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Revisiting the Merits of
a Contested Discipline:
Reflections on the Study of
Old Testament Theology

by Benjamin Lappenga
Referring to his work as a New Testament scholar
doing biblical theology, Peter Stuhlmacher maintains that “the more decisive impulses for understanding the NT [come] from OT scholars.”1
Whether or not this claim can be substantiated by
Stuhlmacher’s work,2 my reading of Old Testament
theology (OTT) more broadly has brought home
both how frightening and how exciting this proposal
is. That is, the rationale, methodology, and actual
practice of OTT prove to be remarkably unsettled
(for reasons that will become clear throughout this
paper), and yet the potential OTT holds for illuDr. Benjamin Lappenga is Associate Professor of Theology
at Dordt College.

minating Christian faith, practice, and reflection
remains lamentably undervalued. This essay represents an attempt to chart a path through some of
the major methodological issues involved in OTT,
in order to (1) provide a means of evaluating the
usefulness of the resources available, and (2) demonstrate that usefulness for the people of God today
(at least as it might come to expression in my own
roles of NT scholar, educator, and person of faith).
To this end, I will first present brief arguments for
my convictions about seven areas of methodological disagreement that I have deemed most crucial,
and in the process I will present a working model
for OTT. Second, in light of these methodological convictions, I will offer a brief example of how
OTT might positively reshape the way Christians
approach the NT and Christian life more broadly,
by drawing out some ways OTT can deepen our
understanding of a theological motif I have identified in the Gospel of John.
Part One:
Methodological Issues
Audience and the Question of
Theological Commitments
Ben C. Ollenburger perhaps overstates the case
with his suggestion that “[m]ethodology is also
theology,” but the point stands (like it or not)
that OT theologians must offer rationale for their
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aims, models, and assumptions.3 The question of
whether we may speak of a theological rationale for
OTT guides many of my reflections in this paper,
but at the end of the day I simply take it as a given
that OTT should be evaluated based on its usefulness to Christian communities and individuals.4 That
is, the real-life needs of, for example, church communities, pastors, missionaries, and Christian social workers should be given a certain priority over
purely historical and philosophical concerns, however important the latter may be. Of course, this is
easy to assert and difficult to implement, not least
because much of academic theological reflection is
indeed “emotionally inaccessible to believers and
academically unacceptable to the wider academy.”5
How exactly can the academic pursuit we are wrestling with in this paper ever be “useful”?
Hopefully, some answers to this question will
unfold throughout the course of this paper, but two
brief responses are appropriate here. First, I concede
that “usefulness” is easier to verify when it comes to
OT ethics, at least when OT ethics is conceived as
helping Christians become “model readers” whose
character is continually being shaped by the text.
Yet I maintain that “formation” involves more than
ethical behavior, since “biblical narrative has the
ability to redescribe reality for those who, through
informed and careful reading, are drawn into its
world.”6 It seems to me that Christian transformation can manifest itself not only in our behavior
but also in the ways we think, conceptualize, and
reflect upon God and God’s dealings with people.7
Second, I believe OTT could do much worse
than to have pastors (broadly conceived as church
leaders/teachers) in mind as a primary audience. If
OTT is a “truncated” enterprise (and how could it
be otherwise?),8 for good or for ill it is pastors that
are often tasked with piecing things together for
average Christians who look to them for guidance.9
This is not to say that OTT must be “dumbed
down” for those without the time or competence
to read widely in the field. Rather, it demands not
only that the OT theologian acquire the skills to
understand the conversations in every cubby hole
of the tour d’ivoire of academia, but that she also
hone the communication skills needed to bring the
best and most relevant parts of these conversations
to bear on the pastor’s larger task.
16
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“Objective” or “Confessional”?
These assumptions position us to offer some reflections on the question of how “objective” or “scientific” OTT should be, as opposed to reflecting the
practitioner’s confessional stance.10 To begin, we
may consider John J. Collins’s reservations about
doing OTT from a position of faith:
Historical criticism is neither committed nor opposed in principle to any particular reconstruction
of the history of Israel, or the unity or divine origin of the Bible. Any position can be argued for,
so long as the arguments are based on commonly
accepted premises. In contrast a confessional approach ... wants to privilege certain positions and
exempt them from the requirement of supporting
arguments ... in effect, tak[ing] biblical theology
out of the public discussion.11

Collins’s remarks draw attention to the difficulty of
keeping faith commitment as a part of OTT without slipping into a sort of Bible-centered defense of
existing doctrines.12 As James Barr notes about the
classroom, “faith commitment cannot easily be introduced as an essential ... unless all participants
are of the same faith, and indeed the same form
of the same faith, in which case biblical theology
would have to become an explicitly denominational activity.”13
While Barr and Collins insist that strict adherence to the rules of historical criticism is the only
way to ensure the appropriate checks on ideologies,14 it seems to me that the outstanding contributions to OTT made by scholars writing overtly
(e.g., as feminists, Christians, and Jews) demonstrate that there is nothing inherently wrong with
evaluative/normative perspectives within biblical
studies—so long as the normative stance has been
well argued.15 I am in full agreement with Barr and
Bernhard W. Anderson that biblical theologians
need to let the OT speak with its own voice and
(in principle, at least) be willing to paint a picture
of the text that is at odds with what he or she believes.16 I simply do not think that a “confessional”
perspective disallows this, not least because the OT
itself provides many examples of just this sort of
bare and honest confrontation with God’s words—
and these instances could hardly be described as
“detached” or “non-confessional”!17 Ironically,

those who insist on “bracketing” faith commitments are concerned that confessional positions
preclude any meaningful conversation between
various groups, but at least in the case of Jews and
Christians, I fully agree with Jon D. Levenson that
“neutral” ground is dramatically less fulfilling and
meaningful than the common ground that might be
found when Jews and Christians approach the OT
fully engaged with the passions and sensitivities of

It seems to me that Christian
transformation can manifest
itself not only in our behavior
but also in the ways we think,
conceptualize, and reflect
upon God and God’s dealings
with people.
their faith.18 In the end, then, so long as we give
due recognition to the kinds of things the defenders
of “pure” historical criticism are trying to protect,19
OTT will be all the richer and more meaningful
for engaging the text in a manner that is consistent
with the theological subject matter of the OT itself.20
As Patrick D. Miller writes concerning the work of
Walter Brueggemann, “the normative function of
Old Testament theology is not simply a matter that
one decides methodologically but is inherent in the
character of the text and the relation to it of those
who read and study.”21
Description and Reflection
Still, we must articulate more carefully what exactly we are doing when we talk about OTT that does
justice to the “theology” of the OT. OT theologians have long wondered if and how “a Gablerian,
descriptive biblical theology differ[s] from a history
of Israelite religion,”22 and one answer is that OTT
is about what the authors/final redactors believed,
whereas the history of Israelite religion must take
into account what those Israelites who disagreed
with the authors believed.23 Despite Erhard S.
Gerstenberger’s insistence that the final redaction
has “no special theological status over and above

the earlier collections,”24 I am inclined to agree with
Brevard Childs and many others that the final form
of the text is our primary concern.25 For me, the
demonstrably transitory nature of reconstructions
provided by archeology and historical criticism
make it preferable to speak of these reconstructions
as “instruments” (Childs) rather than “expressions
of faith” (Gerstenberger) with a value equal to that
of the theological perspective in the final form of
the text (which of course is itself diverse; see further
below). That said, I do not wish to dispose entirely
with these reconstructions, since these reconstructions can make us more aware of the profundity
of the final form.26 Another way of getting at this
question is to ask whether OTT is limited to what
the ancient Hebrews said about God or should
include theological reflection on everything that
they thought and did. Again, reconstructions of
what life was like in Israel are instructive, but it
is the evaluations of these ways of living found in
the OT that are ultimately the concern of OTT.
Brueggemann states somewhat provocatively that
“God is given to us ... only by the dangerous practice of rhetoric,”27 but perhaps it is better to say with
Anderson that “[t]he texts of the Bible invite us into
a world—a real world—that is construed by poetic
imagination.”28
Evaluating Multiple Perspectives
Even granting this priority to the final form,
though, the OT’s varied perspectives on different issues raise the question of whether OTT affirms some perspectives and not others, and if so,
on what basis. It seems to me that we need not be
totalizing here. In some cases, such as the question
of how we are to envision God, there is ample reason to simply set forth multiple expressions: “The
Mighty Warrior of George Ernest Wright and the
Mother Goddess of Phyllis Trible both are biblical
portrayals of Israel’s God.”29 But in other cases, our
assumption that the source of the Bible’s value is
the God whose story we find told within its pages
means that we cannot simply leave the multiple
expressions side by side.30 Brueggemann’s courtroom analogy offers an ingenious attempt to both
evaluate the relative strength of the OT’s voices and
to retain the normative value of as many countervoices as possible,31 but as with any construct that
Pro Rege—June 2015
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is foreign to the text itself, Brueggemann’s program
is open to criticism.32 Perhaps we would do better
to simply acknowledge that OTT is “a constructive, not merely a reconstructive, task.”33 Of course,
any construction is vulnerable to prejudices, but by
thinking of OTT as a community task guided by
the Spirit34 and being attentive to the totality of the
Scriptures, we finally see the diversity of the OT
as complementary rather than contradictory.35 Yes,
OTT can affirm that God’s will is eternal and unchanging (e.g., the promises to David in 2 Chron.
21:7) but not in an unqualified sense that could be
reduced to a propositional statement about the “unchangeable character of God” (cf. Gen. 18:20-33).36
The portrait that emerges is perhaps not as manageable or “safe” as we would like, but then again
neither was the conception of God proclaimed by
Jesus. C. S. Lewis’ famous line about Aslan might
then also apply to the things OTT has to say about
God: “‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the
king, I tell you.”37
Organization
A few words might also be said regarding the old
debate about whether OTT should be expressed
as a systematic whole with a certain Mitte (e.g.,
Eichrodt) or simply detail the theologies of different books (von Rad). As to the former, I am in
agreement with Benjamin Sommer that speaking
of a center for heuristic purposes may be helpful
but that speaking of the center (like Eichrodt’s
use of “covenant”) will almost certainly be reductionistic.38 As to the latter, we might observe that
a kind of spin-off of von Rad’s approach can be
seen in Barr’s suggestion that biblical theology
move away from comprehensive works and more
toward shorter, piecemeal endeavors.39 As a novice
who is overwhelmed by the sheer amount of material in the OT, I find the piecemeal approach
initially appealing, but as I will conclude below,
one of the primary benefits of OTT is its capacity to take account of the whole. A book-by-book
approach, however, has an important role to play,
especially when utilized alongside other approaches
that gather together disparate materials that inform
a particular concern. Such a “seriatim reading” is
criticized by Brueggemann for lacking dialogue
and critical engagement.40 But as we noted above,
18
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OTT is a constructive task, and thus it must be admitted that evaluative judgments need to be made.
These judgments will ideally be made on the basis
of a sort of shaping of our sensibilities that occurs
by repeated exposure to the text itself, and for this
purpose there is a lot to be said about simply reading and reflecting upon the Scriptures as they have
been collected in canonical form.41
Relationship to Systematic Theology
Applying words like “evaluative” and “judgments” to the task of OTT raises the question of
OTT’s relationship to Systematic Theology (ST).
Throughout the twentieth century, deciding “what
we must say on the basis of the apostles and prophets”42 was generally considered the realm of ST,
with “exegesis” as the process of discerning what
the texts say and “biblical theology” the intermediary step of describing the relationships between the
texts.43 Such neat categories have rightly been criticized,44 not least because of the implicit assumption
that the function of Scripture was solely to provide
the content (what we should believe) for the work
of ST.45 It should be clear by now that I think OTT
can be formative as well as descriptive, but some further clarification is needed. Is OTT “a bright focus
within systematic theology,”46 and if so, how do we
avoid having systematic categories set the agenda?47
In a nutshell, I think we would do well to recognize the different emphases and strengths of the
two endeavors. Since the very beginning, ST has
engaged with the philosophies and categories of the
particular time and culture in which believers found
themselves, and so long as the provisional nature of
this endeavor is recognized, “critical reflection on
the social and cultural frameworks within which
... faith is expressed” is a positive endeavor.48 OTT,
then, has the responsibility to draw our attention to
the foreignness of the OT world, so as to challenge
the ways that our cultures and philosophies have
limited or distorted our conceptions of God. It is in
this capacity that I affirm that OTT “is descriptive
and historical in a way that theological interpretation and systematic theology are not.”49 In particular, OTT has a crucial role to play in resisting the
urge for closure that plagues ST,50 particularly when
ST is conceived as providing a comprehensive set of
responses within traditional categories. “Something

human and historical would be neglected or lost”51
if ST always set the agenda for our reflection on
the OT. This kind of dialectical relationship I am
imagining between ST and OTT is at work in Paul
M. Blowers’ description of the struggles of the early
church fathers: “The challenge for the antenicene
theologians was, as it is even now, long after Nicea
and Chalcedon, to enlist the conceptual and systematic models sufficient to achieving doctrinal
coherence and comprehensiveness while still opening the way for the Word to speak in the contextual
moment in all its potency.”52
Thus, when we wish to think critically about
how our faith might inform a given issue, we
should, in addition to looking within the framework of a systematic category like “sin,” turn to the
narratives about (and reflections of) the Israelites in
their struggles to obey God that are drawn together
in a meaningful way by OTT. When done well,
OTT is in a sense a resource for turning directly
to Scripture but having much of the hard work of
locating, sifting, collating, and articulating some
conclusions already accomplished. We rightly scoff
at the notion that “the Bible says it, I believe it, end
of story,” but it strikes me that the instinct is not the
problem here but rather the gross underestimation
of what is required to read Scripture in a meaningful way. Thus OTT might be seen as a precious
resource for those who long to “get back to the
Bible itself” but have not yet developed the skills
and sensitivities to do such a thing. From my (admittedly Protestant) perspective, the sola scriptura
instinct is preferable to an instinct toward church
dogma, confessions, or authoritative tradition, and
is particularly helpful when it comes to reinvigorating the role of the OT in Christian theological
reflection.
Relationship to the NT
This discussion about the particular role of the OT
naturally raises our final question about the study
of OTT: what is the relationship of OTT to the
NT? This question is particularly important to
me as a scholar whose primary expertise is in the
field of NT studies, and the concluding illustration of this paper will attempt to put something
of what I am learning into practice. But here we
are concerned with the theoretical question, and to

begin, we must distinguish between the recognition that OTT does not constitute the whole task
of Christian reflection and the very different assertion that “the Old Testament is ‘incomplete.’”53
Eichrodt’s unfortunate words about the “torso-like
appearance of Judaism”54 only reinforce the perception that the preaching of Jesus (or the NT in
general) trumps anything the OT has to say or is
all that is really worth bothering about at the end
of the day. As Brueggemann says about von Rad’s
work, “There is present ... something of the old conviction of Bultmann that the Old Testament, from
a Christian perspective, is a ‘failure’ that awaits
the New.”55 This is a sentiment baldly asserted by
Francis Watson: “the New Testament gives direction and scope to the Old, without which the Old
would seem unfocused, irrelevant and alien.”56
This is clearly problematic, given everything we
have considered to this point, but it seems that we
need to go further than simply saying that OTT
is “to guard [the OT] from being used simply as a
foil for the New Testament.”57 Childs insists that
the OT is itself “a witness to Jesus Christ,”58 but
it remains unclear to me exactly how this is helpful. Would it not be better to allow that the NT is
our primary witness to Jesus, but that the witness
to Jesus does not exhaust what God has revealed
about himself in the Scriptures? That is, for me it
is less important to debate whether OTT can or

The portrait that emerges is
perhaps not as manageable or
“safe” as we would like, but
then again neither was the
conception of God proclaimed
by Jesus.
should operate “as if the New Testament did not
exist”59 as it is to recognize anew the resources
found in the OT that go deeper than the NT and
are desperately needed by the church. Yes, the OT
has important things to say about God’s deeds of
salvation for his people, and on this point the NT
is an indispensable “second act,” but the OT is a
much richer resource than the NT on such matters
Pro Rege—June 2015
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as expressing doubt (e.g., Lam. 3), death (e.g., Prov.
11:7), sinfulness (e.g., Amos 1-2), politics (e.g.,
Psalm 72), ecological concerns (Gen. 1-2; Prov. 8),
worship ( ;דבעe.g., Psalm 100), and the variety of
ways we can speak about God.60
In this sense, we can affirm Christopher R.
Seitz’s rather provocative suggestion that “[t]he Old
Testament has a horizon that is not exhausted in
what we can say about Jesus, for its language and
its divine promises lie not behind the New, but
show the way ahead of the New that fulfillment
may be a promise made good on, to the glory of the
Father.”61 Of course, this claim is not as radical as it
sounds when it is remembered that the NT writers
and the earliest Christian communities all looked
to the OT (more or less) as their source of reflection and growth beyond what they had come to
believe about Jesus.62 Yes, over the course of time,
Christians found it helpful to draw the writings of
the apostles together with Israel’s Scriptures, but
properly read the NT writings are precious examples
of the theological task of engaging the OT and not at
all a replacement for the OT or even necessarily the
setters of an authorized agenda for this task.63 As
Rolf Knierim writes, “what is necessary is an Old
Testament theology in which the Old Testament
itself may define its own agenda vis-à-vis the New
Testament rather than be dependent on it, a theology that would precisely for this reason also be of
benefit for the Christian faith.”64
This point about reading the NT writers as conversation partners in the theological task causes me
to think about the idea of “rehabilitating” the NT
authors from various misunderstandings that have
arisen over the centuries because of a lack of engagement with the OT. My concluding reflection
on John 2 will move us in this direction, but four
examples come to mind from my reading this term.
Brueggemann suggests that the “paradigm of exile
and restoration,” found in such texts as Deut. 4:2331; Isa. 54:7-10; and Jer. 31:35-37, is crucial for
understanding the way the NT conceives of crucifixion and resurrection, and that Paul’s notion of
“strength in weakness” (1 Cor. 1:26-31) shows Paul
to be a discerning reader of Jeremiah’s critique of
royal history (cf. Jer. 9:22-23).65 Joel B. Green proposes that the writer of 1 Peter 2:21-25 recognizes
“God’s saving purpose on behalf of a sinful people
20
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accomplished in the suffering of Yahweh’s righteous servant” in Isaiah 52:13-53:12.66 Alice Ogden
Bellis argues that a triple entendre is involved in
the phrase “the just shall live by his faithfulness”
( ;קידצ ותנומאב היחיHab. 2:4b), and thus Paul’s wellknown citations in Romans and Galatians are not
as radically reinterpretive as is often believed.67 And
finally, Bernhard W. Anderson shows that Rom.
9:4-5 demonstrates Paul’s keen grasp of the OT
conception of Israel’s election (Exod. 4:22), God’s
“glory” ( ;דובכExod. 16:10), and God’s promises (2
Sam. 7:11-16).68 Each of these examples shows not
the extent of theological reflection on the OT but
rather the kind of reflection that can characterize
our own reading of the OT.
Part Two:
Illustrating the Fruitfulness of OTT
for Christian Life
Synthesis
Before offering a concluding example of the way
OTT might inform our larger theological reflection, I suggest, by way of synthesis, that we consider two main characteristics of the kind of OTT
I have hinted at throughout this paper. First, OTT
keeps our focus on the OT itself. As Gunther H.
Wittenberg points out, letting the OT speak means
that the kind of “knowledge” (ἐπιστήμη) that is
presupposed by Gabler’s definition of OTT (certainty, logical deduction, abstract ideas, impersonal, analytic, fully articulate, etc.) will be replaced
by a “knowledge” ( )תעדthat is contextual, involves
commitment, is practical and community-based,
requires a commitment to the oppressed, and stems
from story rather than treatise.69 Letting the OT set
the agenda also means that Christians read the OT
“over the shoulder of the Jew Jesus.”70 That is, slipping ourselves into the OT story should never happen easily or without thought—these are Israel’s
Scriptures, and OTT can help us regain a sense of
awe at the claim that we have become part of that
story, too.
Second, OTT constrains against myopia and
prooftexting by keeping our attention on the coherent whole.71 This is not to say that narrowly focused
studies on theological issues are not important for
OTT, but it is to suggest that the effort to account

for the whole is a noble goal.72 The advent of historical criticism had its benefits, but a lingering trajectory with largely negative effects is the focus on
smaller and smaller parts of the Bible. Readings of
the exodus story by liberation theologians or critiques of violence based on the plight of women in
the OT can be tremendously insightful and even
prophetic, but OTT keeps in mind the bigger picture and imposes a healthy, relative status to theologies based on a smaller chunk.73
One may object, as Barr does, that from a
Christian perspective doing “comprehensive”
OTT is to engage in a form of the myopia I am
suggesting we must guard against.74 Perhaps so,
but given the reality of our churches, I think we
should impose an “intentional myopia” on the OT
materials in order to re-correct the imbalance that
is continually reinvigorated by appeal to historic

As to the form OTT should
ultimately take, the reflections
I have offered seem to
leave room for a variety of
approaches.
Christianity, a sense of the relative strangeness of
the OT, a misuse of the creedal tradition, and our
cultural tendency toward other-worldly escapism
that seems to be reinforced by the NT. The danger
of underemphasizing the contributions of the NT
is there in theory, but I would argue that in practice it is nearly impossible for a Christian to get too
far along this path before being awe-struck by the
incredible cohesiveness between what God was saying and doing among the Israelites and what God
has done in Jesus.
As to the form OTT should ultimately take, the
reflections I have offered seem to leave room for a
variety of approaches. I have noted the value of a
book-by-book approach, but ideally this would be
followed by something like George B. Caird’s “conference table” approach, asking how the various
portions of the OT “all bear witness ... to the many
splendoured wisdom of the one God.”75 Since we
would occupy a seat at the table too, the concerns of

our own time and culture will have a role in shaping the discussion, and this is as it should be. The
OT is replete with examples of reinterpretations of
old traditions for new contexts; what is remarkable
is the degree to which the new interpretations enliven rather than replace the old.76
John 2:17 and OTT
Let us conclude, then, with a brief illustration of
how OTT might inform the larger enterprise of
Christian reflection. I have recently argued that
within the narrative of the Fourth Gospel, the
quotation of Ps. 69:9, in the story of Jesus driving out the money changers at the temple (John
2:17 [ὁ ζῆλος τοῦ οἴκου σου καταφάγεταί με;
MT )]תאנק־יכ ךתיב ינתלכא, is best understood as
a double entendre.77 On this reading, the “zeal”
for the Father’s house that is “remembered” by
the disciples is to be attributed not only to Jesus
but also to “the Jews,” whose well-intentioned zeal
for the temple comes to have tragic results (the rejection and death of Jesus) because of their lack
of understanding about Jesus’ identity.78 In other
words, John’s point is not that “zeal for the temple” is wrong, but that on the contrary, even the
best and most faithful devotion to the Father goes
tragically awry when Jesus is rejected. It strikes
me that this positive reading of “Jewish zeal (for
the temple)” is affirmed and given depth by the
findings of OTT in at least three specific ways.
First, in view of the traditional perspective
that the Gospel of John endorses a negative attitude toward “the Jews,” we may consider not only
that OTT emphasizes God’s continuing faithfulness to Israel (e.g., Deut. 30:3-5; see further above),
but also that the OT has a great deal to say about
God’s reaction to those who have rejected him. Yes,
the prophets (and the Gospel of John) continually offer dire warnings against Israel’s rejection of
God (“‘The end has come upon my people Israel;
I will never again pass them by. The songs of the
temple shall become wailings in that day,’ says the
Lord Yhwh” [Amos 8:2b-3a]). But time and again
Yhwh’s character is shown to be one of preservation (“I will not make an end of you”; Jer. 30:10-11),
new promises (Jer. 31:31-34), and restoration (cf.
the shouts of praise at the restoration of the temple
in Ezra 3:11-13). From the perspective of OTT,
Pro Rege—June 2015
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Marianne Meye Thompson is correct that far too
much has been made of the idea of Jesus as the
“replacement” of the temple: “Jesus is not understood to say, ‘If the Jerusalem temple is destroyed, I
will replace it.’ Rather, the narrator informs us that
Jesus was speaking of another temple altogether,
namely, one that was destroyed about the year 30,
not the year 70.”79
Second, the OT offers reflection upon what the
temple and temple worship should mean for God’s
people. Beyond the historical questions about the
function of the Jerusalem temple in the time of Jesus
and the legacy of Maccabean zeal for the temple (1
Macc. 1:37; 2:24-26), the OT offers insight into the
broader significance of the places of God’s presence
(e.g., Exod. 33:7-10), the proper kinds of preparations for offering and sacrifice (note the range of
acceptable sacrifices in Lev. 1-3), and the temple as
a special place of God’s choosing (“I have seen you
in the sanctuary, beholding your power and glory”;
Ps. 63:2; cf. Ps. 132:13; 2 Chron. 7:12-16).
Finally, it is in the OT that we learn what it
is to exhibit “zeal” (ζῆλος/)אנק. It is tempting to
consider only Jesus (and perhaps Paul) as a model
for what it means to be passionate/zealous for God,
but OTT can show the significance of how the
OT deals with the related concepts of “jealousy/
envy” (cf. Gen. 30:1; Prov. 3:31; 6:34; and the vision in Isa. 11:13, looking to a time when the negative societal effects of qinʾâ [“jealousy”] will end),
Yhwh’s qinʾâ (directed at Israel because of idolatry
or against Israel’s enemies out of covenantal love;
cf. Exod. 20:5; Isa 42:3; Joel 2:18), and positive
human zeal (cf. Num. 25:13; Ps. 119:139; and of
course Ps. 69:9). Taken as a whole, “jealousy” is
consistently cautioned against but also “taken up”
or redirected into a richer, positive “zeal” that derives from Yhwh’s own qinʾâ—not unlike the portrait of ζῆλος (“zeal”) in the Gospel of John!
To conclude: so long as we are conscious of the
danger of “reading the NT into the OT,” I am excited by the notion that after identifying a theological perspective in a NT passage, we may turn again
to the OT, not as “background” but as a rich resource for filling out our broader theological reflection.80 If the NT theme has provided us with certain sensitivities that make us better able to perceive
various aspects of the OT text, we can be glad! For
22
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it seems to me that we should not be surprised that
a theological truth about Yhwh, the Father of Jesus,
comes to expression in both Testaments. Or to put
it another way, we should not be surprised that the
fertile resources of the OT already shaped and informed the people of God who wrote in the first
century, often in ways that have come to be neglected by the church. As for the frightening and exciting aspects of Stuhlmacher’s claim that “the more
decisive impulses for understanding the NT [come]
from OT scholars,” we have seen that although the
theory and method of OTT will remain contested,
and that although the task of ensuring its reception
by the church will be difficult, it is well worth the
effort.
Endnotes
1. Stuhlmacher specifically lists Gerhard von Rad,
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