not a common expression in the NT and seems to have
come to special prominence only with the appearance of revivalism in modern
history, but the idea it conveys of being able to start all over again from the
beginning is a very effective one. Once again, the emphasis is on the present,
not the future, but in reality it is found that no matter how impressive the
triumphs over the past may be, if thoroughgoing cleansing and renewal is
desired, that still remains future tense.

The Means of Re-Creation: New Heart,
New Spirit, New Covenant

The conviction about the radical wrongness of life which underlay OT
eschatology extended to human nature itself, so that the prophetic hope for
a better future also included anthropological changes, a transformation of
human beings which would finally make obedience possible. It must be ac-
knowledged that this pessimistic attitude concerning human potential, ap-
pearing for the most part in the sixth-century prophets, stands in some contrast
with the rest of the OT, which tends to be generally optimistic about the
possibility of obedience. But there are historical reasons for the appearance
of that attitude, and without it there might not have developed a full-fledged
eschatology, since by our definition it does not grow out of situations con-
ducive to optimism. The transformation of human beings involves a re-cre-
ation of our presently distorted condition—a new heart; requires a gift from
God which is more than simply a restoration to an uncorrupted state—a new
spirit; and calls for the establishment of a relationship between God and
humanity on different grounds from those of the present—a new covenant.
Essential background for dealing with these texts will thus be found in Israelite
anthropology and the covenant traditions.

Human Nature and the Divine Covenant

“Heant is the most important word in OT anthropology.”'” Here we turn
to the promises that God will give a new heart to his people, will give them
one heart, will put the fear of him into their heart, will give them a heart to
know him, and will circumcise the heart. Thus it is essential to understand
what the OT is saying about the human condition when it uses that word.

The palpitations of the heart in times of excitement did lead Israelites to
associate it with the emotions at times (Jer. 4:19; 23:9; Ps. 25:17; 38:10),
but it did not become the metaphorical seat of feelings such as love, sorrow,
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joy. and compassion to the extent that it has in the Western world. The OT
tends to locate those emotions lower in the abdomen, and not without some
accuracy (Cant. 5:4 and Lam. 1:20 use me‘ah, “inwards’’). Israelites spoke
of the heart pre-eminently as the seat of the rational will. One thinks with
the hean, in Hebrew (Isa. 10:7; cf. Ps. 16:7). 1t is the seat of wisdom (Ps.
51:6; Prov. 2:2; 10:8; 16:21) and of the memory (Isa. 65:17). Plans are made
with the heart (Ps. 140:2; Prov. 6:18; 16:9), and as the seat of the will it is
the location of moral decisions: obedience, loyalty, deceit, and the intent to
do evil (Prov. 26:24; Ps. 40:8). The righteous, the obedient, then are those
who have the law of God in their hearts; they know it (Ps. 37:31; 119:11)
and have chosen to do it (Prov. 3:1). They are the upright of heart (Ps. 64:10),
the pure of heart (Ps. 24:4). Ordinarily, human beings are thought to have
both the intelligence and the decision-making powers to enable them to live
in accordance with God’s will (Deut. 30:10, 14, 17; even Ezek. 18:31).

What if all appeals and threats to the human decision-making capability
seemed to fail? Was everything lost? This was the dilemma that faced Jeremiah
and Ezekiel as they lived through the decay and collapse of all that was
rational and upright and pure, and so it is that a different and far more
pessimistic attitude concerning the human heart appears in their books. ‘“The
heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can under-
stand it?** laments Jeremiah (Jer. 17:9; cf. 5:22-24; 18:12). Evil has become
as much a part of human nature as spots are to the nature of the leopard
(Jer. 13:23).

Ezekiel’s outlook is no more pleasant. The account of his call contains the
warning, “But the house of Israel will not listen to you; for they are not
willing to listen to me; because all the house of Israel are of a hard forehead
and of a stubborn heart”” (Ezek. 3:7). It is not at all surprising, then, that in
precisely these two prophetic books the conviction appears that if the future
is ever to be any better, God will have to do something about the heart.

Ezekiel called for a new heart and a new spirit, in 18:31, and later promised
them as the transforming work of God (36:26). Although the Bible may speak
of the spirit of a person, it never fully belongs to one the way the heart does.
The same word, ritah, means wind or breath and also something even less
tangible.'® The gift of God’s spirit is virtually identical with breath, for it brings
the body 1o life, and when it is withdrawn, death comes (Job 34:14—15: Ps.
104:29-30; Ezek. 37:9-10). But it is more than just an animating force.
There may be additional, special gifts of the spirit, which induce ecstasy
(I Sam. 10:6, 10-13), convey messages from God to prophets (1 Kings
22:24), wrn ordinary people into leaders (Judg. 6:34), give artistic talent
(Exod. 28:3), and make possible the perception of truth (Isa. 11:2). These
latter gifts bring us near the capacities of the heart, and it will be noted that
as the heart may will to do either good or evil, so the human use of the spirit
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may also be morally right or wrong. God may even be said to send an “evil
spirit” in order to accomplish his will (I Sam. 16:14), but what is more
important for our purposes is the observation that although God may be the
source of those spirits that empower human beings, they take on their ethical
quality from the free choice of the individual.'® Hans Walter Wolff compares
the heart and spirit by saying that if the heart represents the will, then the
spirit represents the power to carry out the decisions of the will. This corre-
sponds to the way Ezekiel speaks of the new spirit, but other benefits of the
gift of the spirit will also be predicted for the new day.

It is probably not an overstatement 10 say that Israel’s basic understanding
of the relationship between God and human beings was expressed in terms
of covenants. The subject is thus one that can by no means be surveyed in
any comprehensive way in this context, so an outline will be offered and the
reader will be referred 1o other works for additional background.?® The OT
speaks of four covenants in which God is involved, and they appear to have
been of two different types. The best known and most extensively discussed
is the covenant concluded between God and Israel at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19—
24; 32-34), establishing a relationship that is now compared with the suze-
rainty treaties imposed by ancient Near Eastern emperors upon their vassal
kings. 2! This has been called the covenant of "human obligation,”” for it not
only establishes a relationship based on divine promises; it also makes that
relationship conditional on human obedience to a set of requirements, and
so law is based on covenant.??

The covenant with Noah (Genesis 9) contained the promise to all flesh
never again 10 destroy the world by a flood; the covenant with Abraham
{Genesis 17) promised that his seed would come a great nation that would
inherit the land of Canaan, be blessed and become a blessing: and the covenant
with David promised that he would never lack an heir to sit on his throne
in Jerusalem (2 Samuel 7). These have been called covenants of divine ob-
ligation. But it was the Sinai covenant that constituted Israel as a nation
belonging in a special sense to Yahweh (Exod. 19:4—6). And this covenant,
due to its conditional nature, provided a theological explanation for national
failure. The standards were so high for their time that seldom could Israel as
a whole be said to have been faithful to them. Hence it was easy to explain
disaster on ethical grounds and with reference to the exclusivism of the Yah-
wistic cult, as we find in Judges 2, 1 Kings 17, and many other places.
Although the covenant material in Exodus contains no curses, at some point
in the development of the Sinai tradition a series of curses was added, threat-
ening the most severe consequences imaginable for covenant-breaking, and
we have examples of them in Leviticus 26 and Deutefonomy 27 and 28.23
As we have seen in tracing the relationship between the covenant promise
of land and threats against that promise, however, the non-prophetic refer-
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ences to covenant do not suggest that Israel ever thought of the possibility
that Yahweh might actually abrogate that relationship. Even the experience
of the exile itself was not interpreted as a rupture of the covenant by every
Israelite. Two very interesting texts of this type are usually dated after 587:
Lev. 26:40—-45 and Deut. 4:25-31. Whether they are early or late, they are
representatives of the belief that Yahweh would remain faithful to the Sinai
covenant no matter what Israel did, but if they are late they also reveal that
even after exile had occurred it was possible for some to affirm the contin-
uation of the covenant, and thus to hold to a non-eschatological kind of hope
which did not anticipate truly radical changes (Lev. 26:44).

The canonical Prophets, however, do not appeal to the covenant as a ground
for hope, for they see the predicament of Israel as much too desperate for
that. Perhaps they seldom used the word because they thought the covenant
had functioned too effectively as a ground for assurance. They found ways
of attacking covenant theology and of declaring it to be no longer effective,
making use of other terminology, however. Amos alludes to Israel’s belief in
election in a new way:

You only have | known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish
you for all your iniquities. (Amos 3:2)

He finds a variety of ways to declare that the old relationship between Yahweh
and Israel is no longer in force (Amos 5:1-2, 18-20; 8:1-3, 11-12; 9:1-
4, 7-8).

Hosea did use the word covenant, to announce that Israel had broken it
(Hos. 6:7; 8:1-3), and struggled with the tension between Israel’s continual
faithlessness and Yahweh's covenant love in Hosea 11, but the burden of his
message also seems to be that the old certainties can no longer be appealed
to (13:4-11). The same case can be made for the other pre-exilic prophets,
that the radically different element in their message is their conclusion that
the provisions of the Sinai covenant no longer hold true. For a long time
Yahweh has been faithful despite Israel’s continuing unfaithfulness, but the
time is imminent when God will abrogate that covenant.?* When eschato-
logical passages speak of a new future for Israel, beyond the time of suffering
which the breaking of the relationship made at Sinai must inevitably bring,
they find various ways of overcoming the embarrassment of the failure of
Sinai. Second Isaiah speaks of Noah, Abraham, and David, but not of Moses.
We have traced the importance of Zion in eschatology, and its associations
were with the Davidic covenant. The unconditional covenants continued to
offer assurance that under any circumstances whatsoever there might still be,
in God himself, some basis for a new relationship with Israel, but they offer
no answer to the anthropological questions raised especially by Jeremiah and
Ezekiel. When the Prophets consider what kind of future God might create,
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they find that the Sinai type of covenant, with its requirement of human
response, cannot simply be bypassed. Ezekiel will speak of the changes nec-
essary to make it possible for human beings to be able to obey God's statutes
and ordinances, and Jeremiah will go so far as to speak of a new covenant.

The Transformation of Human Beings

The OT never suggests that the freedom of choice which God gave to human
beings at creation ought to be done away with or that obedience should be
ensured by turning people into automatons. But the prophets did conclude
that the problem of sin is a fundamental one, for as long as the same kind
of people populate the world there can be no ideal society or peace in nature,
and so they speak of divine intervention to make a change in human nature
itself. Among the promises contained in Deut. 30:1-10 is this: ““And the Lord
your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that
you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul,
that you may live” (v. 6). *Circumcision of the heart” is hardly a transparent
term for us, but it appears to have been a fairly common expression in Hebrew,
and other references to uncircumcision show us that the term was used
metaphorically to denote a blockage of some sort, offering resistance to good
influences.?> So the Deuteronomist appeals to Israel: ‘“Circumcise therefore
the foreskin of your heart, and be no longer stubborn” (10:16; cf. Jer. 4:4).
But in that unusual promissory text in Deuteronomy 30, the circumcising is
to be done by God himself. The primary result will be to make it possible for
Israel to love God without qualifications or restraints. Love for God means
far more than to have warm feelings about him, for it is intimately connected
with obedience, and conversely, to hate or despise God means to disobey
him.2¢ The context of that which is to be remedied by circumcision of the
heart is provided by the Sinai covenant (Deut. 30:8).

The promise of human transformation in connection with restoration also
appears as a part of Jeremiah’s interpretation of the vision of two baskets of
figs. in chapter 24. As we have noted in discussing repentance, the initiative
is with God; there is something like “imputed righteousness” in 24:5: “'Like
these good figs, so I will regard as good the exiles from Judah,” and for all
we know it is purely God’s free choice to bless them and restore them to the
land, as he promises in 24:6. Then follows the internal change: ‘I will give
them a heart to know that I am the Lord; and they shall be my people and
1 will be their God, for they shall return to me with their whole heart” (24:7).
The heart is appropriately associated with knowledge, as we have seen, but
it is important not to restrict the Hebrew concept of knowledge to the way
the English word is ordinarily used. “Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she
conceived” (Gen. 4:1) may be evidence enough to reveal the relational, in-
timate, and personal overtones of knowledge in Hebrew, so this also is cov-
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enantal knowledge.?” Two other restoration passages speak of the gift of “one
heart” for the people, ““that they may fear me forever” (Jer. 32:37~41) and
“that they may walk in my statutes’”” (Ezek. 11:17~21). Here also the change
is entirely the result of divine initiative.

There is one more reference to the change of heart in Jeremiah, and that
is in the new covenant passage (31:31-34). It will be discussed in a prelim-
inary way here. The one thing that is identified as new about that covenant
is that it will be written on their hearts, and parallel 10 that is, ““I will put my
law within them.” The beginning of the passage makes it clear again that
obedience is the concern of the prophet, and it concludes with a surprising
promise about the extent of the knowledge of God which writing the covenant
on the heart will provide.

Finally we come to the only passage that uses the expression ‘‘new heart
and new spirit,” Ezek. 36:24-32. Here we shall consider just this portion of
the longer text that includes almost all of Israel’s hopes for a better day. Like
all other passages discussed in this section, it moves from restoration to the
promised land to the internal changes of those who will return.?® Ezekiel
describes those changes in more detail. First, forgiveness is depicted in ritual
terms: “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from
all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you.’” Next, the
gift of a new heart and new spirit is promised, but more of an explanation
of that change is offered here than anywhere else. ‘I will take out of your
flesh the hean of stone and give you a heartt of flesh.”” Although there can
be a dichotomy between flesh and spirit in the OT, that appears only when
the difference between God and his created world is being stressed, as in Isa.
31:3. As this passage clearly reveals, Israel saw nothing inherently wrong
with the material world. It was a heart of flesh which God put into the human
breast at creation, and nothing better is needed for the good life to be possible.
He creates no automatons, then, according to Ezekiel, for the heart of flesh
is that free, rational will that is part of uncorrupted humanity. The problem
is that in history the responsive, truly human heart has turned to stone;
something of humanity has been lost so that love, obedience, and knowledge
of God are no longer possible. This is more appropriately called re-creation
than new creation. To become truly human again, able to make the choice
to follow God, must also be accompanied by the gift of the spirit to empower
one to act on those choices. “And I will put my spirit within you, and cause
you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.” This
passage by no means resolves the problem of divine determination and human
free will; rather it shows us one of the several helpful ways the OT holds
them in tension. Self-help is no longer possible, Ezekiel says, but the divine
initiative is expected to produce responsive people somehow freed from their
inability to hear God speaking to them and to act for their own good.
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As the new spirit makes it possible to walk in the statutes and ordinances
of the Lord (in Ezekiel), and the new covenant writes the law of God on the
heart (in Jeremiah), in Isa. 59:21 the effect of the gift of covenant and spirit
is an internalizing of the divine word, expressed in terms of putting God’s
word in their mouth forever—not so puzzling if we recall that as Israel
encountered the word of God it was normally in oral form (Deut. 30:14).2°

The universality of the work of the spirit in the last days is emphasized in
Joel 2:28-29. The reasons for the changes promised are not so immediately
evident as in the other passages dealing with heart and spirit, but they can
be located within the OT tradition. It had, of course, always been believed
the spirit might bestow special gifts on certain individuals, including that of
prophecy. It is this belief, and that expressed in Num. 12:6, “If there is a
prophet among you, I the Lord make myself known to him in a vision, 1
speak with him in a dream,” which lies behind Joel's promise:

And it shall come to pass afterward,

that I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;

your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
your old men shall dream dreams,
and your young men shall see visions.

Even upon the menservants and maidservants
in those days, 1 will pour out my spirit.

(Joel 2:28~29)

This ‘“gift of universal prophecy” is another way of responding to a need that
other texts in this section have dealt with; what we might call the internal-
ization of the will of God. Israel had prophets to speak the word of God to
them, but that was external and subject to reception by uncircumcised ears,
stony hearts, and stubborn spirits. Joel promises that the democratization of
prophecy which Moses once hoped for will in fact one day occur: ‘“Would
that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord would put his spirit
upon them!” (Num. 11:29). This is what Joel now promises. No longer will
one have to depend on someone else to leam the will of God. for all will
have the same access to revelation. Joel’s choices of subjects make sure that
no one will be left out. Young and old, male and female, free and slave—all
are to be included, and once the slave is mentioned one cannot say that
Gentiles are excluded, even though they are not specifically mentioned. There
is considerable debate over the scope of “all flesh’” in 2:28, with some scholars
insisting it means all Israel, not all humanity, but the reference to slaves surely
means some Gentiles might be included.?® 1t is a time in which an entire
community will enjoy direct access to God, and if the verses that follow are
to be associated with these, Joel connects this anthropological change with
great cosmic disturbances—‘portents in the heavens and on earth”—and
makes the community in Mount Zion the center of his interest (2:32).!
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Despite the difference in language and some variation in the choice of themes,
then, the needs to which this passage responds and its essential message are
very closely related to the other texts concerning the changes of heart and
spirit in the new day.3?

Although covenants are social documents and Jeremiah’s new covenant
(Jer. 31:31-34) will have its effects on human society, the fundamental
change in the new covenant which he promises is anthropological. The ines-
capable relationship between individual and social righteousness is nicely
expressed by Jeremiah’s choice of a concept such as a covenant that is to be
written on the heart.?? The passage stands within a group of promises which
has been labelled “The Book of Consolation,”” Jeremiah 30-31. It is not
unimportant for its interpretation to consider these other promises with which
it is associated. We are dealing with another restoration text and one in which
the return of the Northern Kingdom plays a prominent role (30:3, 10; 31:7-
11, 16—17). A second theme, the nations, also appears in passing; those who
oppressed Israel will in that day be punished for it (30:11, 16, 20). Zion is
present, even though the people are called Ephraim and Jacob. The city will
be rebuilt and apparently will be the center of the new life (30:17-18; 31:12,
23, 38-40). The new community will have a king (30:21), servitude will be
at an end (30:8), their numbers will be multiplied (30:19-20), and they will
be blessed with abundant fertility (31:12). The note that resounds throughout
these chapters is one of rejoicing (30:19; 31:4, 7, 13). Now, it may very well
be that this is a compilation of materials from various authors and dates, but
each element that has been added has been appropriate, for the result is a
view of the ultimate purpose of God which almost completely represents the
repeated hopes of the OT. The text that immediately concerns us (31:31-34)
stands as a complete unit without any close relationship to what surrounds
it, but it does pick up the theme of the broken covenamt which appears
elsewhere in Jeremiah (especially chapter 11). This broken covenant is iden-
tified clearly: . . . not like the covenant which I made with their fathers when
1 took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt” (31:32).
The “newness,” then, is something that will distinguish it from the relation-
ship made at Sinai. What will be different? The parties will be the same:
Yahweh and Israel. It will also be a covenam with stipulations, not uncon-
ditional, for the forah of Yahweh is central to it (31:33). What is new, ac-
cording to 31:33-34, is the location of the stipulations, which will be written
on the heart. This can be nothing but a change in the mind and will of the
people. The emphasis in the next verse is on knowledge, but the OT does not
permit that to be divorced from the will. This is a more explicit and extreme
way of promising the eventual internalization of the will of God than was
expressed in Ezekiel 36 or Joel 2, for teaching and admonition, the very ways
commended by Deuteronomy for internalizing the law (Deut. 4:9-10;
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6:6—9), will no longer be necessary! To a teacher and preacher this remains
one of the most surprising of the OT’s promises, but it is a natural conclusion
for Israel to draw from its tendency to democratize the processes of revelation.
If all are prophets, as Joel says, then there will no longer be an office of
prophet. and if God communicates his will directly to everyone, then teachers
will not be needed, either. Then the question of free will arises again. If the
torah is written on the heart, does the will of God then overpower the human
will, so that choice is no longer in the picture? We cannot offer a confident
answer, for the text does not discuss it, but there are two facts that suggest
an approach to the question which seems in keeping with the Book of Jer-
emiah. We have noticed that this book is pessimistic about obedience and
about repentance; they may be humanly impossible. Perhaps the writing of
the law on the heart simply makes it possible to make a right choice, and
when it is possible the prophet assumes it will be done. Support for this
approach may be offered by the way the passage concludes: . . . for I will
forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.” It is the removal
of that barrier to the knowledge of God, their iniquity, which may thus make
obedience once again an option for human beings.

The covenant of the future appears in other passages as well, although it
is qualified by an adjective other than ‘‘new.” This is the brith ‘olam. usually
translated “everlasting covenant.” The word ‘olam never can be proved to
mean “eternal,” that is timeless, but it is ordinarily understood to designate
a very long time, in either the past or the future. A recent study concludes
that its basic meaning has to do with limits, so that the expression should
perhaps be translated “exclusive covenant,” but without having to decide the
merits of that suggestion we can find evidence in several of the relevant
contexts that the long-lasting qualities of this covenant are in mind.>* The
expression occurs in several non-eschatological passages to designate the
unconditional covenants; with Noah (Gen. 9:6), with the patriarchs (Gen.
17:7. 13, 19; 1 Chron. 16:17; Ps. 105;10), and with David (2 Sam. 23:5).
In Isa. 24:5, however, we discover that Israel has broken the everlasting
covenant, by transgressing the laws and statutes! This is obviously a reference
to Sinai, and the fact that ¥rith ‘olam can be broken forces the question on
us whether “everlasting” is the correct translation in every occurrence.®

If the prophets really did proclaim the scandal of an abrogated covenant,
as scholarship has concluded, then it begins to appear that exilic and post-
exilic Israel ordinarily preferred not to take on that scandal directly. It might
have made a great deal of the promise of new covenant, but as we shall see,
it did not. Or it might have challenged the prophetic interpretation of history
by emphasizing the Sinai covenant as an eternal covenant, but the texts just
surveyed do not show that much progress was made in that direction. The
post-exilic community seems just to have assumed, for the most part, that
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the Sinai covenant was still in effect for the faithful remnant, so that “‘cov-
enant” does not become for them a central eschatological term.

The Means of Re-Creation
In Post-0ld Testament Eschatology

The OT materials that have been discussed in this section became much
more important for Christianity than for Judaism, and this seems clearly due
10 the differences in the anthropology of the two faiths. Post-exilic Jews
believed the Sinai covenant still to be in effect, that repentance was humanly
possible, and that divine forgiveness was thus always available.>¢ Hence there
was little reason for further development of the hope for a radical change in
human nature which appeared in the Books of Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Chris-
tianity, on the other hand, found sin to be a deeper problem than Judaism
ordinarily did and believed the human predicament to be one which would
require profound changes in order for communion with God and healthy
human community to become possible. There is thus a considerable devel-
opment of these OT ideas in the NT, and they contribute to important aspects
of Christian theology.

Jewish literature does cite the promises of new heart, new spirit, and new
convenant as scriptural grounds for the hope that one day all will be righteous;
the difference is that the ideas concerning drastic internal changes are not
extensively developed. At the beginning of Moses’ vision of Israel’s future
history,-in Jub. 1:23, God promises:

And after this they will tum to Me in all uprightness and with all (their) heart

and with all (their) soul, and I will circumcise the foreskin of their heart and the

foreskin of the heart of their seed, and [ will create in them a holy spirit and I

will cleanse them so that they shall not tumn away from Me from that day unto
eternity.

The combination of Ezekiel 36 with Deuteronomy 30 is evident here, and
the latter’s opinion that repentance must precede restoration has also influ-
enced Baruch’s version of Jeremiah’s promises in 1 Bar. 2:30-35, which
includes a heart that obeys, ears that hear, and an everlasting covenant.’’

Two themes reappear in the rabbinic literature, both connected with the
central Jewish emphasis on study of the Torah. Learning is imperfect because
all human beings forget, and that is something God is expected to correct in
the days to come.

For in this world a man leams and forgets but, as for the time to come, what is
written there? I have given my Law in their inward parts. (Midr. Qoh. 2:1)**

The second theme is that God himself will become Israel’s teacher (Pesiq. R.
12:21; Tg. fsa. 12:3; Tg. Cant. 5:10; and Yalg. on Isaiah 26).>? These expected
changes are hardly radical enough to be called true eschatology, except that
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they are located in the days to come. The closest thing to the Christian teaching
about inner transformation is to be found in teachings about the Evil Incli-
nation, the source of human temptation, which, quoting Ezek. 36:26, include
the promise that God will eradicate it in the last days.*°

The idea of a new covenant appears to have been not at all attractive to
most Jewish groups, but there were two movements that broke away from
the rest of Judaism and found the concept to be very useful as an explanation
of their present existence. As sectarian Jews who believed they alone were
living in accordance with the law of Moses, the authors of the Qumran
community speak of themselves again and again as the people of the covenant.
Having summarized briefly the history of Israel as an abandonment of the
covenant, resulting in the cutting off of the monarchy and the ravaging of
the land, the Damascus Document continues:

But because of those who clung to the commandments of God (and) survived
them as a remnant, God established His Covenant with Israel forever, revealing
to them the hidden things in which all Israel had strayed. (CD 1I1.12-14)*

Several times in this document the expression new covenant is used (VI.19,
VIII.21, XIX.33-34, XX.12), in one case in connection with a reference to
Jeremiah (VII1.20-21), but for Qumran the new covenant is realized escha-
tology, if indeed we should call it eschatology at all. The covenant community
has been brought into existence by the instruction of the Righteous Teacher
and is living now in full accordance with the will of God, as properly in-
structed. The community itself has a strongly eschatological character, but
the kind of hope for an inner transformation of the individual which we have
been tracing does not appear prominently. So, despite the occurrence of the
term new covenant, the Qumran community does not play a very important
role in the history of this eschatological tradition; first, because it is not used
in a strongly eschatological way, and second, because Qumran had no heirs.

Early Christianity does not appear to have been at all sectarian in its outlook,
but it does share a certain similarity of attitude with the Qumran community
in its use of the termn new covenant as a way of upholding the validity of a
movement which differed from other Jewish groups of the time. The an-
thropology of the NT is strongly influenced by the early church’s consciousness
of living in the last days, so that once again the term “realized eschatology”’
is a useful one, even though it does not really resolve the tensions in the NT
between present reality and what is yet to come. The subject of the internal,
personal change in the lives of individuals brought about by the work of
Christ introduces us to a major component of NT theology. Here 1 will briefly
comment on texts that are obviously related to the OT passages that have
been discussed.*?

That the church already believed itself to be living in the era of the new
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covenant is indicated by many NT passages. The oldest form of the words of
the institution of the Lord’s Supper, as preserved in 1 Cor. 11:25, attributes
to Jesus himself the identification of that meal with the establishment of the
new covenant: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” Since new
covenant is mentioned only once in the OT, this is almost certainly a claim
that Jer. 31:31 has been fuifilled, and so the church understood it, as other
references reveal. The allusion to blood points back to the Sinai covenant, to
which Jeremiah also referred, since it was the only one sealed with blood
{Exodus 24). The conviction that Christians live under the new covenant and
have thus received that changed heart promised by Jeremiah and the gift of
the spirit foreseen by Ezekiel was a significant influence on the thinking of
Paul. In his earliest letter, 1 Thess. 4:1-12, he alludes to Ezek. 36:26 and/or
37:6 as the basis for ethical instruction.*’ The existence of a new human
condition marked by the presence of the spirit is simply taken for granted
here, but in 2 Cor. 3:1-11 language taken from Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 36
is used as evidence by Paul to counter an attack on his credentials as an
apostle.

The contrast of covenants, surely suggested to early Christian writers by
Jer. 31:31-34, is developed even further by Paul in Gal. 4:21-28, where a
series of opposites (antitheses) is presented: Hagar/Sarah; slavery/freedom;
flesh/promise; Sinai/Jerusalem; flesh/spirit. Later in the same letter Paul says
that those who are spiritual should ““fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal. 6:1-2),
which is presumably Jeremiah’s law written on the heart. Such an expression
probably came from thinking of Christ as the mediator of the new covenant,
filling a role analogous to that of Moses at Sinai.

That is clearly the view of the author of Hebrews, who quotes parts of
Jeremiah 31 twice in explaining the differences between new and old cov-
enants. The first time it is only to show that there was something inadequate
in the first (Heb. 8:6—13), but shortly thereafter, having introduced the con-
cept of new covenant, he speaks of Christ as its mediator whose death made
possible the forgiveness of sins (9:15-22). The sufficiency of that sacrificial
shedding of blood is emphasized in 10:14—18 with another quotation from
Jeremiah 31, and once again the contrast between the covenants appears in
12:22-24, where Zion (the heavenly Jerusalem), Jesus as mediator, and
sprinkled blood are the major features of the new covenant which are iden-
tified. It should be noted that for Hebrews, forgiveness and the establishment
of one’s relationship with God take precedence over the transforming power
of the spirit on this life, which is emphasized elsewhere.

The Johannine writings speak of a “‘new commandment”—*‘that you love
one another” —which is not, in fact, new at all (John 13:34), and that expres-
sion is probably used because of the idea that the commandment has been
reiterated by the mediation of the new covenant, although that term is never
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used (cf. 1 John 2:7-8). Whereas in Jeremiah there appeared to be continuity
of content but newness of recipient, in this case there is continuity of content
but newness of occasion. The gift of the spirit, which will make possible a
depth of knowledge not available until after Jesus’ death, also plays a prom-
inent role in John (14:15-17, 25-26; 16:13~-15). This reminds us, of course,
of Peter’s use of Joel's prophecy in order to explain the events of Pentecost
as phenomena of the last days, with special emphasis on the wholesale out-
pouring of the spirit (Acts 2). We cannot follow this lead further, but must
leave the subject of the gifts of the spirit with a mere reminder of their
prevalence throughout the NT.

These texts have all referred to the present experiences of Christians who
lived just after the death of Jesus. The prophecies of Jeremiah and Ezekiel
that God would one day create a new humanity had been fulfilled, as far as
they were concerned. But this does not remove the subject entirely from
eschatology and place it in the realm of soteriology.and ethics. Paul tells the
Thessalonians they have no need for anyone 1o write to them, for they have
been taught by God to love one another, affirming the fulfillment of Jer.
31:34, but he himself is writing to them and goes on to give them instruction
and admonition (1 Thess. 4:9-12). A radical, internal change making full
obedience possible has occurred, he tells the Romans. “We know that our
old self was crucified with him so that the sinful body might be’ destroyed,
and we might no longer be enslaved to sin” (Rom. 6:6). But then he adds a
theoretically unnecessary admonition: ‘““Let not sin therefore reign in your
mortal bodies’’ {(6:12). Even his own knowledge of God, as an apostle, remains
imperfect: “Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have
been fully understood” (1 Cor. 13:12). So there remains a place for hope in
Christian anthropology. even in the midst of the experiences of dramatic
changes in attitude and way of life which many Christians have interpreted
as fulfillment of the old promise of a new heart and a new spirit, for no matter
how radical the changes or how profound the commitment, they fall far short
of the perfection of which both Testaments speak. The Christian understand-
ing of new covenant is thus one of the clearest examples of the tensions in
Christianity produced by promises that seem to have been partly fulfilled,
leaving an essential place for eschatology. if the full truth of the promise is
not to be abandoned.**

Contemporary Manifestations

Whether one sees any need for a re-creation of humanity as an essential
factor in the creation of the ideal world depends, of course, on one’s opinion
of the natural human potential for doing good. A basic difference between
Judaism and Christianity at this point has already been noted, and there are
also differences between Catholic and Protestant, Arminian and Calvinist,
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over the extent to which human beings are able to cooperate in their own
salvation. Modern secularism has gone to extremes of optimism or pessimism.
Pessimistic secularism, which focuses on the futility even of good intentions
and the appalling excesses of evil of which the human will is capable, has
nothing on which to base an eschatology, and is left without hope.** Opti-
mistic secularism has produced a humanistic philosophy that exalts our po-
tential for good and believes the evils to which we are prone are correctable
by our own efforts. It develops an eschatology of its own; an ideal future that
can and must be planned and that is attainable given enough education, hard
work, and good will.*¢ Without entering into a discussion of the merits of
these two positions, it may be noted that one form of secular humanism,
Marxism, has apparently begun to find that its theories about the way to
produce the ideal human society have not taken an adequate account of the
pervasiveness of what religious people call sin. At any rate, some dialogues
between Marxists and Christians in recent years have been entered by Marxists
with the hope that Christian theory might help them deal with the inadequacy
of their anthropology.*’

In modern Judaism an interesting interpretation of Jeremiah’s new cove-
nant has appeared for which we have not seen clear evidence in the ancient
literature. Joseph Klausner wrote of Jer. 31:31-34:

It is almost possible to say with certainty that this great Messianic promise is that
which brought about a fundamental change in the hearts of the exiles in Babylonia
and caused a complete revolution in the life of Israel after the exiles had returned
to their own land. From this deep and pure fountain Israel drew the finest of its
qualities: the power of concentration on the deep inner meaning of the Torah; and
the power of revolt against deeds that do not come from the heart. ... So the
Messianic expectation, that the Loro will make a new covenant with his people
for the age t0 come, has become a strong faith, whose complete realization is
always expected in the future, but whose partial realization has not ceased from
the time of the Babylonian exile to the most recent period.**

Klausner’s understanding of fulfillment in part is thus analogous to the teach-
ings we have found in the NT, but with the difference that he finds post-
exilic Judaism already to be a manifestation of the new covenant in that the
torah was truly becoming internalized in the Jewish experience.

In the light of Christianity’s own discovery that the NT's affirmation that
the last days had come and the new covenant been instituted did not mean
the complete and final realization of God’s purpose as yet, but rather offered
the possibility of sharing in the blessings of the initiation of the eschaton, it
may be suggested modemn Christians might agree with Klausner that the effects
of the exile on Judaism were also a fulfillment of the prophetic promise.
History shows that a change in the very nature of the religion did take place
in the direction of an internalization of the torah, with an emphasis on the
importance of having the right intention and a willingness to be obedient
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without regard to reward.*® In the enthusiasm of their day, the authors of
the NT found it imporiant to contrast the new covenant instituted by Christ
with Sinai (i.e., with Judaism), but they soon found that for themselves as
well fulfillment was still be to awaited, as well as celebrated. If what happened
in the first century A.D. was a true but partial fulfillment, then why cannot
Christians affirm something similar about what happened in the sixth through
fifth centuries B.c.2*®

The New Humanity

What should people be like, in order to live a truly good life? We turn now
to evidence for the OT concept of the ideal person, as expressed in its portrayal
of the future that God will one day create. We shall find that Israel’s hopes
were based on a positive estimate of the first creation; no supermen or won-
derwomen are anticipated, but only the correction of what has gone wrong
with the living beings whom God always intended to live under his blessing.

The OT understands the ideal human life to have one necessary and suf-
ficient condition: uninterrupted fellowship with God. On the human side of
that fellowship, obedience is the primary requisite and joy is the primary
result. Given the world-affirming character of the OT, one would not expect
this joy to be of the ascetic type, requiring one to learn to do without comfort
and overlook pain. Since the body is part of God’s good creation, its soundness
and well-being is a concern, and since death is an interruption of all that is
good in this world, the length of life and what becomes of the dead cannot
be overlooked.

The Old Testament Tradition of the Good Life

The conviction that all humanity is living under a curse that is projected
all the way back to the first people to live on earth pervades the OT. Surely
this reflects the Israelite experience of the universality of personal problems
that made life short, painful. and unhappy. They did not account for these
trials by saying they were part of the natural order of things, or the result of
an accident of some kind, or the will of a wicked deity. They were convinced
that God’s intentions for them were different and laid the responsibility for
their miseries on human sin. But it is God who utters the curse and enforces
the penalty. This understanding of the human predicament, which eschatol-
ogy expects to be overcome, makes it possible for us to trace quickly the
background of the promises of a new humanity by looking at sevetal series
of curses which sum up virtually everything that could go wrong in one
person's life. The result of the first sin was such a series of curses (Gen. 3:16-~
19). There is no community, yet, with only two people on earth, and the
curses are true to their setting in focusing on the fate of individuals. The curse
on woman is twofold: she will suffer pain in childbearing and she must live
in subordination to her husband. There is one curse specifically directed to
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man: he must labor against an uncooperative nature in order to get food
enough to feed himself and his family. Death is also part of the curse, but
that is not restricted to men alone. The human problems that Israel projecied
all the way back to the beginnings of life, then, were hunger and the futility
of work, the inevitability of death, and the inequality of women, with a special
emphasis on the pain they experience in bearing children.

Two longer series that include both blessings and curses are addressed to
Israel in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28. In the blessings, only one of the
curses in Genesis 3 is said 10 be reversible, and that involves hunger {Lev.
26:4-5, etc.). The curses contain a long list of terrors, including hunger,
disease, national defeat, a complete lack of personal security, and every kind
of anguish, physical and mental.*' Of course national destiny is an important
part of these curses, but they are especially useful as background for our
present concerns about the destinies of individuals because so0 much of their
content is focused that way. The needs alluded to in such vigorous and brutal
language in the curses—enough to eat, freedom from disease, and security—
are so obvious and so universal that there is no need to dwell on them here,?
but something more needs to be said about the OT understanding of the
relationship between illness and sin.

lliness must have been one of the most mysterious of the daily occurrences
with which the Israelites had to contend, for the natural causes of disease
were completely unknown.** Injuries could be explained naturally without
the addition of any theology, as in the case of Mephibosheth’s lameness,
which is simply accounted for by recalling how his nurse dropped him when
he was five years old (2 Sam. 4:4). No one understood the reasons for disease,
however, and since the OT refuses to accept any theory of demonic causation
or arbitrary acts of God, an ethical explanation is preferred: illness is a just
punishment sent by God for one’s sins.>* This remains a part of popular
theology to this day, despite the demonstration of its inadequacies in the Book
of Job and the rejection of it by Jesus in the case of the man born blind (John
9:1-3). But in the OT period it was probably the best that could be done.
The psalms of lament which complain about sickness show how it was com-
mon to associate physical disability with the spiritual problem of separation
from God, with the psalmist at times confessing that both were the result of
sin. The twenty-second Psalm complains:

I am poured out like water,
and all my bones are out of joint;
my heant is like wax,
it is melied within my breast;
my strength is dried up like a potsherd,
and my tongue cleaves 10 my jaws;

thou dost lay me in the dust of death.
(Ps. 22:14-15)
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In the midst of that physical distress God has forsaken him (v. 1), does not
answer (v. 2), and seems to be far off (vv. 11, 19). There is not always an
explicit confession of sin in such laments; sometimes the psalmist protests his
innocence instead, but elsewhere the direct connection between sin and sick-
ness is made.

When I declared not my sin, my body wasted away
through my groaning all day long.
For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me;
my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.
(Ps. 32:3-4)

There is no soundness in my flesh
because of thy indignation;
there is no health in my bones
because of my sin.
(Ps. 38:3)

And Psalm 38 concludes, Do not forsake me, O Lord! O my God, be not far
from me.”” Physical health is thus almost always connected with one’s rela-
tionship to God, for illness is understood either as a punishment for one’s
sins, sent by God, or as the result of the work of an enemy, for which one
asks for help from God. It has both spiritual and ethical connotations. Kéhler
summed it up this way:

Loneliness is the lot of every sick man. The thought that he is guilty; the idea
that to belong to him, to be with him, is shameful and suggests guilt; the conviction
that one is stricken by God because afflicted with suffering—all this must be
borne in mind and its nature felt if we are to get a real picture of the health and
sickness of the Hebrew.**

Most scholars today agree that when the psalmists speak of being delivered
from Sheol or the Pit they are praising God for recovery from illness, and do
not speak of what we would call resurrection from the dead.*¢ Israel seems
to have thought of life and death as more of a continuum than we do. Life,
in its fullness, meant more than just existing; to be alive meant to be in full
possession of one’s vigor, talents, and reputation, so that when one’s vitality
was decreased by illness or old age, when one was under attack by enemies
or held up to scorn, then death had begun to triumph over life. We also use
expressions that reflect a similar attitude in a weakened form: ‘“dead tired”;
“deathly ill.” So the psalmist who is in dire distress says not only, “For my
soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol,” but also, “Thou
hast put me in the depths of the Pit, in the regions dark and deep” (Ps. 88:3,
6; cf. Pss. 18:4-5; 116:3). Another, against whom ruthless men have been
plotting, praises God for help saying, For great is thy steadfast love toward
me; thou hast delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol” (Ps. 86:13).
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Deliverance from illness, then, and not resurrection, is believed to be the
subject of such lines (Ps. 30:2-3).

The practice of medicine has been little more than a form of magic in most
cultures until recent times, and that may be one of the reasons the OT has
so little to say about it. A few natural procedures are noted, such as Isaiah’s
fig poultice (Isa. 38:21), but where human beings are involved in the healing
process they are most often prophets, who are able to make direct use of the
healing power of God.*? This power even included the resuscitation of those
who had apparently died. One might expect, then, that eschatology, which
appeals to the power of God to make right that which human beings have
failed to correct, would make subjects such as illness and death the center of
attention. That is not true in the OT, however. 1t 1akes the problems of human
society as its major eschatological subject, and the physical problems of in-
dividuals are mentioned far less often. My sketch of Israelite attitudes toward
health and sickness does not so much account for a significant stream of
thought which issued in repeated expressions of hope for the future as it
provides material that will be referred 1o in order to explain why concerns
about human disabilities do not appear more often.

As for the question of life after death, which plays so large a role in later
eschatologies. it is little more than an appendix to the OT view of the last
days. For a book of this kind, which seeks to provide a balanced view of the
OT themes, it seems out of proportion to present the kind of full-scale study
of life and death which has been done in other books, just as background for
two resurrection texis.>® The traditional background for the resurrection hope
will be traced in the next section, in connection with the discussion of Isa.
26:19 and Dan. 12:4,

The Transformed Person

Although the OT has an intense interest in physical matters—land, cities,
food, government, and human society in general—where the fate of the
individual is concerned it seems justified to say that its primary emphasis is
on the spiritual, that is on the relationship between people and their God.
Knowledge of God and obedience to God are the most frequently mentioned
results of the re-creation of humanity described in the preceding section. In
Hebrew, knowledge connotes relationship, as noted earlier, and especially in
the Book of Ezekie] the fundamental result of God’s judging and redeeming
work is regularly said to be, “then they will know that I am Yahweh.” In
Ezekiel 39 the relationship between this formula and God’s redeeming and
transforming work is revealed. He promises to restore their fortunes (Ezek.
39:25), and 10 settle them securely in their land, after which they will forget
their shame (39:26-27).
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Then they shall know that 1 am the Lord their God because I sent them into exile
among the nations, and then gathered them into their own land. 1 will leave
none of them remaining among the nations any more; and 1 will not hide my
face any more from them, when I pour out my Spirit upon the house of Israel,
says the Lord God. (Ezek. 39:28-29)

This text concerning the gift of the spirit does not speak so explicitly of internal
change as most of the others, but it is associated with terms concerning one’s
relationship with God: knowledge and no more alienation.>® The Book of
Joel also speaks of the knowledge of God in the last days (Joel 2:26-27;
3:16—17), but two texts from Jeremiah which we have already looked at in
the preceding section are of more importance to us. In Jer. 24:7 the promise
is to ““give them a heart to know that I am the Lorp,” and the results of such
knowledge are repentance and the re-establishment of the relationship de-
noted by the covenant formula: ““They shall be my people and I will be their
God.” To these texts promising the establishment of a new and good rela-
tionship between God and humanity may be added Jer. 31:34, which em-
phasizes the relationship’s universality and perfection. Obviously knowledge
of God is the highest human goal, for the new covenant passage concludes,
“And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother,
saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them
to the greatest, says the Lord.”

The knowledge of which Isa. 30:19-22 speaks is not the personal aware-
ness of God, but ethical teaching, which changes the subject sornewhat, but
there is an element of continuity in the uninhibited relationship of which it
speaks:

And though the Lord give you the bread of adversity and the water of affliction,
yet your Teacher will not hide himself any more, but your eyes shall see your
Teacher. And your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying, ““This is the way,
walk in it.”” when you tummn 1o the right or when you tum to the left. (Isa. 30:20-~
21)

The language and most of the ideas in the text are different from the others
we have dealt with; note especially that the rejection of idolatry is the only
result of divine instruction which is mentioned. But this mysterious “teacher”
is surely none other than God himself. Such a promise is made more explicitly
in Isa. 54:13: “All your sons shall be taught by the Lorp, and great shall be
the prosperity of your sons.”*® Since “way” means “way of life,” ethics, in
the OT, these passages are reminiscent of Jer. 32:39-41, another of the “new
heart” texts.

The other element that needs to be added to the promise of an intimate
relationship with God is the assurance that in the future it will remain un-
broken, as in Jer. 32:39-40: ‘that they may fear me for ever,” and I will
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make with them an everlasting covenant.”’®' That assurance appears also in
another passage referring to the covenant, the gift of the spirit and the in-
ternalization of the word of God, which shall not depart “from this time forth
and for evermore’ (Isa. 59:21).

The restoration to the kind of harmonious relationship with God which
man and woman enjoyed in the Garden of Eden is thus longed for, but
disobedience destroyed that relationship once, and so the other side of this
promise contains the assurance that one day true obedience will be possible
for human beings. This theme is almost confined to Ezekiel, so it will be
alluded to in passing. In Ezek. 11:19-20 the result of the gift of one hean
and a new spirit is “‘that they may walk in my statutes and keep my ordinances
and obey them,” and similar statements are made in Ezek. 36:26-27 and
37:23-24 (cf. Deut. 30:8).

If the spiritual effect of the re-creation of humanity is the knowledge of
God, its emotional effect is rejoicing. This theme is especially prominent in
the eschatological parts of Isaiah, but it appears elsewhere as well.

Then shall the maidens rejoice in the dance,
and the young men and the old shall be merry.
I will tum their mourning into joy,
1 will comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow.
(Jer. 31:13)*

So Jeremiah describes life in the new community of God’s people after the
restoration. The entire chapter of Isaiah 35 resounds with singing and rejoicing
as the exiles make their triumphal procession home.

In that procession will be people who had been lame—poor candidates
for the long march—people who had been blind—unable to find their way—
and deaf—unable to hear the good news—and dumb—unable to join the
singing. But all that will have been changed and no one will be left out. This
is a most dramatic promise, for physical defects were a serious problem to
the Israelite mind for reasons that were discussed earlier. The association of
illness with sin, which we saw to have been commonplace in the OT, is
continued in the picture of Zion of the future in Isa. 33:17-24:

Then prey and spoil in abundance will be divided:
even the lame will take the prey.
and no inhabitant will say, ““I am sick”;
the people who dwell there will be forgiven their iniquity.
(Isa. 33:23b-24)

The reference to the lame is probably not particularly important here, as it
seems merely to be an extravagant way of saying that spoil will be available
to anyone with vintually no effort (cf. 2 Sam. 5:6). The truly phenomenal
promise is that there will be no illness in that city; a prospect worthy, one
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would think, of more than four Hebrew words. 1t is not developed, however,
except for the succeeding line, which is very likely to be causally related,
since the idea is so common in the OT. There is only one other eschatological
text dealing with illness! Can it be, then, that the Israelite mind-set would
deduce from each of the forgiveness and re-creation passages we have en-
countered that physical health would be a natural result of God'’s restoring
activity which would not need to be mentioned explicitly? That can scarcely
be stated as a firm conclusion, but is at least worth considering.

The other healing text may in fact be metaphorical rather than a reference
to personal health, since Jerusalem is the subject. “Behold, I will bring to it
health and healing, and 1 will heal them and reveal to them abundance of
prosperity and security” (Jer. 33:6). Illness cannot be completely ruled out,
but since it is not explicitly mentioned, the more natural interpretation seems
to be to take healing as a metaphor for redemption and restoration.

We began these considerations of eschatological healing with a text that
listed physical afflictions other than iliness, however, and those disabilities
do appear more often. Lameness is found in six passages, including Isa. 33:23,
which we have just virtually dismissed. In each of the others, the lame are
mentioned in connection with the Lord’s gathering of the exiles for return to
the promised land.

Behold, [ will bring them from the north country,
and gather them from the farthest parts of the earth,
among them the blind and the lame,
the woman with child and her who is in travail, together;
a great company, they shall return here.
(Jer. 31:8)

Healing of the blind and lame is not explicitly mentioned, for that is not really
the point. Examples of those who might not be expected to make the journey
have been chosen; clearly, then, the point is the completeness of the resto-
ration. The power of God will make it possible for all to return, despite their
condition (cf. Mic. 4:6—7; Zeph. 3:19). Only in Isaiah 35, then, is the actual
healing of the lame described, but since it is in the context of the return from
exile, we can see that it functions in essentially the same way, to celebrate
God'’s ability to bring all his people home.

Not only will the lame man leap like a hart, according to Isa. 35:6, but the
eyes of the blind will be opened, the ears of the deaf unstopped, and the
tongue of the dumb sing for joy. In Isa. 29:18 the healing of the deaf and
the blind is also promised: “In that day the deaf shall hear the words of a
book, and out of their gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind shall see.”
Along with them the meek and the poor are mentioned. Giving of sight to
the blind also appears in Isa. 42:7 and 16, and blindness and deafness are
used in a different way in vv. 18-19 of the same chapter. Return from exile
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is certainly in the background of this chapter, but God’s dealings with the
afflicted are expressed in somewhat more general terms. These are all the
references to the blind, lame, deaf, and dumb in eschatological texts. The
conclusion seems inescapable that physical health in itself is not their principal
concern. Their intent is 10 promise complete and unhindered participation to
all in the good life of the community, no matter what their condition might
be. Whether that requires full healing is not always said, except in Isa. 29:18;
35:5—6; and 42:7, but it is probably safe to assume that is implied in the
other texts. What is made explicit, however, sheds light on one of the principal
tragedies of the disabled—they tend to be left out of the mainstream of
community life. Those who expressed those hopes for a better future in Israel
understood that and affirmed their belief in a God who will not have anyone
denied the opporunity to participate fully in the good life.

In one of the OT's most beautiful portraits of the new Jerusalem, Isa. 65:17-
25, there appears a theme that is astonishingly rare in OT eschatology: long
life.

No more shall there be in it
an infant that lives but a few days,
or an old man who does not fill out his days,
for the child shall die a hundred years old,
and the sinner a hundred years old shall be accursed.
(Isa. 65:20)

So reads the RSV, leaving us with the confusing picture of one-hundred-year-
old sinners in the ideal city! Another understanding of the word hote’ is
possible, however. It comes from a root meaning ““to miss,”” and although it
does mean ‘'sinner’”” in most of its occurrences, the context here calls for us
to take it in its basic sense as ‘“‘one who misses or does not reach.” The NEB
has read it that way, giving us a line that emphasizes the near-universality
of the 100-year life span in the new city: ““whoever falls shon of a hundred
shall be despised.”®* Eschatology has at this point accepted the traditional
Israelite view of life and death: that death in itself is no great tragedy, to be
puzzled over and protested, but is to be accepted as the normal conclusion
of a long and fulfilled life. That acceptance was possible partly because of the
belief that one’s true character and vitality lived on in one’s children.** To
die at a good, old age surrounded by children and grandchildren, having lived
an honorable life, now to be buried with one’s ancestors in the family tomb,
was the proper and fitting way to bring this sojourn on earth to an end, as
ancient Israel saw it (Gen. 15:15; 35:29; Job 5:26). That traditional view was
accepted by the prophet who produced Isaiah 65. The usual hope was to live
seventy years, according to Ps. 90:10, and eighty was exceptional. In fact,
forty was probably closer to the actual average life span, but the prophet has
taken the hoped-for age of seventy and increased it to one hundred for
everybody, so modest are his hopes.
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The passage is all the more remarkable for two reasons: it is the only
eschatological text in the OT which brings up the question of life span, and
it was probably written at a time when serious questions had already begun
to be raised about the adequacy of the traditional Israelite views of death.
Death at an early age, or without children, or by violence, or under circum-
stances when one could not be properly buried had always been a problem,
and by the latter part of the sixth century all too many had died under such
circumstances.®®* The Babylonian conquest had shattered the solidarity of the
community so that it had great difficulty in supporting the assurances the
sense of “’corporate personality’’ provided that death did not mean extinction.
Jewish literature from the sixth century on begins to take up the subject of
death as a problem. Job (chapter 14) considered whether hope for life after
death might provide a solution for his dilemma, but concluded he couldn't
count on it. Much later, Ecclesiastes also dismissed the possibility on the
ground of lack of evidence (Eccl. 3:19-22; 6:6). These negative voices show,
however, that new ideas were being considered, even though they seem not
to have made much headway for generations. It probably had always been
believed that God could raise the dead if he wished, for there are stories of
resuscitations here and there in the OT (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:19-~
37; 13:21), and the belief provides the background for Ezekiel's vision of the
dry bones. Probably not until the second century B.c., however, did the Jews
find it possible to move from that belief to the assertion that God did intend
to resurrect all the dead to new life in the last days. There are some vague
hints of another kind of eschatology in the stories of the “translations” of
Enoch and Elijah to the presence of God (Gen. 5:21-24; 2 Kings 2:1-~12),
and in the psalmists’ expressions of confidence that they will be ““taken,” in
contrast to dying (Pss. 49:15; 73:24). But for most of the OT this life is enough.
Little is said about the state of the dead. Sheol or the Pit is just a kind of
universal grave, neither a place of reward or punishment, and everyone goes
there.*¢ In the many eschatological texts that we have studied so far, nothing
has been said about life after death; the ideal future has been depicted as a
transformation of this world and this life in order to remove all that is evil,
and apparently death at a good, old age was not considered evil. This produces
the strange result of making life after death—which is all some people mean
by eschatology—a kind of appendix to the eschatology of the OT. It doesn’t
quite fit and the logic of most OT thought doesn’t require it, but there are
historical reasons here that transcend logic.

The breakdown of stable, traditional Jewish communities, from the time
of the exile on, led to a more individualistic view of life and to the occasional
raising of the question about what will happen to me when 1 die. Some
examples of such questioning have just been noted, but the concem about
personal destiny did not produce significant changes in the theology of Ju-
daism until another factor was introduced by the persecution of faithful Jews
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under Antiochus IV Epiphanes in the middle of the second century B.c.: the
question of God’s justice. It occupies the minds of apocalyptic writers as one
of their major concerns, and one of the main answers they gave to questions
raised by injustice in this life was to affirm that there is another life, after
death, when all will be made right. The death of martyrs under torture could
not be dealt with adequately in terms of traditional OT eschatology; asserting
that a better world was coming one day would not help those martyrs who
would not participate in it, and would not right the injustice of their sufferings.
The rise of individualism and the appearance of religious persecution thus
called for a new eschatology that was not in full continuity with the hope
that had sustained the Jews for centuries.

This long introduction to three short OT texts has been necessary both
because they are unusual for the OT and because they introduce a subject of
immense proportions in the subsequent literature. Twice within the so-called
Isaiah apocalypse (Isaiah 24-—27), the subject of death is treated in novel
ways. In Isa. 25:6—8 we hear of an eschatological banquet on Mt. Zion to
which all peoples are invited.*” Removal of ‘“the veil that is spread over all
nations” probably refers to the veil of mourning, which fits with wiping away
tears and removing the reproach of his people, and in the midst of these
promises we are told, ‘’He will swallow up death for ever.”” These words have
been called an early gloss on the text, but those who so designate them agree
that they are an appropriate interpretation of the original.*® Mouming brought
to an end because there is no more death! And no further comment on so
stupendous a hope! There is not much more that an exegete can do with this
except to agree that it is one piece of evidence for the relatively late dating
of Isaiah 24— 27, showing that these chapters were produced in a time when
death was seen as a problem that God needed to overcome.*®

The other text in the Isaiah apocalypse has also been called an interpolation
by some scholars, and its context provides listle if any help for its interpre-
tation. The preceding verses speak of the distress and lamentation of the past.
Then comes what Robert Martin-Achard calls a prayer, not an announcement
of a certainty:

Thy dead shall live, their bodies shall rise.
O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy!
For thy dew is a dew of light,
and on the land of the shades thou wilt let it fall.
(Isa. 26:19)°

Here is a clear reference to the resurrection of the body. It is not universal
resurrection, for it speaks of “thy dead,” and nothing of judgment; just re-
joicing at new life is mentioned. We have little help from the text for asso-
ciating this hope with the mainstream of OT eschatology, except for its re-
lationship to God’s help for those in tribulation.
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Finally, in the last chapter of the uiltimate OT book to be written, there
appears a more detailed reference to resurrection. Daniel’s vision of the history
of his people during the Ptolemaic and Seleucid periods (Daniel 11) has
broken off suddenly with a prediction of the death of the archtyrant, whom
we can identify as Antiochus Epiphanes (11:45). Then a new time of trouble,
worse than ever before, is foreseen, perhaps following the pattern of Ezekiel
38—39, with a brief promise of the deliverance of “‘every one whose name
shall be found written in the book” (Dan. 12:1). After that:

And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.

This is clearly resurrection for the sake of justice. It may still not be a projection
of universal resurrection, since it says ““many,” not all, for it is possible that
the author considered God’s justice 1o be made manifest in this life for most
people, as the OT ordinarily affirms, and he may have anticipated resurrection
only for those special cases such as the martyrs and their tormentors whose
accounts still ought to be settled. “Those who are wise shall shine like the
brightness of the firmament,” Daniel continues, but nowhere in the OT are
we given a hint of what those who first spoke of resurrection expected that
new life to be like. Those speculations, as we must call them, will soon come,
and in such confusing abundance that the OT'’s reticence to engage in them
begins to seem more a virtue than a flaw.

The New Humanity in
Post-0id Testament Eschatology

For two related reasons, the subject of life after death must be omitted here,
contrary to my practice of providing indications of the subsequent history of
OT traditions. The subject plays a small role in the OT and it is an immense
and complex subject in later Judaism and Christianity. Just an outline of
subsequent thought would be out of proportion to the few texts just discussed.
The reader should consult the extensive literature that will serve as a guide
to this much-studied subject.””

The Book of Jubilees does speak of an ideal period before death in which
God will establish a community on earth very much like that which the OT
promises, with an emphasis on obedience and fellowship with God (Jub.
1:24-25). Other books speak briefly of God abolishing sin and of universal
righteousness in the days to come. For example, the Life of Adam and Eve
says, “‘Heaven and earth, nights and days, and all creatures shall obey Him,
and not overstep His commandment. Men shall not change their works, but
they shall be changed from forsaking the law of the Lord.”””? Even in works
that show the influence of apocalyptic thought, then, there occasionally ap-
pears a picture of a world filled with righteous people living in harmony with
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God, without explicit reference to how such a picture is to be related to the
teachings about resurrection which appear elsewhere. Eventually the rabbis
distinguish two periods, the Messianic Age, a temporary period in which the
world would be greatly improved but sin not completely abolished, and the
World to Come, in which things would be entirely different.”?

Jewish literature occasionally repeats the OT promises that a time will come
when all will enjoy good health and freedom from infirmity. Among the gifts
of the spirit which the Qumran community listed, some were physical: heal-
ing, length of days, and eternal joy in perpetual life (1QS 1V.6—8). A rather
full description of an earthly paradise that, among other things, explicitly
removes the curses of Genesis 3 appears in 2 Apoc. Bar. 73-74:

And it will happen that after he has brought down everything which is in the
world, and has sat down in eternal peace on the throne of the kingdom, then
joy will be revealed, and rest will appear. And then health will descend in dew,
and illness will vanish, and fear and tribulation and lamentation will pass away
from among men, and joy will encompass the earth. And nobody will again die
untimely, nor will any adversity take place suddenly. (2 Apoc. Bar. 73:1-3).

Women will no longer have pain in childbirth (73:7) and work will not lead
to fatigue but will be marvelously productive (74:1); furthermore, Isaiah’s
promise of peace among the animals will be fulfilled (73:6). Jubilees also
speaks of ““blessing and healing,” probably both physical and spiritual (Jub.
23:29-30).

Long life is also a promise that is repeated in several works without nec-
essarily explaining how that is related to resurrection. For Jubilees it fits rather
naturally, since some sort of immortality seems to be taught, instead of res-
urrection. Length of life is directly and causally connected with righteousness
in the eschatological section of this book, and in the dark days to come, it is
predicted, *“a child of three weeks shall appear old like a man of one hundred
years” (Jub. 23:25). Then the children will begin to study the law, and as
they return to the path of righteousness their life span will increase, “till their
days draw nigh to one thousand years . . . and there shall be no old man nor
one who is [not] satisfied with his days, for all shall be (as) children and
youths” (Jub. 23:27-28). Jubilees has thus improved on the OT by a factor
of ten; when death does finally come, Jubilees is probably closer to the OT
than to later Judaism in affirming a vague kind of life after death in a way
that might remind us of Pss. 49:15 and 73:24 (more than an explicit teaching
of an immortal soul, which is not so common in Judaism).”

And their bones shall rest in the earth,
And their spirits shall have much joy.
(Jub. 23:31)

Another rather vague portrayal of a blessed future for individual believers,
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without specific reference to how it should be related to the rest of escha-
tological hopes, appears in | Enoch 5:8-9 (cf. also 25:6; 58:3). There are
many rabbinic texts that speak of rejoicing in the messianic kingdom, and
Isa. 25:8 is cited in order to show that there will be no death in the days of
Messiah,”® but the OT ideas of an inner transformation of human beings do
not seem to have been taken up by Judaism and developed beyond what the
OT originally said.

Jesus made a clear distinction between his ministry and the familiar Jewish
emphasis on striving 1oward righteousness when he said, “Those who are
well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I came not to call
the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17). Illness is used metaphoricaily here,
but the relationship between physical and spiritual healing, both in Jesus’
ministry and in the subsequent teachings of the church, is emphasized again
and again.’® In each of the Synoptic Gospels this saying is preceded by the
story of the healing of the paralytic, in which Jesus compares (but does not
relate causally) sin and sickness. “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic,
‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, take up your pallet and walk’?"
(Mark 2:9). He then associates his power to forgive with his power to heal.
When John the Baptist sent to inquire of Jesus, ‘’Are you he who is to come,
or shall we look for another?”” the eschatological question of the day, Jesus
identified himself by alluding to Isa. 35:5—-6 and 61:1: “. . . the blind receive
their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the
dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them’ (Matt,
11:5). These sayings explain the prominence of the healings in the Gospels;
they are not just “‘wonders” but are signs that the day of salvation promised
in the OT has begun to dawn. Furthermore, they reveal the Christian move-
ment’s selectivity with reference to the OT promises. Healing of body and
soul is not the most prominent part of the eschatology that precedes the NT,
as we have seen, but it is present, and the ministry of Jesus focuses on that
as his commission. The church also took that to be its commission, as Adolf
von Harnack has shown in ‘‘The Gospel of the Saviour and of Salvation™:””

Deliberately and consciously it assumed the form of ‘‘the religion of salvation or
healing,” or “‘the medicine of soul and body,” and at the same time it recognized
that one of its cardinal duties was to care assiduously for the sick in body.

Here we have encountered another example of the way the followers of
Jesus believed themselves to be living in the time of fulfillment of OT promises
concerning God's redemptive work in the last days. The healing of body and
soul which they experienced was, of course, not perfect, and so the kind of
tension produced by partial fulfillment which has been discussed earlier was
also felt when physical infirmity and recurrent feelings of alienation from
God had to be dealt with, Briefly, we may think of Paul’s interpretation of



96 ESCHATOLOGY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

illness at Corinth in connection with unworthy participation in the Lord’s
Supper (1 Cor. 11:27-32) and of his own thorn in the flesh (2 Cor. 12:7~
10); of his discussion of the batile between the will and the flesh in Romans
7. and of his acknowledgment of the tension between attaining and continuing
1o strive in Phil. 3:7-16.

Harnack’s comment about the self-understanding of the early church is a
valuable reminder to us of the ethical imperative that is never missing from
biblical eschatology. Despite the church’s emphasis on inner, spiritual healing
it did not miss the physical implications of its self-designation as a religion
of healing: the care of the sick was a major part of its mission on earth.

Contemporary Manifestations

Uninterrupted fellowship with God is obviously a hope that will be found
only among the religious, but where healing and life after death are concerned,
there exist both secular and pseudo-religious types of hope. The purely secular
attitude would make healing a matter for biological science alone, although
the recognition of psychosomatic elements in health problems complicates
that picture. The more common form of secularism would dismiss life after
death altogether, but parapsychic research now seems to open the way for a
non-religious consideration of the persistence of human identity. Centain heal-
ing groups, such as Christian Science, are considered by mainstream Chris-
tianity to be heretical, and many of the efforts to probe the mysteries of death,
such as spiritualism and other forms of occult practices, are, from the Christian
perspective, pseudo-religious at best. Their persistence is a clear indication,
however, of the continuing human need for answers to questions that the
OT began to deal with long ago. The inaccessibility of any experimental
evidence about life after death (the so-called “life after life”” phenomena deal
only with dying, not with death), suggests that there may be considerable
wisdom in the OT’s reticence to say too much on that subject.

Another form of realized eschatology which has appeared since NT times,
based on texts such as 1 John 3:9—"No one born of God commits sin; for
God’s nature abides in him, and he cannot sin because he is born of God"”—
is perfectionism, the belief that the eschatological gift of sinlessness is in fact
available in this life as the “second blessing,” after conversion. The most
important forms of these “holiness’” movements are outgrowths of the teach-
ings of John Wesley, although they are not necessarily in agreement with his
understanding of sanctification. They all represent a serious effort to realize
the NT promise that God intends to create a new humanity free from the
power of sin. To the more extreme forms of perfectionism I would respond

that certain of our hopes must remain hopes, or they begin to distort our
faith.”®



CHAPTER 4

“HIGHEST OF ALL THE HILLS"
The Transformation of Nature

There is a tradition in the OT which recognizes the need for the redemption
of the natural world, as well as individuals and their societies. It does not
ascribe sin to any creature other than human beings, but acknowledges the
presence of two kinds of evil in the non-human world. There is an element
of threat to all that is stable and ordered (the “chaotic”) which can be felt
lurking just beyond the edges of the normally dependable world that God
has created. Within the reasonably well-ordered and predictable scheme of
everyday life, nature is also a problem to us. Crops fail and we go hungry.
Floods and earthquakes destroy life and property. Wild animals endanger life
and health. And the OT has made the bold theological move of introducing
an ethical cause for what is (from the perspective of human life and health)
wrong with nature. Human sin, it says, has inflicted a curse on the natural
world so that it suffers because of our misdeeds, and because of our depend-
ence on nature that curse rebounds upon us, making life in its divinely
intended fullness impossible until the curse is removed. The eschatology of
the OT says it is God’s intention also to make things right in nature.

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first deals with changes that
concern righting what is presently wrong with the natural world; the second
with texts that speak of immense changes in the earth’s topography and even
in the heavenly bodies.

A New Ecology

One of the principal theological issues which concemns us throughout this
chapter is anthropocentrism. Theology has generally taken that for granted
when it has discussed the place of nature in the Bible, but in recent years the
damage we have done to the world in the name of human progress has led
theologians and others to challenge this human-centered view. Many have
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said the Bible is the source of the whole nature-threatening attitude, and they
regret it, but others claim they have found an outlook within the OT which
does not say the whole of creation was made for the sake of humanity and
is therefore completely subject to the human will.! That issue will be discussed
along the way, but 1 want to begin with it because one of the most frequent
promises concerning nature has to do with fertility, and the reason for that
is anthropocentric—so that people will never have to go hungry again.

The Natural World as the Setting for Human Life
in the Old Testament Tradition

The Yahwistic account of beginnings in Genesis 2—3 establishes an inti-
mate relationship between human beings and nature. It describes the world
as being at first like a desert, without vegetation of any kind, and gives two
reasons for its infertility: no rain and no farmers! The man that God creates
very early in the story is thus not just the recipient of the good earth, but is
a participant in making it what it is. God plants the garden, but puts the man
into it to till it and keep it in order to make it fertile. He also shares in the
creation of the animals by giving them their names.2 But when sin is intro-
duced into the world it affects not just the disobedient man and woman. The
Yahwist thinks of an ecosystem that has an ethical component, so that just
as a physical disturbance in one part of a system will affect all creatures that
are ecologically related, so the consequences of sin will have their effects on
the whole world of which human beings are a part. The curse that follows
the sin of man and woman thus includes enmity between human beings and
serpents and turns the fertile ground into a place that produces thorns and
thistles, from which a precarious living can be obtained only by unremitting
labor (Gen. 3:14-19). The world is now a hostile place; the OT seems to
think of human sin as having introduced an ““infection’ that has corrupted
it. The two enemies mentioned in Genesis 3, dangerous animals and infertile
ground, are standard forms of threat and curse throughout the OT, and they
always carry ethical overtones. In the series of curses and blessings in Leviticus
26 and Deuteronomy 28 there is a remedy for the infection—obedience.

If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments and do them, then
1 will give you your rains in their season. and the land shall yield its in-
crease, . . . and I will remove evil beasts from the land. (Lev. 26:3-4, 6: cf. Deut.
28:4-5,8, 11-12)

A part of the prayer for the righteous king, in Ps. 72:15-16, associates abun-
dance of grain with his rule. Disobedience produced the opposite results (Lev.
26:19-20, 22; Deut. 28:23-~24, 26). In the prophetic books a standard ele-
ment of the description of disaster is the presence of wild animals (Isa. 18:6;
Jer. 15:3; Ezek. 5:17; 14:21; 33:27; Hos. 2:12). The horror of the ruined
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city, once the center of civilization and security, is best expressed by describing
it as now the home of wild creatures. The future of the great world capital,
Babylon, is depicted this way in Isa. 13:21-22:

But wild beasts will lie down there,
and its houses will be full of howling creatures;
there ostriches will dwell,
and there satyrs will dance.
Hyenas will cry in its towers,
and jackals in the pleasant palaces;
its time is close at hand
and its days will not be prolonged.

Similar dire predictions may be found in Deut. 32:24; Isa. 23:13; 34:14; Jer.
50:39; and Zeph. 2:14~15. Itis evident that wildlife was abundant in Palestine
throughout the OT period and that unprotected people could easily find
themselves in danger from predators (1 Sam. 17:37; 2 Kings 17:25-26). As
for the land. their principal source of food, there were many hazards making
the harvesting of a good crop uncentain.

The Israelites were meat-eaters, but their customs and traditions concerning
diet reveal another aspect of their attitude toward nature. According to the
Priestly account of creation in Genesis 1, all creatures were vegetarians at the
beginning (Gen. 1:29-30). The Yahwistic account is not so specific, but
implies the same thing in Gen. 2:9, and in neither passage is any place made
for killing in God's good creation. There is evidence from elsewhere, including
eschatological texts, to support the conclusion that this reflects a deep-seated
attitude among Israelites concerning the taking of life. They did kill animals
for food, of course, and expressed their belief in the right to do that in terms
of the blessing of Noah after the flood: ‘’Every moving thing that lives shall
be food for you; and as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything.
Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is its blood”” (Gen. 9:3-4). The
right to kill and eat meat has thus been given to them by God. but it is part
of life in a fallen world, not of the world as God made it, and furthermore,
it is not given without restrictions. Israel understood blood to be the life of
the animal, and they acknowledged by the way they treated the blood that
they possessed no arbitrary power over life itself.

Long before the detailed regulations for sacrifice now contained in Leviticus
were put imto practice, these restrictions on random killing were part of the
Israelite outlook. Once when Saul proclaimed a day-long fast for his troops
as they went into battle with the Philistines, their hunger at the end of the
day led them to kill some of the animals taken as booty without regard for
the blood (1 Sam. 14:31-35). Saul was appalled and immediately made
provisions for a large stone to be used as an altar, that the animals might be
killed in the proper way. Throughout the pre-exilic period it is probable that
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all killing of animals for food was sacrificial, performed at the local sanctuaries
that could be found throughout the country, for in Deuteronomy, which
proposes to restrict sacrifice to one central sanctuary, a provision is made for
the non-sacrificial slaughtering of animals which seems 10 be unknown in
other OT sources (Deut. 12:20-28).> It is important to observe, however,
that even when killing is non-sacrificial, the blood must be treated in a special
way (Deul. 12:23-24). No full explanation of these convictions about blood
and life is ever offered in the OT, probably because for Israelites no explanation
was needed; they all knew it. The most extensive passage dealing with the
subject occurs in Lev. 17:10-14, which adds an explanation concerning the
sacrificial use of the blood that is brought to the altar: “For the life of the
flesh is in the blood; and 1 have given it for you upon the altar to make
atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason
of the life”” (Lev. 17:11).

This material has been assembled in order to explain the needs to which
certain eschatological passages respond, needs that are not quite so transparent
to us as most of the others have been. This evidence for Israel’s deep-seated
feelings about the taking of life will help us to understand the reasons for
some of Israel’s hopes concerning the natural world.

A note should be added on the anthropocentric character of Israel’s attitude
toward nature. There are occasional exceptions to the general assumption in
the OT that the world was made for human use. At the end of the series of
blessings and curses in Leviticus 26 there comes a long section dealing with
the threat of exile. An unusual reason given for exile here, and never repeated
elsewhere, is what we might call “the rights of the Jand” (Lev. 26:34-35,
43). Leviticus contains regulations for the observance of a sabbatical year in
which Israelites were not to sow their fields, prune their vineyards, or reap
what grew of its own accord (25:1-7). This was not explained as being for
human benefit, as in modern times land has been left to lie fallow in order
to build up its moisture content, but is simply said 1o be “‘a year of solemn
rest for the land.” The chapter tells us the sabbatical year had not been
regularly observed, and the author of Leviticus 26 concludes that one reason
for exile, removing people from the land, is, “‘Then the land shall enjoy its
sabbaths as long as it lies desolate, while you are in your enemies’ land; then
the land shall rest and enjoy its sabbaths. As long as it lies desolate it shall
have rest, the rest which it had not in your sabbaths when you dwelt upon
it”” (Lev. 26:34-35). The intimate relationship between humanity and nature
which we first observed in the creation stories appears here also. People have
certain responsibilities to the natural world, human sin can adversely affect
nature, and we now see that not only may that produce negative effects on
life in the normal course of things but that also Israel could even imagine
God intervening on nature’s behalf, in order to make things right.
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The Transformation of Nature in Oid Testament Eschatology

The promise of the renewal of fertility occurs frequently in the OT, but
most of what needs to be said about it can be drawn from Ezekiel 36. At first
the entire subject of the chapter seems to be the natural world, for the prophet
addresses not individuals or nations but the mountains of Israel. As we read
on, we discover that the real subject is the people of Israel after all, for the
prophet has taken a highly original approach to the promise of restoration.
God promises to even accounts with those who have left the land desolate,
and to make things right for the land itself. As in Genesis 2, that involves
having farmers till the soil, and so the promises of renewed fertility and the
return of the exiles are interwoven (Ezek. 36:8-12). The rest of Ezekiel 36
contains an excellent example of the comprehensiveness of OT eschatology.
Most of the themes we have been considering are present here, and they are
not neatly sorted out, but are intimately interwoven. The following chart will
illustrate the relationships of physical and spiritual, human and nonhuman:

Fentility and
agriculture 89 |11 29-30 34-35
Return and

occupation
of land 10 12 24 28

Cities 10 33

No more
reproach
for land 13-15

Israel’s sin
and basis
for
restoration 16-23
Cleansing 25 29
New heant
and spirit 26-27
Repentance 31-32

Nations will
know 36

Population
increase 37-38

The outline shows that the text is essentially a restoration passage, with the
promise of renewed fertility as the recurring theme that gives it its special
character. At the same time, the spiritual requirements for restoration hold a
central position in the passage. Of course, the repetitions may be an indication
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of the reworking of an originally shorter prophecy. as most commentators
have concluded, but once again we remind ourselves that it was not what
Ezekiel originally said that has influenced the hopes of generations of be-
lievers, but this rather complex canonical form, no matter how it came into
existence. What this passage taught post-exilic Judaism was that the re-es-
tablishment of a proper relationship between God and his people would
include changes in nature, and the reason for these changes, despite the initial
address to the mountains, is clearly anthropocentric. “I will summon the
grain and make it abundant and lay no famine upon you” (Ezek. 36:29).
The actual curse was worse than Gen. 3:17~19 had indicated; for in addition
to “in toil shall you eat of it all the days of your life,” there were times when
there was nothing to eat.

The first example of the hope for a transformation of nature in the last
days. then, is to make possible the continuation of human life without anxiety
about having enough to eat. In another passage, expressive of the same hope,
Amos indulges in a kind of hyperbole much loved by the rabbis in later times
(9:13-14). The days are coming when the harvest will be so large that the
work will not be finished before the next planting time. As in Ezekiel 36,
there is no urban-rural conflict in this vision of the future; cities and gardens
go together. Of the other promises of abundant fertility in the days to come,*
only Ezekiel 34 has been chosen for further discussion here, and that is because
it provides a transition to the next theme: peace in the animal world.

There is an intriguing mixture of metaphor and realistic language in Ezekiel
34, and one must be careful in determining which way to take each verse.
The prophet depicts the restorative work of Yahweh in terms of the Near
Eastern royal ideology, which spoke of the king as a shepherd who guided
and cared for his people (Ezek. 34:11-12).% But 34:13 introduces realistic
language: God promises to bring his sheep out from the peoples, gather them
from the countries, and bring them into their own land. This is a literal
description of the future of the exiles. But the restoration and accompanying
judgment is described in fully metaphorical language in 34:14-22. The mix-
ture of realism and symbol begins in earnest with 34:23. They will have a
new shepherd, who is David. Now comes a “covenant of peace,” which results
in banishing wild beasts from the land so that they may ““dwell securely in
the wilderness and sleep in the woods” (34:25). The commentaries normally
take these words as a literal promise of freedom from the threat of dangerous
animals, but the association of nations with beasts in 34:28 shows that this
may be read either literally or figuratively. Dwelling in the wilderness and
sleeping in the woods sound like a continuation of the metaphor, but the
promise of abundant fertility in 34:26~27 is obviously literal. The principal
themes of the chapter—security from enemy nations and freedom from hun-
ger because of God’s blessing of nature—have been closely interwoven by
means of the intermingling of metaphorical and realistic language.
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Hosea also speaks of a covenant that involves the animals. Nature and
politics are combined as they are in Ezekiel:

And I will make for you a covenant on that day with the beasts of the field. the
birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground; and I will abolish the
bow, the sword, and war from the land; and 1 will make you lie down in safety.
(Hos. 2:18)

This covenant will reverse Hosea’s use of the tradition sketched earlier, which
threatened outbreaks of wild beasts as Yahweh’s agents of judgment. In 2:12
he has said of Israel’s vines and fig trees “‘the beasts of the field shall devour
them,” but that disharmony in nature brought about by Israel’s sin will one
day be healed, and the result will be this litany:

And in that day, says the Lord,
1 will answer the heavens
and they shall answer the earth;
and the earth shall answer the grain, the wine, and the oil,
and they shall answer Jezreel;
and 1 will sow him for myself in the land.
{Hos. 2:21-23a)¢

How far does this expectation of peace in nature go? So far we have found
nothing that could be called a new ecology: only a great improvement of
things as they are now. However, the OT has more to say about the wild
animals than the promise that they will no longer be a threat to people (Ezek.
34:25, 28; Hos. 2:18). Those passages do not speak of an ecological change,
since there is no animal that lives exclusively on people. One famous text
remains, however, together with a quotation of it in another place. This is
Isa. 11:6~9, quoted in part in Isa. 65:25.

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,
and the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
and the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall feed;
their young shall lie down together;
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The sucking child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den.
They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain;
for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord
as the waters cover the sea.

In Isaiah 11 this depiction of total peace in nature is connected with the
coming of the righteous king (11:1-5). The connection was not an unnatural
one for Israel, as the prayer for the king in Psalm 72 shows. In Isa. 65:25 the
abbreviated citation forms an appropriate conclusion to a more comprehen-
sive picture of the new world. It begins with the creation of new heavens
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and new earth, then moves to the new Jerusalem, in which everyone enjoys
a long life span, in which houses, vineyards, fruitful work, and children are
the key blessings. God will be there—*’Before they call I will answer, while
they are yet speaking I will hear”—and finally there will be peace in the
animal world as well.

What are we to make of this? To what human need does it respond, or
have we now come for the first time to mere speculative flights of fancy?
Why should the digestive system of the lion be changed so that it can eat
straw like an ox? What is wrong with animals being carnivorous? Is it not
in fact an absolute necessity, and thus presumably part of God’s good creation,
for animals to prey on one another so as to keep populations in balance? Is
not the whole idea wrong-headed? To the biologist and ecologist perhaps it
is, and there is no good reason to take such a hope literally. Against the
background of OT theology, however, one can at least understand the reasons
for it.

Earlier we noted, in spite of all the killing reported in the OT, that Israelites
felt a deep sense of uneasiness about the taking of life. The extreme precautions
they took in the handling of blood were regular reminders to them that all
life belongs to God. They were permitted to kill, in order to have meat to0 eat,
and they were also commanded to kill, in war or in order to execute criminals,
but in no case could life be taken in an arbitrary or random way without
incurring a sense of having infringed on the privileges of God himself, who
“kills and brings to life’’ (1 Sam. 2:6). This feeling seems to have reached its
most extreme expression in the Isaiah passage, the key to which is 11:9a,
“They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain.” Problems such as
what will become of the rabbit population if the coyotes all become vegetarians
are of no interest to this prophet; what concerns him is violence of any kind,
even in the animal world, for he cannot accept that as being a rightful pan
of God's good world, and so he dreams of a day when there will no longer
be any need for any living thing to kill another. He does not get very far with
his projected new ecology, and we know that no one could do that, but his
principle may be worth thinking about again, as we shall do shortly.

Finally, one should notice the poetic reversal of the use of strange wild
creatures to indicate the thoroughness of the judgment that will befall settled
and civilized places in Isa. 43:20. This is an element of the prophet’s descrip-
tion of Yahweh’s transformation of the wilderness during the return of the
exiles:

The wild beasts will honor me,
the jackals and the ostriches;

for I give water in the wilderness,
rivers in the desert.

They have joined the choir.
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Nature in Post-0ld Testament Eschatology

The OT promise of the abundant fruitfulness of the land in the days o0
come caught the fancy of later interpreters, and at this point we encounter a
flowering of the imagination which becomes a bit hard to take seriously. The
tendency already appears in one of the earlier works of the Pseudepigrapha,
1 Enoch 10:18-19, which speaks of the planting of trees and vines, then
promises that each measure of seed which is planted will yield a thousand,
and each measure of olives will yield ten presses of oil. The Sibylline Oracles
imagine new sources of food; honey will come from heaven and sweet foun-
tains of white milk will burst forth (3:744-55; cf. 3:620-23). The latter may
be a literal interpretation of the poetry of Joel, which speaks of mountains
dripping sweet wine and hills flowing with mitk (Joel 3:18). In 2 Apoc. Baruch
the story is improved by depicting a day when each vine will produce a
thousand branches, each branch a thousand clusters, each cluster a thousand
grapes, and each grape a cor of wine (about 364 liters; 2 Apoc. Bar. 29:5).
Furthermore, other miraculous sources of food are envisioned: Behemoth and
Leviathan, the sea monsters, will become food for those who are left in that
day (2 Apoc. Bar. 29:4), and the manna will once again descend from heaven
(29:8).

Christian writers also developed the theme of the fertility of the land.
Irenaeus quotes Papias as having told a similar marvelous story that he as-
cribed to Jesus. The vine is described in almost exactly the same way as in
2 Apoc. Baruch, except for multiplying everything by ten, but in addition Papias
said that a grain of wheat would produce ten thousand ears, each ear would
have ten thousand grains, and every grain would yield ten pounds of flour.
Furthermore, all fruit-bearing trees, seeds, and grass would produce in similar
proportions, and all the animals would live peacefully with one another and
be in perfect subjection to human beings.” Just after this, Irenaeus cites and
comments briefly on Isa. 11:6~9 as additional evidence for the restoration
of nature in the kingdom that is to come.

The complete absence of such predictions from the NT makes Papias’ at-
tribution of these promises to Jesus very dubious. Although the teachings of
Jesus reflect the ministry of one who lived close to the land and made good
use of his knowledge of agriculture, the NT as a whole strongly suggests that
early Christianity was basically an urban religion. For the Christians at Cor-
inth, meat came from the butcher shop, not from the flock (1 Cor. 10:25),
and the same is likely to have been true for most other believers, since the
strong interest the OT shows in the natural world is largely missing from the
NT. Even the picture of the new Jerusalem in Revelation 21 —22 omits the
OT’s interest in the food supply save for its reference to the tree of life with
its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month (Rev. 22:2). It would
seem that the most important NT allusion to this theme is one which makes
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the claim that Jesus is the fulfiliment of eschatological hopes. Six times in
the Gospels Jesus is said to have provided food miraculously for multitudes
of people (Feeding the Five Thousand: Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:31-44; Luke
9:11-17; John 6:5~13. Feeding the Four Thousand: Matt. 15:32-38; Mark
8:1-9). These stories are clearly intended by the evangelists as messianic
signs.® They do not quote or even allude to the texts with which we have
been dealing, concerning abundance of food in the last days; instead they
seem to depict Jesus as a new Moses, providing bread in the wilderness
analogous to the heavenly manna. There is evidence in 2 Apoc. Baruch, how-
ever, that by late in the first century A.p. the Jews expected the manna to
appear once again in the last days.

The rabbis seem to have used their ingenuity to elaborate every detail of
the OT promises of an abundant food supply in the messianic age.” Only a
few examples will be provided here (based on Joseph Klausner's survey).
Wheat will grow as tall as a palm tree and its grains will be as large as the
kidneys of a big bull. When it ripens, the wind will rub the grains together,
milling fine flour that will fall to the ground where what one needs can be
gathered. One grape will be brought on a wagon or a ship to one’s house,
put into a corner, and its contents used as if it had been a large wine cask.
Grain will yield every month and trees every other month, according to some
rabbis; others said trees would also bear fruit every month.'® All this is en-
tertaining enough, but it seems to be far removed from the modest—and
essential —promise of the OT that one day hunger will be abolished.

The OT theme of peace in nature is reiterated occasionally in the later
literature, but one has the impression that it does not reflect any strongly feh
need. The third Sibylline Oracle paraphrases Isa. 11:6-8 in lines 788-95, as
part of its description of the new world which also includes an abundant food
supply. Once again 2 Apoc. Baruch improves on the older tradition, although
in this case it only devotes two lines to the subject: “And the wild beasts will
come from the wood and serve men, and the asps and dragons will come
out of their holes to subject themselves to a child’ (2 Apoc. Bar. 73:6).

The rabbis also quoted Isa. 11:6-9 in their discussions of the messianic
age, but added little to it. They attributed the dangerous character of animals
to the fall of Adam and predicted that they would be restored to their original
state in the last days. Some said that all but the serpent would be restored,
since Gen. 3:14 says, “cursed are you above all cattle, and above all wild
animals.” Others said that wild animals would be removed from the world,
quoting Lev. 26:6: I will remove evil beasts from the land.”"! The evidence
provided by the Jewish literature suggests no deep theological concern for
the redemption of nature; the theme does not seem to be developed and
applied, it is just quoted and amplified.

In contrast to the Jewish literature, the NT does not quote these texts but
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shows some evidence for concern about redemption on a cosmic scale which
is related to OT eschatology and moves beyond it. We bypass the cosmic
phenomena of Revelation for the moment and look a1 two well-known Pau-
line texts. An apparent reference to the curse on nature, the result of the sin
of Adam, appears in Rom. 8:19-23: “for the creation was subjected to futility,
not of its own will but by the will of him who subjected it in hope” (Rom.
8:20). This appears in the context of Paul’s promise that creation itself will
one day ““obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God’* (8:21b).'? Al-
though it is less obvious, Col. 1:15-20 also contains a similar breadth of
concern. As in the first chapter of John, the Son of God is here connected
with creation itself. Whereas John moves from creation to incarnation, this
passage moves to the resurrection and its implications. ‘’For in him all the
fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself
all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his
cross” (Col. 1:19-20). There is no explicit eschatology here as in Romans 8,
but both these texts speak of redemption on a scale that includes the whole
natural world as well as human beings."?

To express those grand thoughts in more specific terms of a hope for nature
which would be recognized by Christians as a response to a felt need has not
been easy. For the most part, Christians have viewed the natural world as
the stage on which redemption history is acted out, and as a repository of
resources 10 be used at will.'* Recently the Christian faith has been accused
of providing the theological and philosophical justification for the human
destruction of the environment.'* Although that is based on a superficial
reading of history, it has reminded us of the frequent Christian failure to take
nature seriously.'® St. Francis of Assisi has been held up as the exponent of
an alternative tradition in Christianity, one that honors and respects nature
as being also beloved of God; there are also other voices in our past which
have taken these biblical themes more seriously.!” As we turn to the present,
however, we find that the serious treatment of this aspect of eschatology has
scarcely begun.

Contemporary Manifestations

Among the sparse modern literature on this subject is Antonine De Gug-
lielmo’s article on “The Fertility of the Land in the Messianic Prophecies.”
It includes a summary of what scholarship has done with the material ben-
efits promised in messianic prophecies.'® He reports three types of interpre-
tation:

1. The material benefits are a secondary and transient element in these
prophecies. A necessary expedient to confidence in the hearts of the
Israelites, they no longer had any reason for existence once the pedagogic
purpose was achieved.
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2. They are a secondary and conditional element, depending for their ful-

fillment on the faithfulness of the people.

3. They are but figures of spiritual benefits.

Otto Kaiser biuntly says the modern reader ““is unable 10 look forward, like
the Old Testament, to a time in which lions eat grass, because of his knowledge
of natural history. He believes that there was conflict in the animal world at
the very beginning, before there were men.””'* However, Kaiser comments
about Isa. 11:6-9:

It is not sufficient to turn the entire final stanza into a2 metaphor for peace among
the nations. But it can serve as a metaphor for the statement that in the future
which God is preparing for his creation, everything will be transformed, and that
there will no longer be distress and weeping in it. . . . This hope is never valid
merely for the soul of the individual, or for the renewal of the individual in
another form, but is always true of the world as wetll.?°

This cautious statement exceeds what other commentators have been willing
to affirm about the meaning of such passages.

Until environmentalists began to speak, it seemed adequate just to reaffirm
these texts without interpretation, or to call them symbolic—reinterpreting
them—or to call them mythological —dismissing them-—or to make no com-
ment on them whatever. Those who speak for environmental concerns, how-
ever, have been using language that sometimes carries apocalyptic overtones.
Without often using theological terms, they have, for all practical purposes,
been saying that human sin has brought a curse on the natural world, that
human well-being and the well-being of nature are intimately and inextricably
related, and that the environment needs a ““redemption’’ of some kind which
will necessitate a radical change in human attitudes and behavior.?' Theo-
logians have not failed to hear that new analysis of the human situation as
an integral part of world ecology and have recognized the affinities, present
or potential, that such a point of view may have with the biblical faith. Some
beginnings have been made with reference to creation theology, but as yet
almost nothing has been done with the eschatological aspect of the Bible's
theology of nature.??

At this point it is appropriate to offer some suggestions about the ethical
imperatives that lie behind the OT affirmations of hope for peace in nature,
as a way of indicating the potential value of these texts for our time. The
interpretation of Isa. 11:6—9 which has been offered, with its portrayal of
animals living together in harmony set against the background of concern
about killing of any kind which appears elsewhere in the OT, shows that the
concluding verse, ‘They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain,”
identifies the human need to which this text responds. We probably cannot
even imagine a totally new ecology in which no hurting or destroying will
ever occur, but as we ponder the thought, many of us may realize that it is,
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in fact, something we need. Our acknowledgment of that need and expression
of that hope must then surely influence what we do about all hurting and
destroying in the present. We need, as always, to be reminded that we will
not create the new world by all becoming vegetarians, for example, but the
OT witness does call our serious attention to animal as well as human pain.
So far, little enough has been done about the latter, and the former is scarcely
ever considered.??

The issue of anthropocentrism, also raised in recent discussions of envi-
ronmental concemns, will need to be dealt with in a thorough and responsible
way in the future. The OT does for the most part subordinate all of nature
to human needs, but its eschatological texts, especially, remind us that in
God’s sight nature also has some rights.?¢ It is doubtful that the biblical witness
could ever be invoked to allow concern for the pain of nature to prevail over
concern for human pain, but if its vision of the future is taken seriously as
the key to what God wants, then any arbitrary or irresponsible hurting or
destroying of anything in this world must surely-be judged as contrary to
what God is doing. Christian theology has taken passages such as ‘“fill the
earth and subdue it, and have dominion . . .” (Gen. 1:28) legalistically. Thus
far, it has failed to be instructed adequately by the OT hope for a right
relationship between human beings and the world in which they live.

New Heavens and New Earth

Although the first three chapters of the Bible suggest that all creation has
been put under human influence (Gen. 1:28; 3:17), there is evidence that
Israel sensed itself to be confronted at times by another aspect of nature—
“the chaotic.” That appears with clarity in the story of the flood (Genesis
6—8). As recent scholarship has shown, the flood story is the classical expres-
sion of the deep-seated human uneasiness that all that is orderly and de-
pendable may some day break down, that chaos may still be lurking around
the edges as a threat not yet finally eradicated.?* The theology of the OT would
not permit such a feeling to remain untouched by its insistence on the uni-
versality of Yahweh, however, and so the flood is not depicted as any threat
to his sovereignty; it is sent by him for ethical reasons. Even so, the flood
has a special quality, reflecting a different aspect of human existence from
any discussed heretofore, which it shares with other elements of nature that
are in no way subject to human manipulation.

Here 1 will be concerned with the inanimate parts of creation. Certainly
the sea and the wilderness, two of the realms that need to be examined as
background for the promises of the transformation of heaven and earth, are
richly inhabited by animal life, but the role they ordinarily play in OT tradition
is that of dangerous places, threats to human life. The other type of tradition
concerns natural phenomena of heaven and earth which disrupt or threaten
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the normal course of life; storms, earthquakes, and perhaps volcanic erup-
tions.

Nature Beyond the Bounds

The classic example of the threat of chaos, the uncontrolled upsurging of
torrents of water, is a common theme in the OT, usually with reference to
the sea itself, but it is rare in the eschatological texts.2¢ A brief survey of the
theme is in order here, however, since it reappears with more prominence
in apocalyptic, and the OT is clearly its origin. One of Israel’s most striking
ways of praising the Creator God was to exalt his victory over the waters.
One support for our interpretation of the flood as an expression of a deep-
seated human fear is the appearance of echoes of Near Eastern mythology in
connection with the sea, more prominently than any other reflections of myth
in the OT. While the chaotic quality of the deep is still indicated in Genesis
1, that chapter has otherwise thoroughly demythologized creation; God brings
order simply by speaking.?” But a more accurate reflection of the emotional
connotations of creation faith is 10 be found in the poetic material, reminiscent
of myth, which speaks of God’s victory over the sea, of locking it up within
boundaries that it surges against, indeed which personifies the sea as a mon-
ster, Leviathan or Rahab.?® Israel thought of the sea as a place of great danger,
as the description of the sailor's plight in Ps. 107:23-29 shows, but their
creation faith affirmed it to be a danger that Yahweh had overcome for them.
God’s promise, in the covenant made with Noah, was thus a promise con-
cerning the preservation of an orderly and stable world, when he said, ~“Never
again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood. and never again shall
there be a flood to destroy the earth” (Gen. 9:11, 15). The theme of victory
over the sea was also historified, and elements from creation theology are
associated with the crossing of the Reed Sea in Isa. 50:2; 51:10; and Ps. 66:6,
and with the crossing of the Jordan in Ps. 114:3, 5.%°

That victory at the very beginning of things and the assurance of God's
continuing control of the unruly waters seem to have been reaffirmed with
enough confidence in Israel that the expression of hope for some final con-
quest of the powers of chaos scarcely appears in the OT. It is one of the clear
signs of the triumph of practical monotheism in the literature that is preserved
in the canon that the existence of any real threat to the rule of God other
than human sin has been so thoroughly submerged. But in the apocalyptic
strain of hope, the power of evil is much more strongly emphasized than is
typical for the OT. As we shall see there are a few early indications of how
the sea began to be re-mythologized.

The wilderness was very close to the settled land where the Israelites lived,
and was well known to them. Once the central ridge running from the Es-
draelon Valley south to the Negev is crossed, in an easterly direction, one
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very quickly enters a forbidding desert that leads down to the Jordan Valley
and the Dead Sea. The wilderness is visible from every high point along that
ridge, and Israel’s delight in the fertility of Canaan and thanksgiving for the
gift of that land were heightened by the near presence of that other kind of
place, where life was precarious and sometimes impossible. Hence, one of
the most frightening threats that could be uttered against Israel was the pros-
pect of having their land turned into a wilderness (Isa. 6:11; Jer. 9:10-11;
Hos. 2:12, etc.). And the blossoming of the wilderness which is promised in
eschatological texts seems to involve something more than promises of abun-
dant fertility for land that already supports settled populations; hence the
treatment of the theme in this section.3?

The most violent and terrifying of natural phenomena were used by Israel
to provide language to describe or designate theophany—the personal and
immediate appearance of God to his people.?! The classic example of theo-
phany is the Sinai experience, which involved thunder, lightning, cloud, a
loud trumpet blast, smoke, fire, and earthquakes (Exod. 19:16-20). Many
scholars have deduced from this that the actual experience from which the
Sinai tradition developed was the eruption of a volcano, but other theophanies
such as the one in Ps. 18:7-15 sound more like descriptions of a violent
storm. An alternative suggestion is that no specific natural event was asso-
ciated with these accounts of the coming of God in power, but that the effort
to find a way to express their feelings at being confronted by the tremendum
of the Holy One led naturally to the use of language about the most awe-
inspiring manifestations of power they had ever experienced.?? In addition
to the examples just cited, Pss. 50:3; 68:7-8, 32-33; 77:16-20; and Hab.
3:3-15 may also be noted, and it will be seen that these are songs of lament
or thanksgiving in which God is depicted as coming in power 10 save. Earth-
quakes and thunderstorms are well known in Palestine and there has been
volcanic activity within historic times in the Transjordan and in Midian,?’
but the tendency of all theophanic language to transcend the mere description
of natural phenomena may be seen in Joel 2:30-31, which combines blood
with fire and columns of smoke and speaks of the moon being turned to
blood. It seems best to take all of this as evocative language rather than
something based on the original identity of Yahweh as a volcanic God or a
storm God. and the intent of the theophanies ought to be understood as the
choice of language that will come as close as possible to the reproduction of
the feelings produced by the impression of the immediate presence of God.
The most terrifying of all the impressions (not descriptions) of the tremendum
side of holiness appear in two passages that speak of the virtual dissolution
of the natural world, but in ways that cannot be connected with any known
type of natural disaster. Jeremiah records a vision of an apparent return to
chaos which does not make use of the familiar flood imagery, in Jer. 4:23-
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26. and adds to it a judgment oracle (4:27-31) that depicts a virntually com-
plete desolation of nature. It is reminiscent of a more lengthy passage in Isa.
2:12-19, which describes the day of the Lord of hosts ““against all that is
proud and lofty,” The use of words meaning “high’ to designate pride in
Hebrew is taken literally here, in a text that speaks of the complete leveling
of everything lofty—the cedars of Lebanon, mountains, towers, and walls—
while the people who are left on that denuded earth will seek refuge beneath
its surface, in caves and holes in the ground. No natural force that could
produce such a result is mentioned at all; the agent of all this destruction is
““the glory of his majesty, when he rises to terrify the earth”” (Isa. 2:19).>¢

The original use of theophanic language to describe the awesome power
of God who comes from Sinai to save his people, as in Habakkuk 3, has thus
been converted by the prophets into a picture of thoroughgoing judgment
that may even involve God’s destruction of the world he created. These scenes
are preliminary to eschatology proper, as we have been using the word, but
they are taken up and used with enthusiasm by the later apocalyptic writers
as a part of their depiction of the last days, and they are clearly the background
for some of the OT’s depictions of the ideal future.

The darkening of sun and moon, or darkness in general, appears frequently
in prophetic judgment texts, reminding us again of the close association be-
tween Yahweh and light, from the creation story onward. Since the sun and
moon were worshiped in virtually every culture of the ancient Near East, it
was probably for polemical reasons that Genesis 1 separates the creation of
light, on the first day. from that of the heavenly bodies. on the fourth day,?*
and that independent relationship between Yahweh and light is also asserted
in several of the eschatological passages of the OT. Light proved to be one of
the most useful symbols for God, as the NT also reveals, and this makes the
threat of the removal of light by God himself an especially potent one. Light
is associated with life and darkness with death (Job 18:17-19; 22:10-11);
light represents good and darkness evil (Job 24:13-17); light is used 10
symbolize divine guidance in a variety of ways (Exod. 13:21; Ps. 119:105);
it is appropriately linked with gladness, joy. and honor in Esth. 8:16; and
there is abundant evidence that it could represent the presence of God himself
on earth. As in the creation story, then, the sun and moon may be treated
in rather arbitrary ways by Yahweh their maker, since he is the true Light,
In times of judgment their light may be extinguished as a sign of the with-
drawal of the light of God, and their non-essential nature in some of the
depictions of the new heaven can best be understood against this background
of the theological potency of light as a symbol of God.

A few words about heaven need to be added before the eschatological texts
themselves are examined. In the later apocalyptic books heaven is a subject
of great importance,®® but nothing of this kind of speculation appears in the
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OT. Heaven is often just the sky, so that when coupled with earth the pair
refers to all the created world, the Hebrew equivalent to cosmos (as in Gen.
1:1). But it is also used theologically to denote the place where God is. The
OT could assert that no place, even heaven, was sufficient to contain God,
as in 1 Kings 8:27, so that he might be encountered anywhere, but just as
his holiness was felt to be manifested more directly at certain times and places
on earth, so heaven was more directly associated with God than earth was.
The title God of Heaven became very common in the post-exilic period (Gen.
24:7; 2 Chron. 36:23; Ezra 1:2; Neh. 1:4, 5; 2:4, 20; Jonah 1:9), and in
poetry he is said to sit in the heavens and look down from heaven (Pss. 2:4;
11:4; 14:2; 33:13; 53:2; Isa. 66:1; cf. Exod. 20:22). He had a “heavenly
host”” around him there (1 Kings 22:19; cf. Job 1), but heaven was normally
no place for human beings. Indeed, the human desire to ascend into the
heavens was considered to be hybris, the aim to make oneself a rival to God
himself, according to Isa. 14:12-15.37 The only human being who is explicitly
said to have been taken up into heaven in the OT is Elijah (2 Kings 2:1, 11).

Heaven thus plays a minor role in OT eschatology compared with its prom-
inence later on. It is really not used in its theological sense—as the place
where God is—but appears only in its physical sense as a part of the cosmos,
where sun, moon, and stars are to be found, and when coupled with earth,
heaven forms a term denoting all creation.

The New Creation

Although the promise “’I create new heavens and a new earth” first appears
in the OT in Isa. 65:17; 66:22, its occurrence does not signal the appearance
of an irtense interest in cosmology in the OT period. A few strikingly novel
pictures of heaven and earth do occur, but in no large number. When their
purpose is determined it can be seen that speculation about radical changes
in the natural world was subordinated to other interests. We can in fact
organize the material with reference to two places—the wildemess and Zion—
which already suggests the new creation’s relationship to other eschatological
themes.

The transformation of the wildemess was not an important expectation in
its own right, but it became an appropriate accompaniment to the announce-
ment of a triumphant return of exiles to their homeland and to the glorification
of Zion. The classic example is Isaiah 35, which deals throughout with ““the
way home.” The wilderness is virtually personified, since the event celebrated
is so great that all nature must join in. It will be glad and rejoice with joy
and singing (Isa. 35:1-2). Literally (or is any of it literal?) this means the
desert will blossom and become covered with vegetation like Lebanon, Car-
mel, and Sharon. The dry land will become a place of abundant water, with
streams and pools to emphasize the radical nature of the change (35:6b-7).
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This sounds like another example of the promise of fertility in the last days,
but it is not the same. No settlement in this suddenly fertile desert is men-
tioned. In the texts dealt with earlier the re-establishment of cities always
goes along with the abundance of the earth’s produce, but this land seems
to remain empty, a pleasant corridor through which the exiles walk with the
greatest of ease. The topography will be changed in order to make comfortable
travel possible—"and a highway shall be there”—and the journey will be
safe—No lion shall be there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it;
they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall walk there”” (35:8-9).
As we have seen earlier, any personal, physical disabilities that might make
the trip difficult will also be removed (35:5-6), so the chapter subordinates
every element to a single theme, the return of exiles to Zion, and elevates
that theme to such importance that creation itself is affected; nature is a factor
in the retum.

Similar ideas appear in 2 Isaiah (Isa. 40:3-4; 41:18-19; 42:16; 55:13).
Except for the olive, the trees that are mentioned are not those that are
cultivated for the production of food. Redemption brings life to places of
death, even when they are not explicitly described as places for future hab-
itation. These brief associations of nature with the transformation of people
and society may also be observed elsewhere (Isa. 29:17-21). In Isa. 32:14~
20 appears what may be the only anti-urban eschatology in the OT, if v. 19
is taken to mean cities in general. Some commentators think it is a vague
reference to an oppressor, such as Nineveh or Babylon, in which case the
text stands in no contrast with others dealing with nature.>® The gift of the
spirit has a double function that seems strange from our perspective, although
the OT background that has been sketched in this chapter shows it is not
strange to Israelite thinking. The outpouring of the spirit will make the wil-
derness a fruitful field and the fruitful field will be deemed a forest, presumably
meaning the trees of its orchards will be as many as those of a forest.?®

Then justice will dwell in the wilderness,
and righteousness abide in the fruitful field.
And the effect of righteousness will be peace,
and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust for ever.
(Isa. 32:16-17)

In a straightforward way the OT depicts the wholeness of God's expected
work of redemption; justice and good crops are both the work of the spirit.

A special relationship between the wilderness and Zion is described in Ezek.
47:1-12, a good transitional passage between those two foci of promises
concerning terrestrial change. In a vision the prophet was conducted on a
tour of a new temple in Jerusalem, noting the details of its plan and being
instructed in the cult that was to be observed there (Ezek. 40—46). Near the



HIGHEST OF ALL THE HILLS—THE TRANSFORMATION OF NATURE 115

end of that vision he saw a stream of water flowing from below the threshold
of the temple, past the altar on its south side, and out the south side of the
eastern gate. His guide informed him that it flowed into the Arabah (the
depression where the Dead Sea is located), and he was shown that the stream
got deeper as it went, becoming a large river. The water itself had supernatural
qualities; along the banks of the river grew trees that were in leaf year round,
bearing edible fruit every month, and their leaves had healing properties.
When this water reached the Dead Sea, the salty water of that place became
fresh and was filled with an abundance of fish. A stupendous change, of one
of the most barren spots on the face of the earth to a virtual Eden! But this
transformation of wilderness differs in many respects from those discussed
previously. It is not the accompaniment of return from exile, but a part of
the glorification of Zion. It is water that comes from the temple which brings
the wilderness to life; Zion is the source of life for the natural world as well
as for human beings. And the bringing of fruitfulness to the Dead Sea is
specifically for the benefit of that human community that has Zion as its
center, providing those things that are not emphasized in other wilderness
passages: fruit, healing, and fish. If there is any question about the anthro-
pocentric nature of the vision, the matter of salt answers it. The Dead Sea
did have one use, after all; it was a source of salt, and the question of what
the freshening of its waters would do to the supply of that important com-
modity was answered by the assurance that in the marshes of the sea, salt
would still be found (Ezek. 47:11).

A different emphasis appears in Ezekiel 47, and it brings us back to the
beginning of our study, to the centrality of Zion in God's redeeming work
and the conviction that God’s life-giving power will one day flow outward
from that place, transforming even the desert into the place of abundant life.4?
Other, dramatic changes in the natural world will be experienced by those
who live in Zion that day. In the discussion of Isa. 4:5—-6 (see chap. 1 of this
book) the meaning of the canopy and pavilion, associated with cloud and
smoke and fire, over the whole site of Mt. Zion was considered. The ap-
pearance of theophanic language is to be noted, but now its relationships to
storm and destruction are reversed. The message of the text is one of protection
for Zion from the violence of nature: “It will be for a shade by day from the
heat, and for a refuge and a shelter from the storm and rain” (Isa. 4:6).

Elsewhere it is the true relationship between sun and moon and the light
of God which becomes manifest over Zion. The proto-apocalyptic text, Isa.
24:21-23, speaks of victory on a cosmic scale, the defeat of both the host of
heaven (which in the OT is normally on God's side) and the kings of the
earth. Here the enemies of God are to be found in both spiritual and earthly
realms, as in later apocalyptic, and when vanquished they are committed to
“prison,” perhaps a prefiguration of the hell of later works. “Then the moon
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will be confounded, and the sun ashamed; for the Lord of hosts will reign
on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem and before his elders he will manifest his
glory.” Why this downgrading of the sun and moon? Are they among the
enemies of God? Probably not, for other texts will suggest that “he will
manifest his glory” is the key to understanding this verse. *’Glory’’ often means
physical light, in the Bible, in addition to its other meaning of “honor,” and
it is light that is the subject of two passages that appear to be related to this
one.*!

Several promises have converged within a few verses in Isa. 30:19-26: the
abolition of mourning, the presence of ““the teacher,” rain and abundant
food; then it is said that the moon will be as bright as the sun and the sun
will be seven times as bright as usual. We can be thankful that this promise
has never been literally fulfilled, since it would mean the end of all life on
earth, but taken alongside Isa. 24:23 it shows that sun and moon were not
regularly thought of as enemies that God would have to deal with in the last
days. Light is undoubtedly used in its symbolic sense here; the author surely
puts to one side the increased heat that would go with it and uses it simply
to represent life and goodness.

In Isaiah 60 light on Mt. Zion forms the introduction and conclusion to
the chapter. As the place where God is to be found, Zion will become a source
of light for the whole world (60:1-3). These introductory verses are clear
enough, and they must be kept in mind lest one be led astray by the conclusion
(vv. 19-20):

Your sun shall no more go down,
nor your moon withdraw itself;
for the Lord will be your everlasting light,

and your days of mourning shall be ended.
(Isa. 60:20)

Here is a promise of perpetual light, something for which one could scarcely
feel any literal need. The replacing of sun and moon by the light of God
reminds one of a return to days two and three of creation, when there was
light but no heavenly bodies, and another recollection is perhaps even more
startling, for God’s promise to Noah was, “While earth remains . . . day and
night shall not cease”” (Gen. 8:22). But Isaiah 60 does not appear to contem-
plate an end of the world in that sense. It is surely speaking of light in a
purely symbolic sense, as the manifestation of the presence of God and all
his benefits in Zion. Sun and moon, physical light, have nothing to do with
“days of mouming’ (Isa. 60:20c) or righteousness (60:21a), but the divine
presence or absence does. Hence we see that changes in nature, in their own
right, are of little interest to OT writers. Typically they use elements from
nature to make affirmations about God. There is no indication of any literal
hope for changes involving the sun and moon; they appear in these passages
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because they are sources of light, and light is one of the Bible’s most potent
symbols for God.

A fitting conclusion to this section is provided by Zechariah 14. It rein-
troduces several elements that had appeared in earlier texts, using Zion as
the unifying factor for all of them. The chapter begins with a reminiscence
of Ezekiel 38—39, the great invasion of the holy land, but with a difference.
Jerusalem will fall and half its population will go into exile, hence a more
exact future parallel to past history is contemplated than we find in Ezekiel.
Additional references to the Gog chapters will appear in Zech. 14:12-15,
which describe the aftermath of God's victory, but before that a whole series
of dramatic physical changes is presented as the result of the appearance of
the Lord to do battle with the nations. This late passage is not afraid of
anthropomorphism; when the Lord’s feet touch the Mount of Olives it will
be split in two, creating a valley through it from east to west. This would
appear to have the practical effect of permitting Ezekiel’'s marvelous stream,
which reappears in Zech. 14:8, to flow straight east into the Dead Sea. The
prophet also adds to Ezekiel by having the waters flow both east and west
from Zion, but he does not tell us what the stream is for! The weather will
be better; on that day there shall be neither cold nor frost (if the difficult text
of Zech. 14:6 has been read correctly), and Isaiah 60 is apparently cited in
the promise of continuous day—but no clue is given here as to why that
should be desired. The promise of Isa. 2:2, that the mountain of the house
of the Lord will be the highest of the mountains, is taken literally and explained
by predicting that all Palestine will be leveled off into a plain, leaving Jeru-
salem as the only city on a mountain (Zech. 14:10-11). Finally the escha-
tological pilgrimage of the nations to Zion appears combined with the em-
phasis on the holiness of Jerusalem, which also concludes the Books of Ezekiel
and Joel. The real subject of the chapter, then, is Zion and not nature, for
the prophet just seems to have collected a whole group of traditions which
glorify that place, with some tendency to choose the more sensational of
them, and to combine them rather haphazardly without having much to say
about the meaning of the changes in the natural world. They simply reflect
the power of God and the supernatural character of Jerusalem.*?

A note also must be added concerning the sea, which appears only briefly
in OT eschatology. In Isa. 27:1, the defeat of Leviathan, which is usually
celebrated as belonging to God's work at creation, is projected to the future
with the introductory formula “In that day.” This is another of the indications
of the relationship between Isaiah 24 —27 and later apocalyptic. In Daniel 7
the apocalyptic use of the sea as the chaotic source of evil forces appears with
clarity. “‘Behold, the four winds of heaven were stirring up the great sea. And
four great beasts came up out of the sea, different from one another” (Dan.
7:2-3). The old threat, kept under control so well by most of the literature



118 ESCHATOLOGY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

of the OT, reappears in apocalyptic, no doubt just because water itself is so
effective a symbol of the formless and uncontrollable in nature.

Nature in itself thus may be said not to be a subject of great importance in
the OT. When the outlook is not anthropocentric, concerned about human
needs, it is theocentric, using nature as symbolic of the power and presence
of God. This does not mean, however, that nature can be omitted from a
serious consideration of the present or the future, for the OT does not imagine
the redemption of humanity apart from a correspondingly redeemed world.

The New Heaven and New Earth
in Post-0ld Testament Eschatology

The mind of the apocalyptic writer ranged over the entire cosmos, exploring
the hidden parts of the earth (1 Enoch 28— 36), including the lost Garden of
Eden itself, viewing the dark valleys where the wicked are punished (1 Enoch
53—54), and traversing the various levels of heaven. The few OT references
to universal changes in the last day thus became a natural part of the efforts
of apocalyptic to provide a comprehensive understanding of all history and
of the entire cosmos, including realms both physical and spiritual.*> Some of
these books have concluded that before the new heaven and earth can appear,
the old must be destroyed (although this is not a unanimous opinion). Fire
is the favorite agent of destruction, although others are also mentioned.** The
promise of a new creation was thus taken seriously in apocalyptic literature,
but not, it would appear, because of any special interest in the natural world
in its own right. References 1o the renewal of heaven and earth tend to be
brief and without elaboration of details, as may be seen in the typical examples
in Jub. 1:29; 1 Enoch 45:4-5; 91:16-17; and 2 Apoc. Bar. 32:6 (cf. 2 Pet.
3:12-13).

The symbolic value of light is used extensively in the visions reported in
these books (e.g., T. Levi 18; 2 Enoch 22:1), and some of the OT promises
are repeated, as in ! Enoch 58:1-6; 91:16; and 2 Enoch 65:9—11. Jubilees is
somewhat creative in its combination of three elements; the renewal of heaven
and earth, the establishment of the sanctuary of the Lord in Jerusalem, and
the renewal of ““all the luminaries . . . for healing and for peace and for bless-
ing for all the elect of Israel” (Jub. 1:29).

Light becomes a very important symbol in the NT as well. When Jesus is
said to be the light of the world that is surely at least in part a claim of
fulfillment of the OT’s promises concerning the last days, although light is of
course not always used in an eschatological sense.** The Book of Revelation
reaffirms the promises in Isaiah that God will be immediately present in the
new Jerusalem by speaking again of perpetual light (Rev. 21:23-25; 22:5).
Here, as in the OT, the real concem is not the sun and moon, but the presence
of God.
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Victory over the sea as an eschatological event appears in a striking way
in the Gospels, in the stories of Jesus walking on the water (Mark 6:45~52
and par.) and stilling the storm (Mark 4:37-41 and par.). The key to under-
standing these unusual narratives is surely the OT material concerning the
sea as a threat that God controls, and the disciples’ astonished question, “Who
then is this, that even wind and sea obey him?”* (Mark 4:41) surely calls for
an answer in eschatological terms. The special quality that the OT ascribes 10
the sea also makes it possibie to understand what would otherwise be a very
puzzling reference to cosmic change in Rev. 21:1: *“Then | saw a new heaven
and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away,
and the sea was no more.” In the symbolic language of apocalyptic, the sea
serves no other function than to represent the threat of chaos, which will
one day be completely and finally eliminated.

Except for Revelation, which reiterates Ezekiel’s picture of the river flowing
out of the temple, but without any of its details except for the trees along its
banks (22:1-2), neither Jewish nor Christian literature of this period shows
much interest in the occasional OT references to a transformation of the earth’s
topography and climate. The subject of the redemption of the cosmos has
continued to exist as a minor theme in Christianity, however, as G. W. Wil-
liams has shown in his article on Christian attitudes toward nature.*®

Contemporary Manifestations

All those aspects of nature which the OT considered to be somehow out
of bounds to humanity have now become a part of our domain. We have
irrigated the desert and people now live comfortably in the American South-
west, the Australian Outback, and the Israeli Negev. We have not yet made
our habitation in the sea, but we know its depths and are learning to harvest
its resources. We have ascended into the sky and have found not heaven,
but outer space. Surely these aspects of OT tradition have already experienced
their transformation, at human hands! Yet the Sahel region of the Sahara is
devouring what was once living space for animals and people, and it is not
completely clear that there will always be water enough to support those
large populations in the American Southwest. The destructive power of the
sea is, for all practical purposes, as far beyond human control as ever, and
places where people have lived are disappearing because its. encroachments
cannot be stopped. Despite its magnitude, the sea also suffers because of
human irresponsibility, and pollution threatens its future as a source of food
for us. The sky., in its lower regions, is also a poliuted place that now threatens
life and health in ways the OT could not imagine. Outer space has become
the newest potential site for weapons of worldwide destruction.

That relatively minor OT theme of hope for the transformation of heaven
and earth, which has been considered appropriately insignificant by gener-
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ations of believers, now begins to appear, because of technology’s ability to
increase the effectiveness of the curse human beings afflict on nature, to be
a vital part of the apocalypse unfolding in our time. It is no longer adequate
to ignore that part of Israel’'s concern about the future, or to label it “myth-
ological,” that is, unbelievable, because it is a subject about which something
must be said and done.

Modenn fiction shows that the human need which lay behind Israel’s tra-
ditions concerning sea and flood, wilderness and theophany, has not been
transcended by our conquests of sea, desert, and space; indeed, the anxiety
that chaos may break loose despite what we do to keep nature under control
may be as strong now as it has ever been.*” It is thus at two levels that these
almost untouched parts of our tradition can be helpful. At the ethical level,
as we decide what to do on a global scale with sea, land, and sky, the concept
of a humanly wrought curse on nature wams us of the immense power we
have to do harm. And the hope for a divine re-creation corresponds to ques-
tions about whether human eflorts to remake the world are likely to succeed.
If understood properly, such hopes ought not to discourage one from trying—
leaving everything in God’'s hands—but ought to produce a heavier sense of
responsibility for trying to do the right thing— with respect to the future as
well as the present—with the tremendous forces that we are able to use on
the earth. At the emotional, or spiritual, level, the threat of chaos on a personal
or a cosmic scale which seems to lie below the surface of many lives and
which may cause society itself to react in panic at times is addressed by the
OT’s assurance that in fact there is a God who is in charge and who does
intend to bring order and peace to the world. We cannot conceive of a re-
creation of the heavens and the earth, but that does not mean it is therefore
unimportant to say that there is a God who can and will do even that for the
sake of peace and order, if need be.



CONCLUSION

Old Testament Eschatology and
Contemporary Hope for the Future

What can the hopes of a small group of people who lived in the Middle East
two to three thousand years ago have to say to an age in which it is possible
to develop a career as a futurist? The answer in brief is this: futurists have
already discovered that the essence of the problem is human nature and that
what people hope for is the decisive element in their planning. What the OT
says about human nature has not been rendered obsolete by technology, and
the hopes of people in the Western world have been profoundly influenced
by the eschatology of the Bible. But the original teachings of the Old and
New Testaments have been mingled with a great variety of philosophies over
the centuries and frequently have been distorted to the point where their new
forms are scarcely compatible with their sources. For that reason it is necessary
for each generation of believers to make its own evaluation of its sources in
order to determine how it may best be faithful to them.! Despite the wide-
spread secularization of our world, there are still a great many people who
sincerely want to know what legitimate hopes for this troubled world can be
found in the Bible. Furthermore, when secular futurists show themselves
unafraid to deal with the non-material aspects of their subjects—selfishness
and greed, for example—that surely presents a challenge to those who believe
they have access to some unique insights into the “‘spiritual”’ side to make
those insights known. One reasori for writing this book was to show that the
eschatology of the OT speaks with a peculiar directness to the concerns of
people of the late twentieth century. The conclusions now offered will lead
to suggestions concerning the potential value of what has been leamned about
the hopes of ancient Israel for the present.

Characteristics of Old Testament
Eschatology

This study has revealed certain characteristics typical of Israel’s hopes. They
Lr4)
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show how the OT’s expectations and longings are distinct from those to be
found in other religions and cultures. Thereby they offer a challenge for
alternative forms of hope—Christian and otherwise—and insight into the
nature of the eschatologies of the Western world.

1. Old Testament eschatology is a worldly hope. The OT does not scorn,
ignore, or abandon the kind of life which human beings experience in this
world in favor of speculation concerning some other, better place or form of
existence, 10 be hoped for after death or achieved before death through med-
itation and spiritual exercises. This sets the OT in sharp contrast to Gnosticism,
10 the otherworldly emphases that often have appeared in Christianity, and
to the concepts of salvation taught by Hinduism and Buddhism. Whether it
is better and truer than those other forms of hope, or is just irredeemably
“‘unspiritual,” remains, of course, a matter for faith to decide. But this quality
of the OT hope surely ought to commend its outlook to an age that is equally
worldly in its concerns.

2. Old Testament eschatology understands the future 10 be completely in
the hands of God. Having just spoken of contemporary “*worldliness,”” which
might be equated with secularism, this point must be made in order to remind
ourselves that there are other ways to be worldly. The basis for hope in the
OT is not faith in human progress, but the assurance of a coming divine
intervention that will introduce a new thing that people have failed and will
fail to accomplish. We have seen throughout that the hope of Israel was not
an expression of faith in the essential goodness of humanity. Instead, it grew
out of the conviction that human failure has so corrupted life on this earth
that only a radical transformation initiated by God alone could make things
right. This point of view thus stands in sharp contrast to modern humanism
and to all ““self-help” projections of the future.

It does not, however, call for a completely passive drift into the divinely
wrought paradise. The OT puts a strong emphasis on human participation in
one way or another. Repentance, for example, is seen as essential, at some
point in the process. The emphasis on obedience in the OT portraits of the
ideal future shows that at no time does the OT conceive of human beings
without responsibility. They participate actively in the new world, but they
cannot produce it; that will be God’s work.

3. Old Testament eschatology emphasizes human society more than per-
sonal salvation. This stands in contrast to a strong emphasis in Christian
teaching and to modern individualism as well. We have noticed that concern
for the fate of the individual after death, which has tended to dominate
Christian eschatology, is almost completely missing from the OT. This has
often been observed to be one of the defects of the old, Israelite religion. In
light of the human needs that arose in the post-exilic period and continue to
be felt to this day, it certainly has to be called an inadequacy. But there is an
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awareness today of problems created by individualism which may lead 0 a
welcoming of the insights of the OT into the inadequacy of purely personal
solutions to life’s problems. The OT may be short on introspection at times,
but at least this avoids the kind of anxiety over the individual’s relationship
with God and one’s fate after death which has marked some forms of Chris-
tianity. Certainly the OT does not ignore the redemption of individuals, but
it puts its strongest emphasis on the truth that full human life is life in
community. Already some who are seeking to respond theologically to the
futurists’ identification of our root problem as selfishness have appealed to
this biblical outlook. It would seem that it has still more to offer to those who
are striving to find incentives to move people toward action that will improve
our life together on a global scale.?

4. Old Testament eschatology is a comprehensive hope. The OT neither
focuses on an improved social structure inhabited by the same kind of people
who created the mess we are now in; nor does it promise that personal
salvation will somehow make social problems go away; neither does it imag-
ine that a healthy human society can exist without a wholesome interaction
with the natural world. I have already made brief comments on the potential
ethical values of OT eschatology, and I wish to expand that subject now.

An Eschatological Ethic

Until recently, theological scholarship has tended to see eschatology as
irrelevant for ethics if not actually working contrary to the concern for making
human life better in this world. It seemed to divert one’s attention to heaven
and the after-life and thus to be a very narrowly confined area of Christian
thought. Carl Braaten, who has called eschatology “the key to Christian
ethics,” has also had to admit that most contemporary ethicists completely
ignore the subject,? but there may be some signs of change. What theology
is learning from the futurists concerning the intimate relationship between
hope and action is likely to make a significant effect, and historical studies
are also beginning to reveal that in practice eschatology often has had a
powerful ethical component. Some examples of the ways eschatology has
modified the behavior of believers may be helpful.

The type that probably comes to mind most frequently, the so-called mil-
lennarian approach, puts eschatology to use in two principal ways. A major
emphasis is evangelism. Since the date-setting tendency is characteristic of
these groups, the wamning that the end is near is used regularly in their efforts
to convert unbelievers before it is too late, and in admonitions to those within
the fellowship to be sure they are right with the Lord. This latter aspect of
preparation for the end also may lead to the organization of communities
based on clear and strict ethical principles, although the influence of those
communities on the rest of the world is often not strong, since they tend to
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be sectarian. Among hundreds of possible examples of such groups, only a
few will be mentioned here. The Qumran community existed for several
hundred years on the shores of the Dead Sea as a strictly disciplined group
that withdrew from the world in order to prepare itself for the coming of the
end. In America the Shakers devised a remarkable combination of worldly
and heavenly millennialism: they attempted to create on earth a community
and a life style that transformed earth into heaven, while in the ecstasy that
accompanied their worship they enjoyed the mystical experience of the new
Jerusalem. As usual in such communities, their eschatology produced a com-
prehensive and highly disciplined ethic for their life with one another.* An-
other striking example of the effort to create the new Jerusalem on earth,
with the extensive social planning that must accompany such a dream, may
be found in the history of Joseph Smith’s city-building enterprise for the
Mormons at Nauvoo, [llinois.”

Such groups as the Shakers and Mormons show how a certain kind of
eschatological conviction can produce a new community that organizes and
regulates its entire world in accordance with those beliefs. Others that also
fit the millennarian type, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, have eschatologies
that to the outsider seem quite similar. Their activity usually does not produce
far-reaching social effects however, because these groups devote much effort
to evangelism and their members are distinguishable from the rest of the
community only by certain special characteristics of their ethic.

This ethical ambiguity of eschatology also is illustrated by the different
effects of apocalyptic movements in European Christianity. Norman Cohn's
book The Pursuit of the Millenium selected a series of examples to show that
in Christianity the effects of apocalyptic literature have been anything but
quietistic—an attribute regularly ascribed to Jewish and early Christian apoc-
alyptic.® His intent was to show how often revolutionary movements used
millennarian literature to stir up the fervor of the downtrodden with visions
of a new day about to break in with all the violence that apocalyptic imagery
suggests. But a later study by Bernard McGinn showed that the establishment
was also wont to produce millennarian works, for it discovered the possibility
of producing support for the status quo by showing that it was already in fact
in line with the divinely ordained future.”

If the future determines the present, as the futurists and some contemporary
theologians insist, then what effects on the behavior of believers can be ex-
pected from a hope for the future which is based on the biblical promises?
Furthermore, how can eschatology be used by leaders who understand its
potency so as to produce good effects? The following suggestions are not
original and are offered by a biblical scholar, not a professional ethicist, so
they should be read accordingly. They are offered because a prolonged con-
sideration of the OT texts has convinced me that they are valid conclusions
and a necessary result of biblical exegesis and theology.
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Two aspects of the ethical implications of eschatology may be identified
and designated as the object and the impetus. By object is meant what eschatology
says human beings can and should be doing in the world, and by impetus is
meant why eschatology impels us to want to do something about the present
world. The object has been a topic for continual debate; this is what has made
eschatology ethically dubious for many theologians. Is it possible to define
some legitimate eschatologically motivated object for ethical action, that is,
one that takes the eschaton to be truly future and completely the work of
God, yet sees implications in this for human behavior in the present? At this
point we recall Braaten’s definition of eschatological ethics: “it is the truly
future eschatological kingdom of God—which has achieved a present impact
in the person of Jesus and wherever the word of his presence exercises its
creative power,””® and then add to it something drawn from the understand-
ings offered in this book. Anything that is truly future is inaccessible to any
human being except as hope, but since the Bible’s central concern in speaking
of the future is not time but evil, a limited participation in the eschaton as
the end of evil is possible now, since God’s redemptive work is already in
process. It is not yet the end, of time or of evil, but in faith we believe that
we do participate in events and experience conditions that already possess
something of the quality of the eschaton.

This approach may help to support the affirmations of some recent writers
that the objects of eschatological ethics are to provide signs of the proleptic
presence of God’s future.® As Braaten says, they are annunciation and antic-
ipation. We do not expect, then, to create the kingdom of God—within our
Christian community as the Shakers did or in society at large as the Social
Gospel did—but we believe it is possible for us to do some things that are
indeed in correspondence with our understanding of what God is working
toward. They will be witnesses to the truth of the future hope, reminders to
believers, and perhaps also to others of what God is doing. What we do in
an effort to make our behavior correspond with the way we believe the world
will be one day thus serves a dual purpose. On the one hand, we do some
good things for other people. Where there is injustice, poverty, and illness,
we do what we can to make things better for those people. Of course, es-
chatology is not the only incentive for such behavior: it is only one of several.
But it makes a special contribution when we fail, as we regularly do. We
never quite succeed in making things completely right, and sometimes we
are complete failures. When that happens, in addition to the assurance of
forgiveness there stands another assurance, that the future does not depend
ultimately on us but on God. Whether we succeed or fail, our every effort to
make things right is, therefore, a witness to the world that God is at work to
bring about, someday, a time without suffering and anguish for everyone.
Every little victory over evil is thus a reminder that the ultimate victory is
coming.
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As anticipation, ethical action that is motivated by hope results in the
discovery—some would say demonstration—that God’s way does in fact
work.'® For example, Eph. 2:14—16 says that Christ has broken down the
dividing walls of hostility among us. In reality, not even Christians, let alone
humanity as a whole, can yet live together in peace, so harmony remains a
part of our hope for the future. In the meantime, however, we do believe
and must take it as our solemn charge to demonstrate that some real steps
toward harmonious living have been taken in this world precisely because
those who follow Christ believe that this is what God is doing in and through
him. Interesting examples of taking the eschaton seriously enough to try to
live that way in the present are provided in the previously cited article by
George Williams, which tells of medieval saints who retired to the wilderness
to live in harmony, not only with their followers but even with the wild
beasts.!! In every case, of course, these anticipations are imperfect, but faith
accepts them as real signs that the Bible’s portrayal of God’s future may already
be glimpsed from time to time in the church and in the impact of Christians
on the world.

So much we may expect to be able to do: to announce or remind and
anticipate the final work of God. But why should it be important to do so?
Are there not more important objects for action and more powerful motivating
forces than the expectation of a future that God and not we will create?
Consider, then, two kinds of impetus to action which eschatology produces:
obligation and attraction. Earlier we said that the way the Bible finds to talk
to us about God'’s future is to select from past and present the language and
ideas which can be used to depict that future to which we actually have no
real access. Such a choice of language thus amounts to an affirmation about
which elements of the present life are the best, are the closet to ideal—and
so eschatology is an affirmation about the present as well as the future. Hence
when Zechariah said, “Old men and old women shall again sit in the streets
of Jerusalem, each with staff in hand for very age. And the streets of the city
shall be full of boys and girls playing in the streets” (8:4—5); when Isaiah
said, ‘“They shall not labor in vain, or bear children for calamity”” (65:23);
when Micah said, “‘Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall
they learn war any more” (4:3), these are not only announcements of how
it will be one day; they are also pronouncements of how it ought to be today.

How then does one live today, one who seriously affirms such hopes for
God’s future? Would one even consider doing anything that is contrary to,
or at cross-purposes with, or even neutral with respect to, what one’s escha-
tology affirms to be the ultimate purpose of God? Surely only hypocrisy or
a definition of eschatology which the Bible will scarcely permit will allow
that. For the biblical hope does not imply that in the meantime, before the
last days arrive, God is neutral, just waiting for the time to come when he
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will intervene to make things right. God assures us that he is at work now
and that what he is doing now is fully consistent with what will happen in
that day. This is the obligation created by eschatology: to do our best to avoid
doing anything contrary to what God is doing, and to be directed in our
actions by our understanding of the direction of God's work.'?

The attraction of eschatology is its most potent aspect, that which makes it
ethically most dangerous or most helpful. It is a vision, a dream, and the
power of dreams far surpasses any sense of obligation. It is sometimes merely
a daydream about which we feel no need to do anything, but it need not be
that. It is often the kind of dream which pulls us toward it, about which we
cannot remain idle.!> Hope for the future is one of the strongest motivating
forces to which we are subject, and since demagogues know that, some of
them become highly skilled in using it. All the more reason for those who
are committed to the biblical faith to recognize hope’s power and learn to
use it for good. In our day, the best teacher of the effectiveness of eschatology
to move people to take action for righting injustices was, I believe, Martin
Luther King, Jr. “I have a dream” was no pie-in-the-sky by-and-by, but was
a call to action here and now based on a vision of an ideal future. King was
surely enough of a realist, with experience enough of the power of evil in
this world, to know that it was not likely the Civil Rights Movement would
ever bring that dream to pass in its fullness. But as a Christian he had an
eschatology that kept him from despair, a dream that moved people to follow
him and to do something new about conditions that those same people,
without the dream, had endured for a long time. That his best-known speech
is the one containing the line “I have a dream” is surely to be explained
primarily not so much by its occasion as because it is a speech with an
eschatology, because it does what eschatology at its best can do: create within
us an ache for the world to be made right—when we see how wrong it is,
against what God intends for us and is at work to create for us. And that
ache impels us to do anything we can, to try every possible way to make this
world, here and now, just a little more like that dream. The ethical power of
eschatology. then, is to be found in the fact that it does not scold us for our
failures, it does not warn us what will happen if we don’t do better, it does
not play on our guilty consciences or pity by dwelling on human misery—
rather, it holds up a dream and tells us not to be afraid to go where it leads.

The City of God
It leads, of all places, to a city. For some of us that is by no means a natural
conclusion, but this is where the village-bom (like this author) and the city-
afflicted need to learn something from the Bible. God’s redemptive work,
according to the OT, does not take his people back to the Garden of Eden or
to the wilderness, but to Jerusalem. Neither a mythical paradise nor nature
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untouched by human works is an adequate symbol of God’s intention. Instead,
God affirms the full complexity of human society as that which is best for us,
for the city represents civilization, human culture at its best, and also, in this
age, at its worst.

Despite the shifts in orientation of NT theology, the concept of the city of
the future still proved useful to the early church (Heb. 11:10, 16; Revelation
21—22). Another image dominates NT eschatology, however, and because
of its prominence, especially in the teachings of Jesus, it has come to be
equated with eschatology in Christian thought: the kingdom of God. It is not
a prominent term in the OT (Pss. 103:19; 145:11-13), even though the
affirmation that Yahweh is king, over Israel and over the world, is an im-
portant theme. In OT eschatology the future reign of God is certainly affirmed,
but we have observed the emphasis on God’s presence in and reign from
Jerusalem. Surely it is fair to say, then, that for the OT the concept city of
God plays a role analogous to that of kingdom of God in the NT. We have
traced the continuing importance of the specific place, Jerusalem, in chapter
1. Now we need to consider the broader concept of city of God as an escha-
tological term. It immediately conveys the OT’s emphasis on the redemption
of society, but as described it does not leave out nature, for we are always
introduced to a kind of garden city. The OT does not idealize the village life
of its day, let alone the nomadic existence in the wilderness, for it knows
better than most of us that these are existences at the bare subsistence level,
while in the city, and only there, could be found wealth, the ans, and the
stimulus of association with a variety of people. Despite the corruptions of
city life, the abuses of power, and the inequities between rich and poor, the
potential for good in that human structure is translated in the OT into a
picture of the divine intention.

It must be remembered that Palestinian cities were far different from the
modem metropolis: from our perspective they were small towns. The largest
city in Canaan when the Israelites occupied the land was Hazor, in northemn
Galilee, with an area of 175 acres and an estimated population of 40,000.
Jerusalem in the time of David and Solomon occupied perhaps 20 acres and
in the time of Christ covered 97 acres, with a population of approximately
30,000. It grew rapidly during the first century A.D. and by the beginning of
the war with Rome in A.p. 66 may have had a population of about 80,000.
But the size of the average Israelite city in the OT period was about 5 to 10
acres, and using an estimate of 240 people per acre the average population
would have been 1,000 to 3,000 people.’* These figures are offered both to
wam the reader not to expect the peculiar problems that beset the modemn
city because of its immensity even to be addressed, let alone solved, by the
OT, but also to point to an element of continuity with contemporary urban
life. Sociologists have observed that most city dwellers do not experience the
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megalopolis as an environment, but that their real environment is the neigh-
borhood. ““Psychologically, neither the slum dwellers nor the suburbanites
reside in a place so large as Chicago. They have no image of the city as a
human whole.”!* They suggest that there is a maximum effective size for a
human community and that cities in practice are actually collections of such
neighborhoods. Amold Toynbee’s forecast of the city of the future, which he
called Ecumenopolis, took account of this reality and suggested that the clus-
ters of relatively small communities which would have to make up the world-
city would necessarily be kept within the dimensions of the standard-size city
of the past, such as Ur in the third millennium B.c.!®* Now, it happens that
the population of Ur is estimated to have been between 30,000 and 50,000,
about the size of Hazor in OT times and Jerusalem in the time of Christ,
which leads to this conclusion: it is fair to take all that the OT says about the
city as a commentary on human community at its maximum potential.

Few of us live in kingdoms today. Those who have a king or queen may
find that the term kingdom of God requires little explanation, but for Amer-
icans and others whose very reason for being goes back to anti-kingship
movements, there is a real culture gap that needs to be bridged by extensive
explanations of what the NT term really ought to mean to us. Since Jesus
used it, however, it is not likely to be superseded by any other. Let me suggest
that if in the future the OT’s contribution to Christian eschatology comes to
be used as extensively as this conclusion proposes it might be, then the concept
of the city of the future, the city of God. might prove to be an extremely
valuable supplement to the traditional kingdom of God. Few of us live in
kingdoms, but most of us live in an urban culture, including those on farms,
ranches, and communes. We know from daily experience what the city is,
and we hear frequent projections of what the humanly devised city of the
future might be like. Therefore, the promise of a coming city of God ought
to speak very directly to us as a way of focusing vaguely felt hopes, directing
them toward the One who alone can fulfill them, and identifying quite con-
cretely what we can be doing about them in the meantime.
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The Problem of Time:
What Can We Say About the Future?

If, to put it very simply, the future is that which has not happened yet, how can
it be possible to know anything about it? Isn’t the whole enterprise called
eschatology a futile effort to get at something which is in fact completely
inaccessible? Can it be anything more than speculation, or wishful thinking,
or just projections of possible developments from present circumstances? We
have no control over time; we remember the past but cannot change it, and
we have very imperfect success in controlling even the immediate future. What
validity, then, can language about the future be expected to have? We shall
consider three general questions before turning to the Old Testament specific-
ally: time as an existential problem to which every religion responds, the
difficulty of finding adequate language to speak about time, and the question
of prediction—whether it is possible to know anything about the future.

Time as an Existential Problem

As far as we can tell, all sentient beings are capable of responding to matter,
but only human beings have a sense of time to which they respond. Other
creatures may possibly have some consciousness of change, which seems to be
the fundamental experience producing a consciousness of time, but human
beings think about change, plan change, recall change, regret change, fear
change, and find ways of measuring intervals between changes. We remember
that things have not always been the same as they are now, and so we develop
a sense of “past,” in distinction from “present.” As we accumulate a series of
such memories we become persuaded, to a greater or lesser extent, that what
is present may change again, and so we conceive of a “future,” which will in
some respects be different from past or present. A fair number of the changes
that we remember, between past and present, have been unfortunate; we
regret them, but we have found no effective way of undoing the past. Past
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then has a quality which distinguishes it from present, as we conceive them;
we can make decisions and take actions which affect our present state, but
there is nothing we can do to affect the past. Some of the changes which
produce a future for us, that is, a situation different from the present, are thus
the apparent results of our own decisions and actions. We can affect the future,
but once again memory creates a problem for us, for we remember that
previous changes have occurred which we did not plan and apparently did not
cause, and we assume that similar regrettable (or felicitous) changes might
occur again. We can partly affect the future, but cannot entirely control it;
neither can we know the precise results of any action nor what factors
extraneous (o us may also produce changes. Whereas our inability to affect
the past produces regret, our inability to control or even perceive accurately
the future produces anxiety.

This aspect of the human time-sense is so basic to human nature that it is
addressed by each of the world’s religions, with varying answers being offered.
Historians of religion have shown how the terror of time has been overcome
by the affirmation that time is illusion, or by the assurance that there is
something truly unchanging to which one has regular access in myth and
ritual. In such studies the uniqueness of the Old Testament’s acceptance of
the reality and indeed of the revelatory character of change (i.e. of history) is
always acknowledged.! Here I shall deal with only one aspect of that large
subject, namely the ways in which the Old Testament speaks of the future
with a response to that powerful sense of insecurity which the awareness of
time produces in human beings. It takes time with the utmost seriousness,
neither denying its reality nor affirming that human beings may aspire to
some superior reality which transcends it. God is known only in the midst of
temporal events—things which pass away and thus are preserved only in
memory. This is likely to have created extreme feelings of uncertainty about
the future, which the Israelite cult responded to with assurances of God’s
presence and God’s permanence, in ways not unknown to other religions (cf.
Pss. 46, 90, 91, etc.).

But the most distinctive feature of the Old Testament’s “time-determined”
outlook is its eschatology. It takes change with the utmost seriousness in that
it is not afraid to affirm a time to come which will be radically different from
the present. The fears which such an assertion is bound to raise are met in two
ways: by a selective use of traditions from the past and by an appeal to faith in
the God who is already known from his interventions in human existence in
time.

The problem created by our awareness of time, then, is met head on by
the Old Testament’s teachings concerning the future, which declare that
there is a divine intent which is somehow also time-bound. It is not yet fully
experienced in human life or anywhere in creation, but the acts of God which
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are experienced in history have a discernable direction. Eschatology then
affirms that the future, which is not completely under human control, is in
fact completely determinable by God, and it expresses the hope that the
direction of his past and present actions will, in good time, achieve the goal
toward which God’s work in time is pointing.

Language About Time

A very able Old Testament scholar, in what must be considered one of his
lesser works, began a discussion of time in the Old Testament with the
unabashed affirmation that there are three kinds of time: circular, horizontal,
and vertical. This hasty and unexamined conversion of time into space provides
a good introduction to the problem of language about time, for it illustrates
the difficulty of the subject, which has been called the most intractable problem
of philosophy.? I shall not enter into the complexities of the philosophers’
discussions but it will be helpful to reflect on the linguistic choices human
beings make as they talk about time, and especially about the future, so as to
avoid previous blunders.

Is time linear or circular? The debate over the question continues on all
fronts, but surely the common sense answer is that it is neither. Lines and
circles are spatial, and we talk that way about time not because we are dunces
but precisely because of time’s peculiar difficulties. There is no way that we
can really get at it; it is not experienced by any of the primary senses; our
“measurements” of it might—given a certain amount of perverseness—be
called only creations of the mind, without any essential relationship to the
sensed world. St. Augustine’s words remain the classic statement of the
problem:

What, then, is time? If no one asks me, I know what it is.
If T wish to explain it to him who asks me, I do not know.}

If we can partly free ourselves of the spatial terminology which is regularly
used in theological discussions of time, it may be an advantage to us. After
all, surely no one experiences time as a line or a circle! Those are concepts
which have been imposed on human experience as it has been intellectualized.*
And the supposed helpfulness of those concepts, as they have been used to
attempt to explain the difference between Greek and Hebrew thought, or
between the ancient and the modern mind, has been shown by careful study
to be dubious indeed.? It has been shown that both Greeks and Hebrews show
evidence of acknowledging repetitive events, that is, essentially the same thing
recurring periodically (sun, moon, seasons, and the corresponding holy times
celebrated in the cult) and also in identifying significant events which were
unprecedented and brought lasting change.¢ Furthermore, the Old Testament
shows evidence of focusing on “times,” moments which are identified by the
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event or the quality of event which occurs in that time, and also shows the
ability to conceive of time as a continuum, the way the modern historian does,
by which events may be related to one another along an abstract scale.”

In Hebrew, as in English, there is an interchangeable vocabulary for time
and space. The past is behind us, we say, and we face the future. We go back into
the past and move forward into the future. Some events are near to us in time
and others are distant. This apparently inevitable tendency to turn to language
about space has produced a curious difficulty for some when they have
learned the Hebrew words for past and future, which are also used both for
space and time. The word gedern may mean “in front of” or “before,” but as a
temporal term it refers to the past. In the same way, ahar may mean “behind”
or “after,” but from it the word for future is formed (aharit). Speakers of
English have thus been tempted to conclude that for Israel the past was in
front of them and the future behind them, and to picture them as backing
into the future! But this is a mistaken conversion from time to space. For
Hebrew speakers, the past is not “in front of” them; it is what happened
before the present situation, and the future is not “behind”; it is what happens
after this.

These observations may alert the reader to the trickiness of our time vocabu-
lary, suggest some of the reasons for it, and, it is hoped, produce some caution
in drawing theological conclusions from time language. Now a brief con-
sideration of the Old Testament vocabulary of the future is in order.

The concept of “eternity” in the sense of timelessness does not appear at all
in the Old Testament. Numerous extended studies of olam, the term often
translated “forever,” have all agreed in concluding that it never suggests the
end of time or timelessness. It means an extremely long time or a time far
away from the present—either toward the past or the future. Contrary to what
our expectations might be, then, the word %/am does not point us toward a
significant body of passages which fit our definition of eschatology.®

Another word which one might expect to appear as a technical eschatological
term is “end” (ges), but in fact it is used that way only in the book of Daniel
(8:17,19; 9:26; 11:35, 40; 12:4, 9, 13). Israel did not in fact develop a technical
vocabulary to designate its affirmations of hope concerning the ultimate
triumph of right. The word aharit, which has also been investigated with this
question in mind, means generally “that which comes after,” and may be
used of various kinds of futures: those which are normal developments out
of the present (Prov. 23:17-18), and in a few cases those which involve
radical, eschatological change (Isa. 2:2 = Mic. 4:1; Hos. 3:5; Ezek. 38:16;
Dan. 2:28; 10:14).° The temporal term which occurs most often in introduc-
tions to eschatological passages is the word “day” (yom), which has been
called the “elemental Hebrew word for time.'® This is what we may expect to
find:
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In/on that day

In those days

After many days

In the latter days

Behold, the days are coming (or, Days are coming)
Behold, a day of the Lord is coming

For the day of the Lord is near

The vagueness of the language must be noted. The most common expression,
“on that day,” is used to refer to events in the past as well as the future.! And
only “the day of the Lord is near” (Isa. 13:6; Ezek. 7:7; 30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1;
3:14; Obad. 15; Zeph. 1:7, 14) offers even a suggestion that a limited period of
time that could be calculated or even estimated is in mind. The only things
remotely approaching date-setting in the Old Testament (aside from those
assurances of imminence) are the cryptic time-references in Dan. 7:25; 9:24-
27 and 12:11-12, plus specific intervals which are predicted for the Judean
exile in Jer. 25:11; 29:10 (70 years, cf. 27:7), and exiles of other peoples in Isa.
23:17 (Tyre) and Ezek. 29:13 (Egypt).

We may draw a few, limited conclusions at this point. These time words are
significant in several ways. The hope of Israel was clearly focused on an
expected change to occur in history. There is no other-worldly dimension to
be found in the Old Testament hope, nor is there anything that might be
interpreted as “realized eschatology,” in the way that some New Testament
texts have been read. There is no expectation of an end of time; it is assumed
that history will continue, but it will be transformed, rid of all evil. That change
is expected to come at some unpredictable moment in the future, with no
further definition except for occasions when prophetic enthusiasm concludes
that the time is near. Since ““that day” is never said to involve the end of time
and since it is doubtful that there can be any sense of time apart from change
we may assume that the Old Testament expects history in a significant sense
to continue, with meaningful changes, developments and movement (cf. Isa.
65: 17-25; Zechariah 8). Time is not the problem for the Old Testament; the
problem is evil.

Because the emphasis throughout Old Testament eschatology is on the
transformation of present reality in order to be done with evil “forever,” its
use of the word “new” (hadash) may be of greater help to our understanding
of its central concern than the relatively small number of occurrences of the
word might at first suggest. For instance, note how something new, some
radical change in what presently exists, is expected to be accomplished by
God, within time, in that day:

Behold the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with
the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made
with their fathers . . . (Jer. 31:31-32a)
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A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take
out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. (Ezek. 36:26)

From this time forth I make you hear new things, hidden things which you have
not known. (Isa. 48:6b)

For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former things shall not
be remembered or come into mind. (Isa. 65:17)

How Does the Old Testament Speak of the Future?

If the future is to a great extent, virtually by definition, unknown, how can
people talk about it at all? Obviously, only by projecting from the known—
past and present—to the unknown, by assuming a significant continuity
between present and future. For the immediate future we assume that we
and others will still be alive, that we shall still enjoy the benefits of a stable
society, that the “laws” of nature can be depended on, and so forth. But when
the distant future is projected the question of discontinuity becomes more
important. Furthermore, we have insisted that eschatology, by definition,
involves a radical discontinuity. How different can things be and still be
conceivable to us? What would we do for language to describe a future utterly
different from anything we have ever experienced? In the extravagant
symbolism of some apocalyptic literature we encounter such a struggle with
the limits of language, but not so much in the Old Testament. It speaks of a
future which involves radical change, but which is still comprehensible—up
to a point.

The Old Testament concept of the ideal future is based, without apology, on
the best of human experiences in the past and present. Its use of the word
“new” does not denote something completely different, utterly unparalleled,
but refers to the transformation of the best that Israel has known in order to
purge it of all that has gone wrong with it. The redemption of Israel is described
as a new exodus in Ezekiel and Second Isaiah, since exodus is the archetypal
redemptive event. Israel’s greatest king, David, becomes the model for a
promise of government as it should be. Israel’s history with Yahweh becomes
the pattern for projecting the histories of other nations. There will even be a
new covenant, according to Jeremiah, but that will not be something com-
pletely unlike the Sinai covenant.

Certainly there are passages which speak of things that had never happened
in Israel’s memory. Daniel promises resurrection, and that had never
happened; other texts speak of cosmic and ecological changes. But the Old
Testament does record some resuscitations from apparent death, and its
theophanic language had always drawn from the most awe-inspiring of natural
events imagery which moved beyond ordinary experience, so even the most
extreme eschatological statements can be shown to have grown out of Israelite
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tradition. They stand in some continuity with what people knew and believed,
hence they could be understood.

One might draw from this the negative conclusion that eschatology is no
more than the projection of human hopes—wishful thinking. One might
expect a new exodus without any special insight or revelation from heaven. I
take the position that the divine impetus cannot be ruled out, that the Old
Testament message concerning the future is more than wishful thinking,
but must assert that the Old Testament does not convey knowledge about the
future, for that is not possible for human beings to attain. It conveys hope. As
prediction, then, it is fallible, but as a message of hope, it speaks with divine
authority. The preceding chapters have considered how Israel’s hopes clashed
with realities which seemed to label them “wishful thinking,” how they were
modified by reality, how those who acted on their hopes found that reality
could also be modified, and how certain convictions about the purpose of God
survived every challenge: physical, intellectual, and emotional. The language
of the Old Testament has been examined as human language, not as heavenly
oracles, and it was considered to be the expression of human hopes, not the
transmission of a divinely written “future history.” But hope was not taken to
be a purely human subject, an aspect, perhaps of our fallibility. One of the
threads running through this book was the contrast between the uncertainty
of knowledge about the future, because it really is inaccessible to us, and the
certainty of hope, because it is grounded in a God whom we already know, to
whom the future belongs.
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