
New Directions for 
The Old Testament
Holistic approaches to Scripture, and new explorations of old 
arguments, offer promising opportunities for Adventist scholars.

have made a noteworthy contribution is ar- 
chaeology. The contributors include the late 
Siegfried Horn and a number of students and 
successors, whose reports are read at yearly 
gatherings of biblical archeologists and whose 
scholarship is widely respected outside the 
denomination.2

Holistic Approaches

B
*

juncture, several areas are taking a direction 
that offers splendid opportunities for the in- 
volvement of Adventists. For example, Advent- 
ists have traditionally advocated a holistic ap- 
proach to the various books of the Old Testa- 
ment; that is, taking the various Old Testament 
books as whole entities, instead o f dividing 
them into very small fragments. This approach 
has always seemed to Adventists to hold greater 
promise for understanding and proclaiming the 
power, vitality, and freshness inherent within 
the message of the Old Testament.3

by Greg A. King

Every day, o n  the way to  w ork , I pass the 
house where the late Edwin R. Thiele 
lived. I first heard of Thiele’s monumen- 

tal contribution tc Old Testament studies 
when I was a college student at Southern 
Missionary College. In my Old Testament 
Studies class, I learned about Thiele’s dating 
system, and the story of how  his scholarly 
work provided a chronology for the Hebrew 
monarchy. I read how his confidence in the 
reliability of God’s Word provided the founda- 
tion he needed to engage in original research 
and resolve some problems that his professors 
thought insoluble.1 Later, as I completed my 
doctorate and went on to my own work in Old 
Testament studies, I found Thiele quoted, 
endorsed, and disagreed with, but certainly 
not ignored.

Another area in which Adventist scholars
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prophet, one must draw from the entire book. 
Intriguingly, both these volumes appear in the 
same Hermeneia commentary series.

Of course, scholars sometimes adopt the 
holistic approach for reasons other than those 
that have traditionally been given by Advent- 
ists. Some reason that since the canonical form 
of the book is the only one w e have, it alone 
should be the basis for our interpretation.8 We 
simply don’t know much about the composi- 
tion of the book, so w e should take it as w e  
have it. However, Adventists can be encour- 
aged by the fact that an increasing number of 
scholars are taking a holistic approach for 
historical reasons as well. That is, they say that 
Old Testament prophetic books today have 
basically the same form they did during the 
prophet’s lifetime.9

Practical Issues

A .

the subordination of critical concerns to theo- 
logical and practical issues. Adventists have 
long held that biblical scholarship is not an 
end in itself, but should make a practical and 
meaningful contribution to the life of the 
church. This second trend in Old Testament 
scholarship is a natural outgrowth of a holistic 
approach to Scripture. Earlier generations of 
academics tended to be preoccupied with 
identifying the original source to which a 
certain unit (or even a few words) of Scripture 
could be traced (whether the Yahwist, the 
Deuteronomist, Deutero-Isaiah, etc.). They also 
carefully reconstructed the supposed social 
and historical context of the unit. Recent schol- 
ars are more inclined to focus on the theologi- 
cal message of a given biblical book and its 
practical ramifications for the people of God.

One of the prime examples o f this recent 
trend is J. Clinton McCann, Jr.’s excellent 
volume, A Theological Introduction to the

Sometimes designated as “canonical” or 
“integrative,”4 the holistic approach has re- 
cently become more popular. It stands in 
contradistinction to the method that has typi- 
cally been used by scholars to interpret a 
specific Old Testament book. For instance, in 
a prophetic book, scholars would use such 
criteria as form criticism, theological perspec- 
tive, style, and meter, and then attempt to 
determine which units were authentic and 
which were inauthentic. Often scholars would 
credit relatively little o f the book to the prophet 
whose name it bore. Then, taking the units 
deemed to be authentic, they would interpret 
them, largely in isolation from one another, in 
order to determine the theological message of 
the prophet.5

Now, however, a number of scholars have 
moved away from this approach and 

embraced a holistic method. The starting point 
of study is the final form of the book. For these 
students, the book’s theological message should 
be drawn from the entire book. This trend is 
visible in a number of recent studies. One of 
the most obvious examples of the contrast 
between the new methodology and the old is 
found in two strikingly different commentar- 
ies on Amos, both by renowned scholars. 
Writing several decades ago, Hans Walter 
Wolff set forth an elaborate and detailed 
hypothesis for the composition of the Book of 
Amos. He posited six stages, extending from 
the time of the prophet to the post-exilic era.6 
As might be expected, Wolff contended that 
the hopeful conclusion to Amos (9:11-15), as 
well as a number of other passages, did not 
originate with the prophet himself.

Taking an abrupt about-face at the first part 
of this decade, Shalom Paul asserts in his 
extensive commentary the unity and authen- 
ticity o f the entire book. He maintains that no 
portion of the Book of Amos needs to be 
understood as coming from a time later than 
the prophet.7 To discern the message of the



Exploratory Revisions

,

positions held to be settled by earlier scholars. 
Examples arise from two different areas of the 
discipline. In studies o f the Pentateuch— the 
first five books o f the Bible— few mainline 
scholars would have predicted serious chal- 
lenges to the Documentary Hypothesis. The 
idea that the Pentateuch was composed of 
four diverse, originally independent sources, 
labelled J, E, D, and P, that were written over 
a period of centuries and were only combined 
into one document late in the Old Testament 
period, became so strongly entrenched it was 
often assumed instead of argued for. This 
situation has changed. The withering critique 
by the liberal scholar Rolf Rendtorff14 has 
many scholars admitting that the Documen- 
tary Hypothesis at least needs modification.

Another example o f a challenge to a widely 
held view comes from the field of archaeol- 
ogy. Biyant Wood, in an article that achieved 
international attention, contested the conclu- 
sions of Kathleen Kenyon concerning Jericho. 
To recognize the significance of his article for 
biblical studies, one must understand that 
Jericho has often been given as the prime 
example of the unreliability of the Bible’s 
account of the Israelites’ entry into Palestine. 
According to Kenyon’s analysis of the data, 
there was no settlement at the site at the time 
the Israelites entered the land. On this point 
the biblical account could not be historically 
reliable. In a stunning challenge to Kenyon, 
Woods argues that the city was strongly forti- 
fied at the time when the Bible indicates the 
Israelite invasion occurred; that the city walls 
were likely toppled by an earthquake; and that 
the city was later burned.15 Each of these 
conclusions is congruent with the biblical 
narrative describingjericho’s fall. Several schol- 
ars have attempted to refute W ood’s points,

Book o f Psalms. “I am interested,” he says, “in 
what the Psalms teach— about God and God’s 
rule, about humanity and its role, about sin 
and forgiveness, about vengeance and com- 
passion, about salvation and the life of the 
faithful.”10 To those who might accuse him of 
a non-scholarly interpretation of the book, he 
asks, “What could be more honest
and critically appropriate than to approach 
the book of Psalms the way its shapers in- 
tended— as torah, ‘instruction’?”11 In other 
words, the Psalms were not preserved to 
enable us to reconstruct the liturgical history 
of ancient Israel (as the form critics might 
suggest), nor were they simply valued as 
examples of beautiful poetry (as the rhetorical 
critics might imply). “Rather, the Psalms have 
been preserved and treasured because they 
have served to instruct the people of God 
about God, about themselves and the world, 
and about the life o f faith.”12 

Adventists, who have insisted that scholar- 
ship must be relevant to the life of the commu- 
nity of believers can happily embrace this 
trend. We agree that Old Testament studies 
must seek to deepen the commitment of 
believers to the Lord as our Creator and 
Redeemer.13

Adapted from a detail of "Initial B, with King David Kneeling,” by Zanobi Strozzi.



origins found in the Psalter. The burgeoning 
study of intertextuality reaffirms the time- 
honored principle that Scripture is its ow n best 
interpreter.

Given the fact that these trends provide 
opportunities for Adventist Old Testament schol- 
ars, one might ask, What contributions are 
Adventists making? Have we helped advance 
these trends? In general, the answer is No. With 
a few exceptions, such as those of Thiele and 
our widely regarded achievements in the field 
of archaeology, the impact of Adventists on Old 
Testament studies as a whole has been almost 
negligible. However, it doesn’t have to remain 
that way, for current trends that approach the 
Bible holistically, emphasize theological and 
practical issues, challenge widely held theories, 
and compare Scripture with Scripture, provide 
splendid opportunities for Adventists to plunge 
into the world of Old Testament scholarship. 
Today, the door is wide open for Adventists to 
make a lasting scholarly contribution, while 
simultaneously proclaiming the relevant mes- 
sage of the Old Testament to an age that 
desperately needs it.

but good evidence continues to commend his 
position.

The Old in the New Testament

A fourth trend that should attract Adventists 
is the increasing emphasis on inter- 

textuality in biblical interpretation. Inter- 
textuality refers to the citation of, allusion to, 
or reflection on an earlier text in a later 
passage of Scripture. Scholars have long 
written about the use of the Old Testament in 
the New Testament. However, they are in- 
creasingly observing and writing about the 
use of the Old Testament in the Old Testa- 
ment.16 In fact, a new  commentary series 
specifically focuses on the intertextual study 
of Scripture.17

Seventh-day Adventist scholars can cer- 
tainly resonate with this trend because we  
have a long tradition of comparing Scripture 
with Scripture; for example, w e consider Gen- 
esis’ declarations about Creation to be inte- 
grally connected to proclamations on earth’s
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