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Making history 

Jeremiah 8:8 
How can you say, “We are wise, 

and the law of the LORD is with us,” 

when, in fact, the false pen of the scribes 

has made it into a lie? (Jeremiah 8:8, NRSV) 

In Israel the prophets most commonly provided an interpretation of history 
History should not be seen naïvely as an attempt to recount what really happened. … 

We have become so intrigued with what journalism provides for us that we have 

tried to extend its work into the writing of history (historiography). … 

We reflect a certain set of values that privileges the eyewitness and places the 

reconstruction of an event or sequence of events as the highest objective. …  

Not all cultures think about history the same way. In the ancient world it is difficult 

to find anyone who could legitimately be identified as a historian or journalist. Their 

cognitive environment had no need of such professions.  

In the ancient Near East visible events on earth were reflections of the activity of the 

gods. Consequently, rather than providing journalists who could seek out 

eyewitnesses, they needed experts who could interpret what deity was 

communicating through events (priests and palace officials), and those who could be 

part of building the documentation that would serve to elevate and legitimize the 

king (public relations departments for the palace). In Israel it was the prophets who 

most commonly provided the interpretation of history. 

In this sense one could perhaps go so far as to claim that there is no such thing as 

history, only the recounted interpretation of the past. (Walton (2007), 224) 

Extensive literary activity during the exile 
There was extensive literary activity during the exile, when the biography of Jeremiah 

was composed in the form familiar to us today. (Lipschits, 349, n, 281) 
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The Biblical Historiography continued after the Return to Zion 
After the Return to Zion, the reworking of ancient biblical historiographical sources 

and the books of prophecy continued. New ideological nuances were added, and 

ancient messages were interpreted according to the spirit of the era. (Lipschits, 358) 

The historiographical texts began to reflect the second-generation’s 
acceptance of Babylonian rule 

A realization began to dawn on the second-generation exiles: opportunities for 

rehabilitation hinged on their willingness to accept Babylonian rule. In this way, 

Deuteronomistic historiography at a later stage “adopted” Jeremiah’s political world 

view: if the reality was that there was no realistic chance of fighting a superpower, 

Judah was obliged to maintain a moderate stance and not be drawn into activism of 

any kind. This realization has resulted in the ideological unity that is reflected in the 

historiographical texts. (Lipschits, 357) 

Books of the Hebrew Scriptures are referred to as law, prophets and 
writings, but never as history 

The Hebrew Bible does not use the designation historical books. Genesis, Exodus, 

Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy comprise the Torah, “law” or “instruction.” 

Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings are classed as the Former Prophets. The rest of the 

books named above are in the Writings. None of these books refers to itself as history. 

Indeed, the word history is Greek in origin. (Arnold, 418) 

Modern readers often approach the Bible with incorrect assumptions 
Modern readers often approach the Bible with an incorrect set of assumptions and 

expectations. Thus the problem lies not with the Bible, but with the way in which it 

has been read. (Arnold, 418) 

The biblical writers may not have understood their task simply as relating 
what happened in the past 

History, for most modern Westerners, is what happened in the past, and history 

writing as a literary genre is an account of what happened in the past. The latter is 

judged by how accurately and objectively it recounts past events. There is some 

recognition that historians have their own biases, that no one is completely objective 

and that writing history involves interpretation. If pressed, most moderns probably 

will admit that it may be impossible to know for certain exactly what happened in the 

past. Nevertheless, telling exactly what happened remains the goal and the essential 

definition of the genre as it is generally envisioned. Thus there is a tendency to apply 

to history the same standards that apply to journalism. This same understanding is 

typically applied not only to modern history writing, but also to ancient history 

writing, including that found in the Bible.  

Recent biblical scholarship has called into question the assumption that ancient 

historians, and the biblical writers in particular, had the same definition of history 

and history writing as we do. The biblical writers may not have understood their task 

simply as relating what happened in the past. (Arnold, 418) 

Ancient historians told stories rather than provide an objective report as a 
journalist 

Ancient history writing was not journalism; it was closer to storytelling than to the 

objective reporting of past events. (Arnold, 419) 



3 

The primary objective was to render an account of the past in order to 
explain the present 

The primary objective of ancient history writing was to “render an account” of the 

past that explained the present. “Rendering an account” carried two connotations. 

First, it entailed assessing responsibility for and passing judgment on a nation’s past 

actions as a way of explaining consequences for the present. Ancient historians had 

axes to grind—theological or political points to make. 

Second, a civilization rendering an account of its past also entailed an expression of 

the corporate identity of the nation—what it was and what principles it stood for. 

Hence the historian’s primary concern was not detailing exactly what happened in 

the past as much as it was interpreting the meaning of the past for the present, 

showing how the “causes” of the past brought about the “effects” of the present. 

These cause-effect explanations were not scientific in nature, but typically had to do 

with moral and religious matters. (Arnold, 419) 

The historian’s primary concern was to interpret the meaning of the past for 
the present 

The historian’s primary concern was not detailing exactly what happened in the past 

as much as it was interpreting the meaning of the past for the present, showing how 

the “causes” of the past brought about the “effects” of the present. (Arnold, 419) 

Recording of history was not strong among those Jews 
The absence from the Dead Sea Scrolls of historical texts proper should not surprise 

us. Neither in the inter-Testamental period, nor in earlier biblical times, was the 

recording of history as we understand it a strong point among the Jews. Chroniclers 

are concerned not with factual information about bygone events, but with their 

religious significance. (Vermes (2011), 49) 

Explanations were concerned with moral and religious matters 
These cause-effect explanations were not scientific in nature, but typically had to do 

with moral and religious matters. (Arnold, 419) 

The Bible’s historical literature provided an explanation for the 
circumstances or conditions in the historian’s own day 

The Bible’s historical literature … seeks to “render an account” of the past—to 

provide an explanation for circumstances or conditions in the historian’s day. 

Whether the events that the Bible relates as past causes or explanations actually took 

place as described was not the ancient historian’s primary concern. (Arnold, 420) 

The historical record was not intended to provide a strict record of an 
actual event 

To attempt to read the account of Israel’s history in the Bible from a modern 

perspective as strictly a record of actual events is to misconstrue its genre and force it 

to do something that it was not intended to do. (Arnold, 420) 

The explanation of history was theological 
The story of the flight of the Hebrews from Egypt and their defeat of Canaanite cities 

may contain genuine historical elements, as scholars from widely divergent 

perspectives have contended. But the primary intent of the story is to account for how 

Israel gained possession of the land of Canaan. Its explanation is theological: God 

gave Israel the land of Canaan. (Arnold, 420-421) 
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History was theology written for an ideological purpose 
In the Bible, history was written for an ideological purpose. History writing was 

theology. (Arnold, 420) 

History writing was not primarily the accurate reporting of the past 
History writing considered the reason for recalling the past and the significance of 

past events and was not primarily the accurate reporting of the past. (Arnold, 420) 

An etiology is a story that explains the cause or origin of a given phenomenon—a 

cultural practice or social custom, a biological circumstance, even a geological 

formation. It is not a scientific explanation, not historical in the modern sense of an 

event that actually took place in the past exactly as described; etiologies can be quite 

imaginative, even if not always constituted of fiction. An etiology is, rather, a story 

that “renders an account”—that is, offers some explanation—of present conditions 

and circumstances based on past causes. 

The Bible’s historical literature is etiological in the sense that it seeks to “render an 

account” of the past—to provide an explanation (aitia) for circumstances or conditions 

in the historian’s day. Whether the events that the Bible relates as past causes or 

explanations actually took place as described was not the ancient historian’s primary 

concern. This does not mean that all of the traditions recorded as part of Israel’s 

history writing are fictional. Many are no doubt based on actual events of the past. 

According to this view, a proper understanding of ancient history writing allows for 

the incorporation of non-historical and even fictional narratives. Van Seters’s 

definition of history writing implies that to attempt to read the account of Israel’s 

history in the Bible from a modern perspective as strictly a record of actual events is 

to misconstrue its genre and force it to do something that it was not intended to do. 

(Arnold, 420) 

Recounting exactly what happened in the past was not the chief objective 
of biblical historiographers 

Chronicles provides the clearest perspective on the nature of history writing in the 

Bible, for we have both the historian’s final product and his main sources. The 

differences between Chronicles and Samuel-Kings show that the recounting of exactly 

what happened in the past was not the chief objective of biblical historiographers. 

Rather, history served ideological purposes. It was the forum for the presentation of 

theology. Biblical historians used history to draw and illustrate theological lessons. 

The composition of speeches was a principal tool for the Chronicler and other biblical 

historians to draw out the lessons that they found in history. Chronicles exemplifies 

the inventiveness of biblical historians and the freedom they exercised in shaping 

sources and filling in gaps left by them. (Arnold, 425) 

Our concept of history would strike the ancients as absurd 
Our modern concept of history—as an objective, chronological arrangement of facts—

would have struck the reader in the Greco-Roman world as absurd. For him, a story 

had no purpose unless it imparted a moral or ethical message, and symbolic imagery 

was one device. (Isbouts, 5) 

The ancient authors conveyed the meaning of what had happened 
We expect modern historians to tell their story objectively, without any additions that 

may distort or “fictionalize” the story. But things were quite different for the author 

in ancient times. The evangelist, like any other learned scribe in antiquity, was 

expected not only to recount what had happened, but also to convey the meaning of 

what had happened. (Isbouts, 5) 
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Bible history is derived from myths, stories, and tales handed down over 
time 

Bible history is derived from myths, stories, and tales handed down over time until 

they have become the nucleus of the literature composed by the Biblical authors. 

Some of this material may have actual basis in fact and helps to preserve pre-Israelite 

traditions; however, personal bias could have accounted for the other stories that are 

now believed to be hypothetical. The format of the Biblical writing, especially from 

the Pentateuch, reached its final state due to the efforts of redactors who supported a 

historical reconstruction that had little connection to actual historical events. It seems 

that they imposed the events of their time onto their collective past. (Alpert, 5) 

The earlier stories convey an ethical or political message 
The earlier stories in Genesis are etiological tales. That is, they are created to convey 

an ethical or political message. (Alpert, 14) 

Ur of the Chaldees did not exist until approximately 800 years after the time 
of Abraham 

Abraham, according to the Biblical account, came from Ur “of the Chaldees,” 

although the Chaldean empire was not in existence until the end of the 7th century 

BCE. (Alpert, 76) 

The archaeological record tells us that Ur of the Chaldees did not exist until 

approximately 800 years after the time of Abraham. The city of Ur predated the 

Chaldeans and thrived as one of the largest cities of its time (2500 BCE). It is 

mentioned four times in the Bible with the Hebrew word “Kesdim” rendered as 

“Chaldeans” (Genesis 11:28, 11:31, and 15:7; and Nehemiah 9:7). The redactors used 

“Ur of the Chaldees” since it was the political reality of the time in which they were 

writing. Their use of the expression “of the Chaldees” tells us that the Chaldeans had 

already captured the throne of Babylon and ruled the entire region (8th to 7th century 

BCE). … 

This is only one of many instances in the Pentateuch of the misplacement of 

sequences of historical events that occurred almost one thousand years later, 

according to written documents. Another example is found in Genesis 36:31: “These 

are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom before any king reigned over the 

Israelites.” This passage assumes the knowledge that kings eventually ruled over 

Israel, an event that did not happen until the time of Saul and David, several hundred 

years later. (Alpert, 14-15) 

No historical parallels or archaeological patterns support the family saga 
that begins with Abraham 

The actual individuals mentioned in the Bible probably did not exist. Their 

personalities described in the text may bear similarities to characters, life styles, and 

cultures of the times. There are no historical parallels or archaeological patterns to 

support the great Biblical family saga that begins with Abraham, chosen by God to 

lead his people from Mesopotamia to the land of Canaan and build a great nation. 

The travels and experiences Abraham encountered with his family as they wandered 

in foreign environments, entered the new homeland, and fled to Egypt are all 

enduring and engaging stories, reflecting the history of the late 10th to 8th century 

BCE, but projected back onto the characters of the patriarchal period. Several names 

and places used in the contents of the early time periods did not exist until the 10th to 

8th centuries. (Alpert, 15) 
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The camels and products mentioned in Joseph’s story reflect the later 8th 
century Assyrian period 

In Genesis 37:25, camels are described as beasts of burden, used in caravans, as in the 

Joseph story. However, camels were not domesticated for caravan use until Iron Age 

II (1000-580 BCE), and the merchandise mentioned (gum, balm, and myrrh) was most 

widely traded in the 8th century BCE during the Assyrian period. (Alpert 16) 

The search for the historical Patriarchs has continued to the present time with great 

zest. Most of the historical periods of the Patriarchs suggested by the Bible parallel 

the archaeological record. Circular argumentation in which the Biblical text serves as 

primary evidence of its own historical proof is frequently cited as evidence. (Alpert, 

17) 

Not one Egyptian record mentions the presence of Israelites 
According to the Bible, the families that followed Joseph to Egypt spent 430 years 

there and multiplied miraculously (Exodus 12:40). This ought to make it reasonable to 

fit the Israelite presence in Egypt into an identifiable historical context. Egypt’s 

history is well documented and the Biblical account is quite explicit in its detail. An 

exodus of such epic proportion, made up of 603,550 men under the age of 20 along 

with women, children, and support groups, could not have been overlooked, 

although it was customary in Egypt to obliterate evidence of any defeats or negative 

circumstances. This can be seen in the destruction of monumental buildings, the 

erasure of documents, and the changing of doubtful outcomes to positive conclusions. 

Despite the large number of contemporary records uncovered, there is not one 

historical reference to the presence of the Israelites in Egypt at this time. There is no 

mention of Joseph, who acted as the pharaoh’s grand vizier, nor any word about 

Moses, the massive Exodus of his followers, or the disappearance of the pursuing 

Egyptians into the Red Sea. (Alpert, 21) 

David’s rise to power cannot be corroborated and the Biblical accounts are 
conflicting and irreconcilable 

The account of David’s rise to power cannot be corroborated by historical and/or 

archaeological remains. Three conflicting and irreconcilable stories about David are 

found in the Bible. In I Samuel 16:1-13, David is secretly anointed by Samuel as king-

to-be, which is part of Samuel’s rejection of Saul. The second incident is found in I 

Samuel 16:14-23, when David the harpist is summoned to Saul’s court to soothe the 

king’s melancholy spirits. The third story, and the one most frequently repeated, is 

when David is transformed from shepherd boy to folk hero when he kills the 

Philistine giant Goliath with one stone from his trusty slingshot, an event that also 

marks the beginning of  Saul’s jealousy toward him (I Samuel 17:49). However, in II 

Samuel 21:19, the credit for killing Goliath goes to Elhanan, the son of Jair of 

Bethlehem. (Alpert, 49) 

There was a King David but not in the Bible’s exaggerated manner 
Perhaps [David] did not exist in the same exaggerated manner that the Biblical 

account portrays him, and not to the extent of the size of his empire, but we can say 

that there was a King David! (Alpert, 49) 

The scribes and priests created a “new” history that would serve as 
Judah’s central scripture 

The end of the aggressive Northern Kingdom actually served as a catalyst for the 

growth of the kingdom of Judah. … Changes brought economic stabilization, which 

in turn led to an accumulation of wealth in Jerusalem that supported the training of 
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scribes and priests. Their role was to create a “new” history that would serve as 

Judah’s central scripture and create cohesiveness among the people. (Alpert, 67) 

Written in retrospect, Chronicles lauded Hezekiah because of his support 
for the priests 

The books of Chronicles were probably written several hundred years after the books 

of Kings and they describe, in retrospect, the places that Hezekiah ordered reinforced 

for the imminent Assyrian attack. (Alpert, 69-70) 

Hezekiah the son of Ahaz is well liked by the Deuteronomic scribes. The second book 

of Kings states that “he did what was right in the sight of the Lord” (II Kings 18:3). 

According to scripture, this citation was probably given to him because of his 

religious reforms. (Alpert, 67) 

Discovery of Deuteronomy 
The book that the priest Hilkiah said he found in the Temple in 622 B.C. was 

Deuteronomy. … De Wette concluded that the book of Deuteronomy was not a long-

lost document, but rather was written not long before its “discovery” by Hilkiah …  

The first key breakthrough in finding out the identity of the person who produced 

this account was the recognition of a special relationship between Deuteronomy and 

the next six books of the Bible: Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings. 

These six books are known as the Early Prophets. 

In 1943, a German biblical scholar, Martin Noth, showed that there was a strong unity 

between Deuteronomy and these six books of the Early Prophets. The language of 

Deuteronomy and parts of these other books was too similar for coincidence. Noth 

showed that this was not a loose collection of writings, but rather a thoughtfully 

arranged work. It told a continuous story, a flowing account of the history of the 

people of Israel in their land. It was not by one author. It contained various sections, 

written by various people (such as the Court History of David, and the stories of 

Samuel). The finished product, nonetheless, was the work of one person. That person 

was both a writer and an editor. He (the person was male, as we shall see) selected 

the stories and other texts that he wanted to use from sources available to him. He 

arranged the texts, shortening or adding to them. He inserted occasional comments of 

his own. And he wrote introductory sections which he set near the beginning of the 

work. Overall, he constructed a history that extended from Moses to the destruction 

of the kingdom of Judah by the Babylonians. For this man, Deuteronomy was the 

book. … 

Noth’s analysis and the term “Deuteronomistic history” came to be widely accepted 

among investigators. The case was strong. The first book of the Early Prophets, the 

book of Joshua, begins where Deuteronomy leaves off. It develops themes that are 

begun in Deuteronomy, and it refers to matters first mentioned in Deuteronomy. Key 

passages in Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings use terminology that comes from 

Deuteronomy and refer to specific passages in Deuteronomy. … The Deuteronomistic 

history covers the period from Moses to the end of the kingdom. (Friedman (1997), 

101, 102, 103, 104, underlining added) 

Deuteronomy provides the key 
The book of Deuteronomy is often called the keystone of the entire documentary 

hypothesis of the Pentateuch. … In the Graf-Wellhausen theory of the composition of 

the Pentateuch, the four documentary sources were J, E, D, and P. The D document 

was the major portion of Deuteronomy (chs. 12-26). … In 1805, W. M. L. de Wette 

sought to show that Deuteronomy came from a source not found in the first four 
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books of the Pentateuch. He proposed a date in the seventh century, later than J and 

E. … 

A host of scholars once dated “the book of the law,” according to a theory that it was 

composed just prior to discovery in 621. … Some have pushed the date of 

Deuteronomy back to the days of Manasseh or Hezekiah or Amos, or even as early as 

Samuel. Others set the work after the Exile, in the time of Haggai and Zechariah or 

later. … 

As a result of these varied conclusions, the term “Deuteronomist” came to the fore, 

and scholars began speaking of the “Tetrateuch” (Genesis-Numbers) and 

“Deuteronomic history” (Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. … 

The book as we have it, like many Old Testament works, appears to have undergone 

a lengthy process of composition. The process entails updating and modification to fit 

the changing needs of Israel’s life through the centuries. (Lasor, 114, 116, underlining 

added) 

The two editions of the Deuteronomistic History were written about the time 
of the Babylonian Exile 

In the case of the Deuteronomistic history, the degree of similarity of Dtr1 and Dtr2 is 

phenomenal. … The first edition of the history, Dtr1, had to be written before Josiah 

died in 609 B.C. The second edition, Dtr2, had to be written after the Babylonian 

destruction and exile in 587 B.C. That is only a difference of twenty-two years. 

(Friedman (1997), 146) 

Monotheistic statements located at the early part of “Deutero-Isaiah” 
Isaiah 40-48 takes aim at outsider, that is non-Israelite, neo-Babylonian polytheism 

and one of its accompanying characteristics, the production of idols. On the other 

hand, the context is further rhetorical as it aims at persuading insiders, namely 

Judeans, … about the nature of God and Israel. Monotheistic statements in Isaiah 40-

55 are confined to what scholars have identified as the first of the two major sections 

of the work (Isaiah 40-48, 49-55): 43:10-11; 44:6, 8; 45:5-7, 14, 18, 21; 46:9. (Smith (2001), 

180, underlining added)  

The Deuteronomists’ History 
Although the Deuteronomistic History did not reach its final form until after the exile 

(during the sixth century B.C.E.), substantial parts had certainly been completed by the 

time of Josiah’s death in 609 B.C.E. This history tells the story of Israel and Judah from 

the entry to the land of Israel to the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 587/6 

B.C.E. and the early days of the subsequent exile. (Chilton, 111, underlining added) 

Two Histories: Kings (part of the “Deuteronomic History”) and Chronicles 
The Bible contains two works that tell the history of the people in their land. The first 

is the Deuteronomistic history, and the second is the books of 1 and 2 Chronicles. The 

Deuteronomistic history came from the circle of the priests of Shiloh. The Chronicles 

history also came from a priestly circle: the Aaronid priests. (Friedman (1997), 211, 

underlining added) 

The books of Kings and Chronicles may differ in their perspectives, in their 

evaluations of kings, and occasionally in their facts. (Friedman (1997), 214, 

underlining added)  

Chronicles: Date 
The Chronicler could not have compiled his work much before 400 B.C., especially if 

he is also responsible for the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. Thus removed by more 
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than a century from even the latest events that he records, the author singles out those 

episodes whose significance he finds of lasting value, particularly with regard to his 

contemporary circumstances. (Lasor, 545, underlining added) 

The setting of the book(s) of Chronicles is the postexilic community of Judea. 

Nevertheless, the specific time of the writing of Chronicles remains open to debate. 

Proposals range from the Persian time frame (400s BC) to the Greek/Hellenistic time 

frame (300s-200s BC) to the Maccabean/ Hasmonean time frame (100s BC). … 

Observations indicate a likely range of 430-340 BC for the writing of Chronicles, with 

some preference for the earlier side of this range (ca. 430-400 BC). (Longman (2010), 

25-26, underlining added) 

The construct of “Israel’s” “history” in Chronicles reflects the Persian period context 

in that it is strongly biased in favor of Judah, Jerusalem, and the people who 

remained faithful to the Jerusalemite cult as comprising the true “Israel.” (Mcnutt, 

184, underlining added) 

Chronicles: Is not literal history 
Continuity and selectivity are twin considerations for a historian. Continuity is 

necessary because of the interrelatedness of history. Each event bears a definite 

relationship to others, like a thread in a fabric, and cannot be understood in isolation. 

Selectivity is mandatory because no one could record everything that happened in 

any given era. The historian, therefore, singles out and highlights what is significant. 

Both considerations involve subjectivity: the historian makes decisions on the basis of 

what seems important, influenced by personal interests, such as economics, sociology, 

politics, religion, or military encounters. 

The Chronicler is not a historian in the strict western sense. To him Israel’s history 

was pregnant with spiritual and moral lessons, which he brought to birth through a 

kind of historical midwifery. He is not concerned so much with the bare facts of 

Israel’s history as with their meaning. If all valid historical writing is interpretative, 

the Chronicler’s is highly interpretative. Above all, it is paradigmatic history. As a 

paradigm tells us how to frame the various tenses of a verb, Chronicles tells its 

readers how and how not to live, by presenting both positive and negative role 

models. (Lasor, 543) 

The numbers in Chronicles, particularly regarding the size of combating armies, 

sometimes seem inflated. … These numbers appear to be a deliberate part of the 

Chronicler’s homiletical presentation, a resort to rhetorical mathematics in order to 

enhance the glory of the ancient narratives. (Lasor, 544) 

Chronicles: Is theological history 
The Chronicler’s survey of events in the history of Judah is articulated through a 

theological framework centered on covenant. (Longman (2010), 36) 

The biblical texts with which Chronicles has parallel passages or differing thematic 

emphases (such as Samuel and Kings) reflect selectivity, shaping, and emphasis in 

line with their respective authorial intent in a given pericope. Thus, distinctions and 

differences in parallel texts (such as Kings and Chronicles) may simply reflect 

different approaches to telling the same story or reflect a different voice (such as 

thematic emphasis or theological point) drawn from one event. (Longman (2010), 38) 

Chronicles: Style 
Chronicles has more in common with the genre of “annal” than it does with the genre 

of “chronicle.” … A chronicle is typically an abbreviated listing of historical events, 

while an annal features more sustained summaries of historical events with narrative 
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shaping and an overall ideological purpose. The narrative shaping of annals typically 

summarizes the deeds of rulers and people against the backdrop of divine blessing 

(or judgment). In short, the genre of annal, like the text and content of Chronicles, 

features documentary details (what took place), ideological aspects (the significance 

of what took place), and literary elements (the shaping and stylistics of the account of 

what took place). … Chronicles, like the genre of annalistic literature discussed above, 

reflects the usage (selectivity) and shaping (literary-theological) of a wide range of 

sources from the administrative realm (e.g., kings and officials, military, taxation, 

royal assets) and the religious realm. (Longman (2010), 32-33) 

Annalistic literature such as Chronicles is not history for history’s sake. Instead, such 

texts arrange historical information with an overarching political and/or religious 

agenda … significant to the historical context (social, political, etc.) of the original 

audience. In the case of Chronicles, a theology of covenantal hope guides the 

selection, shaping, and structure of the text, with the goal of imparting this 

perspective to the Chronicler’s readers and hearers. This perspective makes the tone 

of the Chronicler’s presentation of historical events didactic, almost sermonic, in its 

literary style and presentation. (Longman (2010), 35) 

The book of Ezra 
The book of Ezra was originally combined with the writing of Nehemiah. As one 

volume, they first appeared around 440 BCE, approximately 150 years after the 

decree of Cyrus encouraging the Judeans to return to their homes. The books of Ezra 

continued to be revised until the 1st century C.E. 

… It has been questioned whether Ezra himself wrote the text, or if it was done by the 

author or authors of Chronicles; alternatively, Ezra may have written both books. Is it 

possible that it was Ezra who assembled the five sources into the books of Moses (the 

Pentateuch) as we know them today? According to R. E. Friedman in Who Wrote the 

Bible? (1989, pp. 218-239), Ezra is the most likely of all the Aaronid priests to have 

had access to priestly documents such as the Book of Generations, a text focusing on 

name lists and genealogy. He may have structured the book of Genesis using priestly 

terminology and added the ending while in exile in Babylon or after the construction 

of the Second Temple. (Alpert, 77) 

It is possible that Ezra brought the Torah with him 
In the entire Bible, two men are known as lawgivers: Moses and Ezra. Ezra came from 

Babylon to Judah eighty years after the first group of exiles returned, in 458 B.C. He 

was a priest and a scribe. The biblical record states explicitly that he was an Aaronid 

priest. It also indicates that he was no ordinary scribe. His writing skills were 

associated with one document in particular: “the torah of Moses.” 

Ezra arrived in Jerusalem with two important documents in his hand. One was this “torah 

of Moses,” and the other was a letter from the Persian emperor, Artaxerxes, giving him 

authority in Judah. The emperor’s authorization empowered Ezra to teach and to enforce 

“the law of your God which is in your hand.” The enforcement powers included fines, 

imprisonment, and the death penalty. 

What was this “torah of Moses,” this “law of your God which is in your hand”? 

References to it in the biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah include material from JE, 

D, and P. It is therefore likely that the book that Ezra brought from Babylon to Judah 

was the full Torah—the Five Books of Moses—as we know it. (Friedman (1997), 159) 
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Theme of Ezra-Nehemiah 
The author/compiler of Ezra-Nehemiah has woven several theological themes amid 

the seeming tangle of lists of names and personal memoirs. First, the book stresses the 

continuity of the postexilic religious community under Ezra and Nehemiah with 

Israel’s ancient past. … A second theme underscores the temple and the Torah as the 

twin bases of postexilic Israel’s identity. … The temple is a preface to the emergence 

of Torah in the book. No sooner is the temple finished than Ezra the priest suddenly 

appears armed with his imperial commission to teach the law (Ezra 7). It is Torah that 

guides the postexilic community to divorce its foreign wives (10:3) and to banish 

certain aliens from Israel (Neh. 13:1ff.). … The law defined postexilic Judah’s 

understanding of what behavior God required. … Some readers, however, see the 

law’s centrality in Ezra-Nehemiah as the root of an unattractive exclusivism and fear 

of foreigners. But fairness demands that one understand Israel’s postexilic faith in its 

own context. The restored community was a tiny island in a vast, turbulent ocean of 

pagan peoples. That harsh reality called for the book’s stern measures. (Lasor, 563, 

564) 

Manasseh was portrayed as “wicked” because he did not support his 
father’s religious reforms 

However successful Manasseh was in integrating Judah into the economy of Assyria, 

the scribes of the Bible condemn him for destroying all of his father’s religious 

reforms. According to II Kings 21:16, he spilled the blood of his own people. The 

archaeological record, however, does not bear this out. That the scribes portrayed him 

as the wickedest of all kings only attests to the prejudices of the Deuteronomists, who 

took power for a short period after Manasseh’s death in 642 BCE. (Alpert, 71) 

King Josiah was lauded because of his support for the priests and scribes 
Josiah is represented as the quintessential example of a king and is probably the 

model for the grandeur that is attributed to David. During his reign the Jerusalem 

priests and scribes flourished, leaving us the history they devised based on current 

events. These writings were later redacted into the Hebrew Bible. II Kings 23:25 sings 

the praises of Josiah at a level that surpasses all other kings. He is portrayed as the 

hope for national redemption. (Alpert, 72) 

In I Kings 13:2 an unknown Judahite prophet proclaims: “Behold a child shall be born 

to the house of David, Josiah by name.” No clear archaeological evidence has been 

found to confirm the messianic role that Josiah was fulfilling in the Davidic tradition, 

or the notion that Deuteronomistic history was revealed to him. The priests played an 

important role in formulating the bulk of Deuteronomy. (Alpert, 73) 

Archaeological evidence for Josiah’s reign and his role in the interface of the material 

finds and the Biblical account is also lacking. … Despite all the praise lavished on 

Josiah by the priestly scribes, he is only known from Biblical sources. There are no 

references to him in contemporary Egyptian or Babylonian texts. (Alpert, 74) 

The book of Ezra was originally combined with the writing of Nehemiah. As one 

volume, they first appeared around 440 BCE, approximately 150 years after the 

decree of Cyrus encouraging the Judeans to return to their homes. The books of Ezra 

continued to be revised until the 1st century CE. (Alpert, 77) 

The Aaronid priests exerted great authority during the period of the Second 
Temple 

Certainly it was during the Second Temple period that the Aaronid priests were in 

authority. The stature of the priests in society at the time allowed them to establish 
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and interpret the Bible. They were the main authority during this period, as there was 

no viable monarchy. (Alpert, 77) 

Accounts of the past were reframed in terms of the Israelites’ Babylonian 
experiences 

The literary and historical traditions of the Israelites were reshaped in Babylon. 

Written accounts of the past were framed in terms of the present, to construct a 

pattern of history influenced by their captivity and separation from Jerusalem. The 

scribes and redactors during this period had an enormous influence on the formation 

of Israelite tradition, since it was they who put their people’s earliest memories into 

literary form during the Babylonian Exile. (Alpert, 77-78) 

The Gospels are not biographies; the Gospel writers were not journalists. 
They wrote “good news” for their own communities 

The gospels are not biographies in the modern sense of the word. Rather, they are 

stories told in such a way as to evoke a certain image of Jesus for a particular 

audience. They’re trying to convey a message about Jesus, about his significance to 

the audience and thus we have to think of them as a kind of preaching, as well as 

story telling. That’s what the gospel, The Good News, is really all about. (White 

(1998)) 

The gospels are very peculiar types of literature. They’re not biographies. I mean, 

there are all sorts of details about Jesus that they’re simply not interested in giving us. 

They are a kind of religious advertisement. What they do is proclaim their individual 

author’s interpretation of the Christian message through the device of using Jesus of 

Nazareth as a spokesperson for the evangelist’s position. The evangelist is not an 

author of fiction. The evangelist has traditions that go back through the Greek to the 

spoken language of Jesus, which was probably Aramaic. In other words, I think 

there’s some kind of continuity between what Jesus would have been saying to other 

Jews in 27 to 30 [CE/AD] and what the Evangelists in Greek are saying to their own 

communities, that Jesus said. But, as historians, we have to sift, and go through and 

try to figure out what corresponds mostly to the period of the composition in Greek 

and what corresponds to the lifetime of the historical Jesus. (Fredriksen (1998)) 

What the gospels do share, of course, is Jesus. But that is almost trivial to say that. 

Because they are interested in not simply repeating Jesus. They are interested in 

interpreting Jesus. Matthew, even when he has Mark in front of him, will change 

what Jesus says. And that’s what’s most important for me, to understand the mind of 

an evangelist. It is that Matthew is saying, “I will change Mark so that Mark’s Jesus 

speaks to my people.” Now, there’s a logic to his change. He’s not just changing it to 

be difficult. He will change Mark, but what Jesus says in Mark does not make sense to 

Matthew’s people.... What is consistent about the gospels is that they change 

consistent with their own theology, with their own communities’ needs. They do not 

change at random. … They were gospels. And a gospel is good news ... “good” and 

“news” ... updated interpretation. So when I went into Matthew, I did not expect 

journalism. I expected gospel. That’s what I found. I have no problem with that. 

(Crossan (1998)) 

Matthew’s story is not plausible as an historical event 
When, for example, Matthew wants to emphasize the role of Jesus as a new Moses, as 

the agent of a new covenant with God, he has Mary and Joseph travel to Egypt after 

the birth in Bethlehem, and then later come back. While the story is not plausible as a 

historical event, its symbolic meaning is no less potent. It reminded Matthew’s 
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audience of the Exodus, and how the Israelites, too, left Egypt in search of their 

ultimate destiny. (Isbout, 6) 

Luke describes a census that never existed 
Matthew described Mary and Joseph as living in Bethlehem, since that is where the 

Davidid Messiah was supposed to be born. Luke has a better tradition, that the family 

lived in Nazareth. How, then, could he get them to Bethlehem for the birth? He says 

that Caesar Augustus ordered a worldwide census by which people had to be 

registered at their birthplace — and Joseph, as a descendant of David, had therefore 

to go to Bethlehem. … The problem with this is that Augustus never ordered a 

worldwide census. Luke is confusing a nonexistent Augustan census with the famous 

and resented census in Judaea, that of Quirinius, that took place ten years after 

Augustus’s death, and it did not cover Galilee. (Wills, 119-120) 

For those who believe that the Gospels are accurate historical records of Jesus’ life, 

one of the most difficult problems in the NT is the census Luke presents in Luke 2:1-2. 

First, there is no evidence for an empire-wide census being taken during the time of 

Augustus, and we might expect that such a mammoth undertaking would have been 

mentioned by one or another of the ancient historians who recorded the period. 

Second, Quirinius was sent by Augustus to be governor of Syria and Judea in A.D. 6 

(not 6 B.C.) and thereafter did take a notable census for the empire. Josephus tells us 

he visited Judea in A.D. 6-7 to assess the property of the Jews in preparation for the 

registering and taxing of that property (Josephus Ant. 18.1.1-2.). There is no evidence 

that he was governor of the region twice or that he undertook a census of the region 

twice. …  

Third, a Roman census would not have required Jews to travel to their ancestral home 

for registration. (Reid, 126) 

In Herod’s time, the Syrian governor was not Quirinius but a man named 
Sentius Saturninus 

Luke, who is more concerned about the historical context of his story than any of the 

other evangelists, provides additional information about the moment of Jesus’ birth. 

Unfortunately, his dating system has confounded scholars no end. “In those days,” 

says Luke, “a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 

registered.” By “all the world,” Luke meant the Roman Empire. … Luke gives us 

additional information about this putative census by Augustus, telling us that it was 

“the first registration” (i.e., since the beginning of the Roman conquest of Palestine) 

and that it was taken on orders of “Quirinius, governor of Syria.” … 

The problem, however, is that in Herod’s time, the Syrian governor was not Quirinius 

at all, but a man named Sentius Saturninus, who served in office from 9 to 6 B.C.E. 

He, in turn, was succeeded by Quinctilius Varus, who ruled from 6 to 4 B.C.E., the 

year of Herod’s death. There was a governor in Syria named Quirinius, but he did not 

enter office until 6 C.E., a full ten years after the death of Herod. (Isbouts, 55-56) 

Quirinius’ census pertained to the sub-province of Judea and not to Galilee 
The link with Quirinius is not the only problem we have with Luke’s dating system. 

Another, and more substantial, problem is the very mechanism of a Roman census. …  

Since they had no idea what Judea was worth in terms of projected tax revenues, the 

then-governor, quite possibly the same Quirinius referred to in Luke, ordered a 

census to be taken. The thing is, however, that this census pertained only to the sub-

province of Judea and not to Galilee, for Galilee remained under the control of one of 
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Herod’s other sons, Herod Antipas. Therefore, the census would not have affected 

Joseph’s or Mary’s family in any way. (Isbouts 56-57) 

The Roman census would want people to record their current place of 
residence, where the tax man could find them 

Even if there had been such a census, and even if by some stretch of the imagination 

Joseph would have been compelled to register, he would not have traveled to 

Bethlehem at all, even if—as the Gospels tell us—Joseph’s family originally hailed 

from that village. The whole purpose of a Roman census was to update the 

mechanism of taxation. Therefore, the Romans would have wanted people to appear 

in their current place of residence, where the tax man could find them, rather than in 

the place of their ancestral home, which in some cases could have been many miles 

away. And as Luke makes eminently clear, Joseph and Mary resided in Nazareth, in 

Galilee. (Isbouts, 57) 

Luke’s references to secular historical events testify more to Luke’s skills 
as a storyteller than as an historian 

Luke’s specific references to secular historical events—the reign of Herod, the 

governorship of Quirinius, the tetrarchy of Herod, Philip, Lysanias, and so on—all 

serve to anchor his story concretely to the public past. Examined more closely, this 

chronography turns out to testify more to Luke’s skills as a storyteller than as an 

historian, for his references are often muddled by anachronisms. For instance, Herod 

the Great, King of Judea, ruled until 4 B.C.E.; the census under Quirinius occurred 

around 6 C.E.; but the chronology of the birth narrative presupposes synchrony (cf. 

Lk 1:5, 26; 2:2). Likewise, when Gamaliel the Pharisee, pleading for tolerance for the 

new movement, recalls previous insurrections, his speech contains significant 

chronological gaffes (Acts 6:34-39).  

Even if inaccurate, however, these allusions to the public past help concretize Luke’s 

tale. It is as if he were saying, “These things really happened, and not so very long 

ago, when all these other things that everyone knows about also occurred.” This sort 

of secular chronography, despite the errors of fact, contributes directly to the 

vraisemblance [“appearance of truth”; “the likeness or semblance of a narrative to reality, or to 

the truth”] of Luke’s story by grounding sacred events in secular time. (Fredriksen 

(2000), 31) 

Matthew’s and Luke’s birth narratives are inconsistent 
According to the Gospel of Matthew (Matthew 2:1), Jesus was born in Bethlehem in 

Judea sometime toward the end of Herod the Great’s reign. Since Herod died in 4 

B.C., Jesus was likely born around 5 or 6 B.C. In time, his parents relocated to 

Nazareth in the Galilee. …  

Matthew indicated that shortly after the birth of Jesus, the family fled into Egypt to 

avoid the wrath of Herod the Great. This, however, seems to be an artificial device so 

as to allow Jesus’ family eventually to return from Egypt. Thus Matthew could feel 

comfortable applying Hosea’s saying to Jesus: “Out of Egypt have I called my son” 

(Matthew 2:15 quoting Hosea 11:1). The prophet Hosea clearly meant Israel as God’s 

son, referring to the Exodus of the Israelites out of Egypt, but here Matthew applied it 

directly to Jesus. … 

Luke recorded a very different tradition. Shortly after the birth of Jesus, his family 

returned to Jerusalem, directly into the heart of the lion’s lair—the exact opposite of 

what Matthew would have us accept. … 
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The gospels are inconsistent. We cannot, for instance, reconcile both Matthew’s and 

Luke’s accounts of what happened immediately after the birth of Jesus. We cannot 

have Jesus’ family both going to Jerusalem, to Herod’s stronghold, while 

simultaneously fleeing into Egypt away from Herod’s influence. Siding with Luke on 

this matter, most scholars today interpret Matthew’s flight into Egypt either as 

symbolic or highly artificial. (Wilson, 66-67) 

Luke is not familiar with Palestine and is heavily influenced by the 
Septuagint (LXX) 

The author of Luke is not very familiar with Palestine or Palestinian topography. 

What’s more, his Greek is heavily influenced by the “biblical” style of the Septuagint, 

the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures composed in Alexandria, Egypt. This 

would suggest that “Luke” wrote for a Diaspora Judeo-Christian community 

somewhere in the Mediterranean region. … Neither the Luke Gospel itself nor Acts 

provides a clue to the identity of its author, so that once again there is no certainty 

about who Luke was. (Isbouts, 8-9) 
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Scrolls kept being amended as they were copied 

 

The events expressed the authors’ various ideological and polemical 
outlooks and they reflected questions that troubled the editors 

Most scholars agree that the Deuteronomistic portion of the sequence (from 

Deuteronomy through Kings) was redacted during the Babylonian exile (sixth 

century BCE) or a little earlier (the end of the seventh century BCE), and the first four 

books of the Pentateuch [Genesis through Numbers] were placed ahead of it some 

time later, toward the end of the Babylonian exile and the beginning of the Persian 

period. 

The various hands that left their imprint on the composite work in the stages of 

writing or editing also account for its diversity of views. … The events that make up 

the sequence are meant to express the ideological, polemical and various outlooks of 

the authors, to reflect the questions that troubled the editors, even their 

disagreements and their final compromises. The redactors themselves did not hesitate 

to expose the disputes between the different messages, because they shared the 

common ideology of monotheism and dealt with the need to understand history and 

the complexity of the human spirit, which both acts in history and reads about it. 

Above all, they were aware that for historical writing to influence its readers, it must 

make use of the rhetorical effects that shape the historical narrative in the Bible. 

(Arnold, 714-715) 

The literature reflected the writers’ goals 
The perspective of those who returned to Zion is represented in these verses 

[Jeremiah 25:22ff]. Their goal was to minimize the significance of those who remained 

in Judah and to amplify the importance of those who returned. … This was a struggle 

regarding the role of the elite, who were trying to return and assert themselves over 

those who remained. This confrontation could have developed only after the Return 

to Zion, and it is evidence that the remnant of Judah was unwilling to accept the 

leadership of the returnees. (Lipschits, 359) 

They were careless 
Even with all necessary caution, we sometimes find that certain scribes were careless. 

(Abegg, 269) 

Scribes took liberties 
The so-called Masoretic corrections of the scribes (tiqqunê soferim) also reflect a greater 

degree of liberty than one would connect with the term scribe. (Tov (2004), 24) 

The Greek Septuagint and the Hebrew Masoretic Text exhibit substantial 
differences 

Differences between the LXX/OG and the MT are not limited to individual variant 

readings, for the Greek and Hebrew texts of some books exhibit substantial 

differences in the content and sequence of the material. For instance, the Greek 

version of Jeremiah is significantly shorter than MT Jeremiah. Moreover, the contents 

of the Greek form of the book are found in a sequence different from the more 

familiar sequence of the Hebrew version. (Jobes, 188) 

------ 

Differences in length and the sequence of content are found in the Greek versions of 

Joshua and Ezekiel and in one of the Greek versions of Esther. Certain chapters of 
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other books show analogous patterns of shorter length and a different sequence of 

material in the Greek. For instance, the story of David and Goliath in 1 Samuel in 

Greek contains only thirty-nine of the eighty-eight verses found in the M[asoretic] 

T[ext]. (Jobes, 191) 

The scriptural texts were unstable 
We think of the Bible as a book. … The Bible is not a book: it is a library. No one in 

Paul’s period would ever have seen a “Bible.” Individual texts or discrete collections 

(such as Psalms, or Proverbs, or various prophets) were bound together as separate 

scrolls. The scriptural texts in themselves, further, were unstable. (Fredriksen, Paula 

(2017), Kindle location 201) 

Scribes frequently changed the supposedly revealed texts that they 
transmitted 

“How can you say, ‘We are wise, and the law of the Lord is with us,’ when, in fact, 

the false pen of the scribes has made it into a lie” (Jer 8:8) 

[Jeremiah] was certainly concerned that the authority of the prophet to speak for God 

was being usurped by the scribes, as indeed it was. But it is also established beyond 

doubt that scribes frequently changed the supposedly revealed texts that they 

transmitted. Ironically, the book of Jeremiah is itself a prime example of scribal 

composition, where the original oracles of the prophet are now overshadowed by the 

accretions, often ideological, of scribal transmission. (von Weissenberg, 23) 

David’s census was rewritten through the lens of monotheism 
The Bible contains two versions of the story [of David’s census]. The tale was first told 

in 2 Samuel 24 and was retold in 1 Chronicles 21. Both stories detail a census taken by 

David, a practice forbidden in the Torah (Ex 30:11-16). … David’s census so angers the 

LORD that the deity unleashes a plague that kills 70,000 innocent people. … 

Although the stories in 2 Samuel 24 and 1 Chronicles 21 are very similar, there is one 

glaring difference. … In the version presented in 2 Samuel 24, it is God who moves 

David to number the people: 

Again the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he incited David 

against them, saying, “Go and count the people of Israel and Judah” (2 Sam 

24:1). 

In the later version of the same story, however, it is not God who incites David to 

number the people, but Satan: 

Satan stood up against Israel, and incited David to count the people of Israel. (1 

Chron 21:1) … 

The Chronicler is retelling Israel’s history through the lens of his own theology and at 

a later date. … When the author of Chronicles came to the census episode in his 

sourcebook, 2 Samuel, he was confronted with an account of the deity at his most 

murderous. … 

The Chronicler, then, reflects the growing existential frustration of a monotheistic 

people who find it difficult to accept a God who is the author of both good and evil. 

Hence, in the Chronicler’s tale, it is not Yhwh but Satan who orders the census. (Wray, 

66-67, underlining supplied) 
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The Satan was an aspect of God in 1 Chronicles 
The Satan as an aspect of God appears also in the re-write of the history of the kings 

in I Chronicles 20 where David’s presumption in making a census of the people is 

attributed to the Satan who is angry with Israel and stirs up David. (Malone, 15) 

A court historian slipped the Satan into an account concerning the origin of 
census taking 

Around the time Job was written (c. 550 B.C.E.), other biblical writers invoked the 

satan to account for division within Israel. (Cf 2 Samuel 24;1-17; also Forsyth, 119-120). 

One court historian slips the Satan into an account concerning the origin of census 

taking, which King David introduced into Israel c. 1000 B.C.E. for the purpose of 

instituting taxation. … 

The author of 1 Chronicles suggests that a supernatural adversary within the divine 

court had managed to infiltrate the royal house and lead the king himself into sin: … 

[1 Chron. 21:1]. … 

Here the satan is invoked to account for the division and destruction that King 

David’s order aroused within Israel. (Pagels, 42-43) 

Ancient textuality was fluid 
Significant differences and textual variations measure the distance between Hebrew 

texts and Hellenistic-period Greek versions. Our modern ideas of “book” or of 

“canon” or of “the Bible” simply do not capture this fluid aspect of ancient textuality. 

(Fredriksen, Paula (2017), Kindle location 211) 

There were collections of scripture but no fixed list (canon) 
At the time of Jesus and Rabbi Hillel—the origins of Christianity and rabbinic 

Judaism—there was, and there was not, a “Bible.” … 

There was a Bible in the sense that there were certain sacred books widely recognized 

by Jews as foundational to their religion and supremely authoritative for religious 

practice. There was not, however, a Bible in the sense that the leaders of the general 

Jewish community had specifically considered, debated, and definitively decided the 

full range of which books were supremely and permanently authoritative and which 

ones—no matter how sublime, useful, or beloved —were not. 

The collection or collections of the Scriptures varied from group to group and from 

time to time. … The exact contents of “the Prophets” may not have been the same for 

all, and the status of other books beyond “the Law and the Prophets” was neither 

clear nor widely accepted. … 

The Dead Sea Scrolls help us see the state of affairs more clearly from an on-the-spot 

perspective. “The Bible,” or more accurately then, “the Scriptures,” would have been 

a collection of numerous separate scrolls, each containing usually only one or two 

books. There is indeed persuasive evidence that certain books were considered 

“Scripture.” But there is little evidence that people were seriously asking the question 

yet about the extent or the limits of the collection—the crucial question for a “Bible” 

or “canon”—which books are in and which books are outside this most sacred 

collection. (Abegg, vii, underlining added) 

Isaiah scrolls, notably 1QIsaa, contains highly instructive variants 
Though large-scale variant editions are preserved for some other books (for example, 

Jeremiah and 1 Samuel), for Isaiah the scrolls and the other ancient witnesses 

preserve apparently only one edition of this book, with no consistent patterns of 

variants or rearrangements. Nevertheless, these scrolls (most notably 1QIsaa) contain 
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hundreds of highly instructive variants from the traditional form of the Hebrew 

text—variants that teach us much about the late stages of the history of the book’s 

composition and provide many improved readings. (Abegg, 267-268) …  

Some variant readings are major in that they involve one or more verses present in 

some texts but absent from others. … The existence of such variants provides a 

privileged window—one that was unavailable before the scrolls—on the gradual 

growth process of the biblical text in general.(Abegg, 268) 

Subsequent redactions 
The historical books also originate from traditions and sources of the monarchic 

period, and are certainly based on writings such as the ones quoted in those books 

(The Book of Jashar, Josh 10:13; The Book of the Acts of Solomon, 1 Kgs 11:41; The Book of 

the Annals of the Kings of Israel, 1 Kgs 14:19; 2 Kgs 15:26, 31, and The Book of the Annals 

of the Kings of Judah, 1 Kgs 14:29; 2 Kgs 24:5). The historical books have been subjected 

to one or more Deuteronomistic redactions to form another “account on a large scale” 

which stretches from the death of Moses to the Exile. The book of Jeremiah and to a 

lesser extent the book of Ezekiel also underwent Deuteronomistic redaction. 

(McDonald (2002), 135, underlining added) 

Among the Prophets, the book of Isaiah and the Minor Prophets, as well as Psalms, 

were composed by the accretion of writings from before and after the Exile, whereas 

the historical books are distinguished for having been subjected to one or more 

Deuteronomistic redactions. (McDonald (2002), 136, underlining added)  

Ezra influential in the redaction process 
By the time of Ezra most of the material included in the Bible had already been 

attributed to the tradition of Moses by the scribes. If Ezra was a primary redactor his 

main task was to retain as much of the original text us possible without too much 

contradiction so as not to disillusion the community. At the same time, he had to 

appease the priests by not diminishing their part in the narrative as he wove the 

stories together. The redacted texts were diverse and complicated, and yet there 

seems to be a meaningful organization. If Ezra was not the redactor, then he probably 

had a large part in the process and he is acknowledged by most scholars as a prime 

contributor in the redaction of first five books of Moses. (Alpert, 78-79) 

Ezra is remembered because, more than any other scribe, he seems to have crafted the 

guidelines that kept the Biblical narrative viable until the present time. (Alpert, 79) 

Persian period Judah is the most likely setting for the final construct of much of the 

material in the Hebrew Bible, even though many of the independent traditions 

originated in earlier periods. (Mcnutt, 182, underlining added) 

Less stable and diverse redaction, editing, and transmission of Ezekiel, 
Jeremiah, and Daniel 

Within the section of the Prophets, the historical books, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, as well 

as Daniel in the tradition represented by the Septuagint, exhibit a history of literary 

redaction, editorial formation, and textual transmission which is less stable and more 

diverse than that of Isaiah and Minor Prophets; they are hardly used for explicit 

quotations, but they are the source of many parabiblical rewritings, especially of an 

apocalyptic or prophetic character. (McDonald (2002), 145, underlining added) 

The composition of the book of Jeremiah is an untraceable complex 
process 

The book of Jeremiah is an anthology of diverse materials relating to the prophet 

Jeremiah (e.g., poetic oracles, prose narratives, etc.). It seems to be organized 
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primarily in a thematic and literary rather than chronological fashion. …. Few biblical 

books have stirred up as much discussion concerning their origin as has Jeremiah. 

Without doubt the process of composition was a complex one whose stages we 

probably can never retrace. (Lasor, 339-340, underlining added) 

The Hebrew and Greek texts of Jeremiah differ significantly 
The Hebrew and Greek texts of the book [of Jeremiah] differ significantly. The LXX 

[Septuagint] text is one-seventh shorter than the MT [Masoretic Text] and also has the 

oracles against the nations in the middle (between 25:13 and 15) rather than at the end 

(chs. 46-51). Evidence from Qumran suggests that LXX was translated from a short 

Hebrew original different from that behind MT. 

Given how greatly LXX and MT diverge, the final book may once have existed in 

more than one form, or both MT and LXX may ultimately derive from a common 

Hebrew original. As for the order of the oracles, while most scholars favor the 

priority of the LXX arrangement, a good case can be made that the MT’s order came 

first. In sum, the editorial and textual history which gave us the present book (and 

most OT books!) remains a mystery. (Lasor, 340-341) 

Artapanus 
Aware that some Greek writers described the Jews’ early history in decidedly 

uncomplimentary ways, many Jewish intellectuals tried to restore the integrity of the 

Jewish religion by portraying the Jewish Patriarchs as the greatest of heroes. One such 

figure was Artapanus, who lived sometime between the middle of the third century 

BCE and the early first century BCE. (Simkovich, 228) 

At least four other Greek versions were in circulation 
The Septuagint was not the only Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible circulating in 

the Greco-Roman period. … There were at least four other Greek versions as well. 

(Simkovich, 210) 

During the Second Temple period, Jews began to rewrite the stories about 
their early history 

If the Bible was a house, then the stories written by Jews in the late Second Temple 

period are the house’s embellishments: the landscaping, the decorative flourishes, 

and the fixings that resolve or distract from perceived weaknesses in the original 

foundation. … There is no evidence that they made a formal distinction between texts 

that were canonized into Scripture and texts that were written about Scripture. But 

virtually all Jews would have agreed that the Torah contained divinely inspired 

retellings of Israel’s earliest national history. And, sometime during the Second 

Temple period, Jews began to rewrite these stories about their early history. Given 

how many such rewritings have survived, one can only imagine how many more 

were composed that were not preserved for two millennia. (Simkovich, 221) 

Greek Esther 
The Greek translation of Esther that is preserved in the Septuagint portrays Esther as 

being considerably more pious and sensitive to her Jewish identity than her character 

in the biblical version. (Simkovich, 247) 

Greek Esther features five other additions to Hebrew Esther that add elements of 

adventure and divine provenance. (Simkovich, 249) 

The author of Greek Esther wanted to supplement Hebrew Esther by adding 

information that is lacking in the Hebrew version. (Simkovich, 249) 
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It is virtually impossible to determine the canonical writings during the 
Second Temple period 

It is almost impossible to determine precisely which books Jews [of the Second 

Temple period] considered to be canonical, and in which communities. If there was a 

deliberate method of categorizing books at this time, the criteria for determining the 

status of each book could have differed from community to community. (Simkovich, 

222) 

Jews at the end of the Second Temple period were flexible with the idea of 
authoritative texts and they were rewriting them 

While the notion of sacred scriptures was well in place by the end of the Second 

Temple period, Jews at this time enjoyed a higher degree of fluidity when it came to 

the notion of authoritative texts. It would not be until the Rabbinic period that Jews 

confronted the question of what books were to be included in or excluded from the 

biblical canon. … 

Jews in the late Second Temple period were not only translating biblical passages but 

at times even rewriting them. (Simkovich, 220) 

Jews in the late Second Temple period rewrote their Scriptural texts that 
added new dimensions 

Jews in the late Second Temple period paid homage to their scriptural texts by 

rewriting them in ways that added entirely new dimensions. These dimensions often 

situated biblical characters within the world of Greco-Roman life by attributing to 

them Hellenistic soliloquys and Homeric bravado. … In these rewritten versions, 

biblical heroes were meant to prove that Judaism was a religion to be admired, and 

Jews were people to be welcomed as they continued to spread and build communities 

throughout the Greco-Roman world. (Simkovich, 250) 

The Damascus Document is from the Second Temple period 
Another Second Temple period text Schechter found in the Cairo Genizah also had a 

profound impact on the study of Early Judaism. It is known as the Damascus 

Document because of the writer’s allusion to a “new covenant” that would ultimately 

be forged between God and His Chosen People in “the land of Damascus.” This term 

paraphrases the biblical prophet Amos’s prediction that God will bring the Jews “into 

exile beyond Damascus” (Amos 5:27). Since Damascus was once part of Israel’s 

empire under King David, perhaps the writer believed in a messianic time in which 

God would restore Judea to its former glory. The first half of what has survived of the 

Damascus Document recounts the origins and ideology of a sectarian Jewish 

community. It is written in the voice of a leader or teacher who exhorts his students to 

remain pious and committed to the sect’s teachings by speaking of Israel’s history 

and the ways in which God rewards and punishes those who observe or reject the 

Torah’s laws. The second section of this text comprises the laws by which members of 

this community had to abide. For a long time this text confounded scholars because 

its provenance was so difficult to determine. Some suggested the document arose in 

Samaritan circles—a community of people who believed they were the true Israel and 

followed a version of the Torah that was different than the Masoretic text of the Jews. 

Others thought it had been written by Sadducees—a priestly sect of Jews living in the 

Second Temple period who were known to reject the authority of the Jewish oral 

tradition. Still others believed that the document’s parallels to legal material in 

Rabbinic literature pointed to a Pharisaic origin. The Pharisees were a sect of Jews in 

the Second Temple period who developed a body of Oral Law that would continue to 

be expanded and recorded by the Rabbis following the Second Temple period. The 
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divergent theories regarding who authored this document led to different 

interpretations and assumptions regarding how it should be read. Today, the 

prevailing view among most scholars is that the author of the Damascus Document 

was a Jew who identified with the Essenes, a sectarian group that lived in the Land of 

Israel and was devoted to a strict interpretation of halakhah (Jewish law) and yet 

remained separated from the Jerusalem Temple as well as the Pharisees and 

Sadducees associated with it. Because of this consensus, the Damascus Document is 

especially significant. (Simkovich, 17-18) 

The Jews read, copied, retold, expanded, and interpreted the texts 
While there may not have been a closed biblical canon during the late Second Temple 

period, there were, by this time, biblical texts that were broadly regarded as 

authoritative. These texts were read, copied, retold, expanded upon, and interpreted 

by Jews living in both Judea and the Diaspora. Most Jews at this time did not consider 

such creative expansions of the scriptures to be acts of sacrilege but rather believed 

them to be acts of homage. (Simkovich, 187) 

The Septuagint actively interprets the Hebrew text 
The Septuagint does more than simply select Greek words that closely resemble the 

original Hebrew terms: It actively interprets the Hebrew text. (Simkovich, 209) 

The Septuagint included books called the Apocrypha (“hidden away”, or 
“esoteric”) 

Over time, the Septuagint came to include a collection of books called the Apocrypha, 

a word derived from the Greek adjective apokryphos, which means something like 

“hidden away,” or “esoteric.” This term may allude to the fact that the books of the 

Apocrypha were not canonized in the Hebrew Bible, although some of them were 

popular and well circulated among Jews in the late Second Temple period. 

(Simkovich, 209) 

The Syriac Peshitta was created by Christians who spoke Syriac 
The Syriac Peshitta, a translation of both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, 

was created by Christians who spoke Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic that was spoken 

during the first few centuries CE in regions to the east and to the north of Judea. The 

word peshitta means “simple” or “common” in Aramaic and indicates that this Bible 

was common, or widespread, among Syriac-speaking people who read the Bible. 

Alternatively, it may have referenced the fact that this biblical version was considered 

well written and easily understood. (Simkovich, 210) 

Scholars believe that the books of the Hebrew Bible in the Peshitta were probably 

translated primarily from Hebrew texts, and the New Testament books were 

translated from Greek texts. The process of translation, however, was more complex. 

… 

The writers of the Peshitta seem to have relied on a Hebrew Bible that was similar to 

the Masoretic text, they may have used other Hebrew versions as well, and probably 

also used the Septuagint, or a similar Greek translation of the Bible, to aid them. … 

The Christians who authored the Peshitta had some awareness of Jewish biblical 

interpretations circulating at this time. … The Peshitta authors were also influenced 

by oral legends. …  

Like the Septuagint, the Peshitta at times expands or interprets the scriptures. 

(Simkovich, 210-211) 
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The Writings section of the TANAKH was more fluid during the Second 
Temple period 

Discussions in the Mishnah regarding what books should be canonized in the 

Writings section suggest that in the Second Temple period this section was treated 

with more fluidity than the Torah and the Prophets sections, which by this time may 

have been more or less fixed. Indeed, Jesus is cited as making reference to “the law 

and the prophets” in the New Testament, but he makes no reference to the Writings. 

(Simkovich, 208) 

There are important differences between Chronicles and Samuel 
The book of Chronicles is one of the earliest surviving documents we have that 

revises early biblical material. … Many scholars believe Chronicles was written in the 

early Second Temple period, while the Jews in Judea were living under the authority 

of the Persian Empire. … While there is significant overlap between Chronicles and 

Samuel, there are important differences as well. Because the author of Chronicles 

seeks to portray David and his descendants in a positive light, he makes certain 

changes to older versions of the same stories. … Small differences between Chronicles 

and Samuel point to big differences in ideology. … The changes that Chronicles 

makes to older stories about the early kings of Israel are not random or careless. … 

The differences between Chronicles and Samuel suggest that the Chronicler 

deliberately made changes to older versions of the stories about Saul and David with 

the purpose of presenting David as the true heir to the Israelite monarchy. … The 

Chronicler’s changes to earlier material in the Bible reveal a new and distinct 

ideology. (Simkovich, 174, 177-178) 

There was no canon of Scriptures during the Second Temple period 
Although Jews in the Second Temple period held certain texts to be scriptural, they 

did not assemble all of their sacred writing into a canon. … There was a degree of 

fluidity regarding how Jews collected sacred texts. (Simkovich, 203) 

There were several versions of biblical texts at Qumran 
The Masoretic text is not the only version of the Bible that the Jews used in ancient 

times. Many of the biblical scrolls preserved at Qumran, for instance, differ from the 

Masoretic text, which raises the question of whether the Masoretic text should be 

amended by using biblical texts preserved at Qumran. This issue is further 

complicated because there was not one single version of the Bible preserved at 

Qumran, but several. Among these versions, there is evidence for the existence of a 

biblical version that was extremely close to what would later become the Masoretic 

text. (Simkovich, 207) 

Writers expanded on unknown biblical characters 
Many writers in the Second Temple period expanded on biblical stories by exploring 

the lives of unknown biblical characters. (Simkovich, 251) 

Evidence from Qumran seems to suggest that the editing processes were 
more radical than assumed 

The Qumran material is fundamentally modifying our understanding of many central 

questions, such as the textual development of the Hebrew Scriptures, the formation of 

the canon, and biblical interpretation in the Second Temple period. The texts from 

Qumran also provide valuable information about scribal techniques in this period. 

With the Qumran evidence, it has now become clear that the texts of the Hebrew 

Scriptures continued to be edited and changed until much later than what has 

traditionally been assumed. Moreover, the evidence seems to suggest that the editing 

processes were more radical than assumed. Changes to the older texts were not 
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restricted to expansions. Rewriting and rearranging were not uncommon. (von 

Weissenberg, 3) 

------ 

Approaches from different perspectives and different fields of Biblical Studies, 

including Qumran and Septuagint studies, are now coming to similar conclusions 

regarding the pluriformity of the texts and changes still being made to them at the 

turn of the eras. (von Weissenberg, 3-4) 

Freedom of the translators resulted in variations jostling with each other 
One of the challenges of the book of Daniel is that the Septuagint (LXX) version of the 

book, diverges from the Masoretic Text (MT) in significant ways, especially, but not 

only, in chs. 3-6. At the same time, another version known as Theodotion (Ɵ) has 

become the well-known and better attested Greek version of Daniel. 

Neither of these phenomena on their own is unique in the Greek Bible. The apparent 

freedom of the translators of Job or Proverbs is well known, as are the substantial 

differences in length of other texts, such as Jeremiah and portions of the former 

prophets. 

The presence of a differing Greek tradition is also a feature of the history of the book 

of Esther. What is unique about the Greek translation of Daniel is that somewhere in 

the history of the Greek Bible the LXX of Daniel was replaced by Ɵ, which is much 

closer to the MT, as the authoritative Greek version. 

How and why this situation came about is uncertain. What can be determined is that 

the two Greek versions [of Daniel] jostled with each other for many years from 

possibly the early first century BCE until at least the time of Origen, who was aware 

of both. (Meadowcroft, 15) 

The Greek (LXX) text may reflect an earlier stage 
One may observe a growing awareness of the possibility that the Greek witnesses 

may preserve an older stage of the textual development than the Masoretic text. (von 

Weissenberg, 3) 

Present-day canons colour scholarly discussions 
Much of the scholarly discussion has been and continues to be colored by the 

existence of the Jewish and Christian canons of the Hebrew Bible. (von Weissenberg, 

3) 

Relatively late Qumran Pentateuch texts were still freely rearranged 
The Reworked Pentateuch texts from Qumran also challenge our preconceived ideas, 

but in a different way, for the authors of these texts seem to have taken the freedom to 

rearrange and alter the Pentateuchal text in a relatively late setting when the 

Pentateuch already was perceived as authoritative. (von Weissenberg, 5-6) 

Dead Sea Scrolls: Jeremiah 
The two Jeremiah scrolls at Qumran reflect a Hebrew text that is very 
different than the Masoretic form  

Two important scrolls are 4QJerb and 4QJerd, which reflect a Hebrew text that is very 

different than the Masoretic form of Jeremiah from which modern Bibles have been 

translated. It is also interesting to note that the biblical text in these two manuscripts 

is very similar to the Hebrew text from which the Septuagint (LXX) was translated. 

This is true not only in small details but also in major aspects where the Septuagint 

differs from the Masoretic Text. Most notably, 4QJerb and 4QJerd (before they were 
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damaged) and the Septuagint present a version of Jeremiah that is about 13 percent 

shorter than the longer version found in modern Bibles! (Abegg, 382) 

One Jeremiah scroll at Qumran contains the largest number of corrections 
relative to its length 

Another fascinating scroll is 4QJera, one of the oldest of all the Dead Sea Scrolls 

(copied about 200 BCE or even earlier). This manuscript contains a large number of 

corrections; in fact, no other Qumran text has as many corrections in proportion to the 

length of the document. (Abegg, 383) 

People were aware that textual changes were introduced into manuscripts 
Ancient writers and readers were not unaware of the fact that textual changes 

sometimes were introduced into MSS in the process of transmitting them. (Footnote” 

An obvious [New Testament] example is Rev. 22.18-19). (Kraft, Christian Transmission, 

208) 

Rabbinic Judaism did not specifically claim that Christians made changes 
to their Greek scriptures 

Rabbinic Jewish sources also comment about changes being introduced into Greek 

scriptures, but the complaint is not specifically against Christians and the alleged 

changes are not characteristically Christian in flavour. (Kraft, Christian Transmission, 

209) 

Judging from available printed editions, the preserved Greek MSS and the versions 

derived from the Greek contain very few passages of unmistakably Christian intent – 

that is, “Christian glosses or interpolations. (Kraft, Christian Transmission, 210) 

Considerable textual variation in the transmission of Jewish Greek 
scriptures 

It has long been acknowledged that considerable textual variation had developed in 

the transmission of Jewish Greek scriptures by the time Christianity emerged. (Kraft, 

Christian Transmission, 219) 

The Hebrew Scriptures, the Septuagint translation (Greek), and the targums 
(Aramaic) differ considerably 

The Hebrew Scriptures differ considerably at times from the LXX or ancient Greek 

translation, and from the targums or Aramaic translations (most of which were made 

later than the LXX). There is evidence that Matthew and John may have known 

Aramaic and/or Hebrew, while Mark and Luke may have known only Greek. (Brown 

(1994), 5) 

Many New Testament quotations of Jewish literature deviates from the 
majority of preserved Greek manuscripts 

New Testament literature abounds with quotations from Jewish scriptures (and/or 

closely related material), many of which deviate in some way from the majority of 

preserved Greek MSS of Jewish scriptures. … The quotation in Mt. 4.15-16 contains 

five significant divergences from most OG texts of Isa. 9.1-2. (Kraft, Christian 

Transmission, 222) 

Some Greek manuscripts read kyrio (Lord) rather than kyro (Cyrus) at 
Isaiah 45:1 

Another messiah/christ passage of interest for the present investigation is Isa. 45.1, 

which in all preserved Greek biblical MSS reads, “Thus says the Lord... to my 

anointed, Cyrus (kyro).” But Jerome claims to know of many Greek as well as Latin 

witnesses that have “erred” by reading “Lord” (kyrio) rather than Cyrus here. Indeed 
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Barnabas 12.11 has “Lord” and juxtaposes this “proof text” with Ps. 109/110.1. (Kraft, 

Christian Transmission, 214) 

Some Christian manuscripts of Jewish scriptures wrote chrestos (worthy 
one) rather than christos (anointed one) 

It is interesting to note that in some Christian MSS there is evidence of what may be a 

conscious “recensional” tendency towards writing chrestos (worthy one), rather than 

christos when an “anointed one” is mentioned in Jewish scripture1. The origins of this 

phenomenon are not clear. It may well be theologically neutral – a case of simple 

itacism2 that has become frozen in one branch of the MS tradition. Or it may be an 

attempt to differentiate between the Christian Christ and various pre-Christian 

anointed persons. (Kraft, Christian Transmission, 212) 

  

                                                           
1 Especially in 1-2 Samuel 
2 Itacism: Incorrect representation in writing of the high front vowel i, and in a wider sense incorrect 

representation of vowels, in Medieval Greek. 

(https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100013707 (accessed 14 July 

2020) 

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100013707
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