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I 

Introduction 

 

Please refer to the outline 

 

The theme of this conference is The Universal Lordship of Jesus Christ.  To 

put it another way it's about the uniqueness of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is not just one 

Lord among many, but the Lord, and precisely because he is that ought to be 

acknowledged by all people.  But if that's what the the conference is about, why 

go to the Old Testament?  For the very obvious reason that what Christians 

believe about Christ has its tap-root, it essential grounding, in what Israel 

already believed about Yahweh.  The God who became incarnate in Jesus Christ 

is the God whom Israel already believed to be the unique Lord and Saviour of 

the whole world.  The uniqueness of Yahweh is the presupposition behind the 

uniqueness of Christ.  So we must go to the Old Testament in order to rightly 

understand the claims made about Jesus Christ in the New Testament. 

Furthermore, we need to go to the OT rather than to (say) the intertestamental 

literature, or to Jewish and other literature contemporary with the NT.  The 

reason is that the NT Ð especially NT christology - is densely referenced to the 

canonical scriptures of the OT, and not to any other literature.  Rabbinic 

Judaism was part of the environment in which the Christian belief in the 

uniqueness of Christ was articulated, but it was not (in my view) the foundation 

on which it was built.  That foundation is the canonical scriptures of the Old 

Testament.  
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These OT scriptures document two things, which we will be considering in 

turn.  First, the belief itself, namely, that Yahweh is the unique and therefore 

universal lord of the world.  And second, Israel's experience of living with that 

belief in a world which didn't share it.  And if the belief is foundational in the 

way I have described, then the experience is bound to be instructive for us.  Of 

course, history generally is instructive for us.  There more we understand the 

past the better we are able to understand the present.  But history is especially 

instructive when (as in this case ) there are specific connections/continuities 

between the experience of those whose experience we are examining and our 

own.  We will tease out, later in the paper, what some of those continuities are Ð 

as well as noting the discontinuities.  The basic point is that monotheistic belief 

and practice had a very long history before we meet the uniquely Christian form 

of it in the NT, and we would be foolish to ignore this fact. 

Juts one more thing I need to say here by way of clearing the decks before I 

proceed.  Reference to Israel's experience is another way of referring to the 

history of Israel.  Many of you will know that the historicity of the Old 

Testament Ð which is our mian source of information about the history of Israel 

- has been an area of intense debate in academic circles for more than two 

centuries now, with some very extreme positions being taken, especially since 

the 1970's.  As you would expect I have a high view of the historicity of the Old 

Testament.  That is, when due allowance has been made for differences in 

viewpoint among the writers and to the liberties they quite rightly take in the 

exercise of their literary craft, I believe that the account they give us of the 

history of Israelite monotheism is fundamentally trustworthy rather than 

tendentious.  For me that's entailed in the gospel itself which establishes my 

worldview.  Furthermore I think that the archaeological evidence is at least as 

consistent with that view as it is with the negative alternatives.  I need to say 

that because I think it's relevant, by way of background, to what follows.  But it 

would take us too far afield from our present purpose to start engaging with that 
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whole area directly.  I do want to say, though, that it's something we need to 

acknowledge as important and to participate in the debate about it as much as 

we are able to do so.  In fact the broad topic for next year's school is History, 

and included in that there will be an OT paper which will take up some of these 

issues more directly. So plan to come to next year's school.  In the meantime, 

may I draw your attention to the bibliography to this paper, and especially the 

book by Long, Baker, and Wenham, Windows into Old Testament History – 

also the books by James Barr and William Dever (neither of whom are 

evangelicals, but who are saying, I think, the kinds of things that need to be 

said.    

Well, with those important preliminaries, let's turn now to POINT II on our 

outline, THE ELEMENTS OF ISRAEL'S BELIEF IN THE UNIQUENESS OF 

YAHWEH. 

 

1. Yahweh is 'our' God 

 

This is the way Moses characteristically refers to Yahweh when addressing 

Pharaoh and his fellow Israelites.  For example, 

Exodus 3:18 (to Pharaoh): Let us go a three days' journey into the 

wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God.' 

Deuteronomy 1:6 (to his fellow Israelites): "The LORD our God said to 

us in Horeb, `You have stayed long enough at this mountain'. 

This acknowledges, as a simple matter of fact, that other people have other 

gods.  Uniqueness is located here, not in Yahweh himself, but in his relationship 

with Israel: only Yahweh is Israel's God.  This relationship is believed to have 

its origin in patriarchal times, and to have been confirmed in the exodus from 

Egypt.  It was the God of the fathers that sent Moses to deliver Israel (Ex 3:13), 

and he would henceforth be known as the God who brought Israel up out of 

Egypt (Ex 20:2).  Yahweh himself is understood to have initiated the special 
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relationship between himself and Israel by calling Abraham, and to have 

formalised it in terms of a covenant.  No other God was Israel's God in this 

sense. 

From the time of Moses onwards this relationship was understood as 

analogous to a treaty between a great king (an emperor) and the ruler of a 

smaller, subject state.  By treaty the ruler of the subject state was bound to give 

total allegiance to the great king, and not to fraternise with the king's enemies.  

This is the framework within which the first commandment of the decalogue is 

to be understood: 'I am Yahweh your God ... you will have no other gods in 

addition to me' (ynpAl[).1 

So in Israelite thought, the belief that Yahweh was 'our God' had the corollary 

that worship of any other god or gods was excluded. 

 

2. Yahweh is greater than all other gods 

 

Israel's belief in Yahweh's superiority was grounded in the exodus: the signs 

and wonders of the ten plagues and the parting of the Red Sea, in which the 

gods of Egypt (and the Pharaoh who worshipped them) were shown to be 

powerless before Yahweh.  Yahweh's superiority to other gods is celebrated 

classically in the victory song of Exodus 15: 

Who among the gods is like you, Yahweh? 

Who is like you - 

                                                
1 Cf. Gn. 31:50, 'You will not take wives in addition to my daughters' (ytnbAl[); Gn. 48:22, 'I 
will give you one spur of land beyond your brothers' (˚yjaAl[);   Cf. also Cole, pp. 153-154: 
'This slightly unusual phrase [ynpAl[] seems also to have been used of taking a second wife 
while the first is still alive.  Such a use, of breach of an exclusive personal relationship, 
would help to explain the meaning here [Ex. 20:2].  It then links with the description of God 
as a 'jealous God' in verse 5.  Some modern commentators point out that 'before YHWH' or 
'[before] the presence of YHWH' elsewhere in the Torah seems to denote the altar of YHWH 
(Ex. 23:17).  Therefore they see a cultic reference: no other god may be worshipoped 
simultaneously with YHWH at a common sanctuary as, for example, was common in 
Canaanite religious practice.'   
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majestic in holiness, 

awesome in glory, 

doing wonders? (Exodus 15:11) 

Again, this does not deny the existence of other gods, but asserts Yahweh's 

superiority to them.  Yahweh is in a class of his own.  He is incomparably more 

powerful.2 

Yahweh's superiority to other gods is also stated at times in terms of his 

manifest character: 

Psalm 35:10 My whole being will exclaim,  ÔWho is like you, O LORD? 

You rescue the poor from those too strong for them, the poor and needy 

from those who rob them.Õ 

Micah 7:18.  Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the 

transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? 

The general point is that Yahweh is greater than all other gods.  

 

3. Yahweh is 'one' 

 

The meaning of the opening words of the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4-5 has 

been the subject of a great deal of scholarly discussion, without any consensus 

at the present time.  The wording is literally as follows: 

Yahweh our God Yahweh one 

dja hyhy wnyhla hwhy 

The precise meaning depends on how one understands the syntax.  The 

following four possibilities are listed by Weinfeld: 

1. YHWH is our God, YHWH is one. 

2. YHWH is our God, YHWH alone. 

3. YHWH our God is one YHWH. 

                                                
2 In the same vein, see Pss 86:8-1; 113:5. 
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4. YHWH our God, YHWH is one.3 

Although it suits the context well, the second (Yahweh is our God, Yahweh 

alone) is extremely unlikely on two grounds: first, this would arguably be the 

only occurrence of dja meaning ''alone' in the entire Hebrew Bible.4  Second, 

the expressions 'Yahweh' and 'our God' occur together 313 times in 

Deuteronomy, and in every other instance they are in apposition ('Yahweh our 

God'), and do not constitute a statement (ÔYahweh is our GodÕ).  It is unlikely 

that the Shema, which is effectively a summary, would depart from the uniform 

usage elsewhere.5   So on both these grounds alternative 2 ('YHWH is our God, 

YHWH alone') must be rejected.  All the others affirm, either directly or 

indirectly, the 'oneness' of Yahweh, however this is best understood.  Just howit 

should be understood must be determined from the context. 

The historical context is that Israel has recently been removed from one 

pluralistic environment (in Egypt) and is about to enter another one (in Canaan).  

But itÕs the forward horizon which dominates the text of Deuteronomy.  In this 

context the 'oneness' of Yahweh is to be understood in relation to the plurality 

of the gods worshipped by other peoples, especially the Canaanites.   

ItÕs noteworthy in this respect that the term l[b (Baal) is frequently used in 

the plural in the Old Testament, and with the article (Ôthe baalsÕ), or with some 

specifying term, e.g. Baal-berith, Baal-gad, Baal-hamon, Baal-hanan, Baal-

hazor, Baal-peor, Baal-perazim, and so on.  In other words, 'baal' treated as a 

                                                
3 Weifeld, p. 337. Cf. McConville, J. G., Deuteronomy (Apollos Old Testament 
Commentary; Leicester: IVP/Apollos, 2002), pp. 140-141. Weinfeld opt for alternative 3; 
McConville favours option 4.      
4 Weinfeld (1993: 337) cites only one other instance, namely, 1 Chron 29:1, 'God has chosen 
my son Solomon alone' (dja)'.  But the rest of the sentence does not allow this translation.  
Instead the sentence should be read, 'Solomon my son - [the] one chosen by God - is young 
and tender ...'.  In Josh 22:20 the expression dja vya awh could be translated Ôthat man aloneÕ, 
but could equally well be rendered Ôthat one manÕ.  In other words, ÔalonenessÕ may be 
implied (in certain contexts) by the word dja, but it is not, even there, the primary meaning of 
the word.    
5 Weinfeld, p. 337.  Cf. Moberly, pp. 213-214. 
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descriptive term (like 'lord') Ð or, in other words, a common noun.  Even where 

it does occur in the singular (ÔBaalÕ), this is probably shorthand for the baal 

worshipped in a particular place (e.g. Baal-Melqart, the god of Tyre).6  In 

contrast to this, 'Yahweh' is always used as a personal name, never with the 

article, never in the plural, and never with a qualifier comparable to those used 

with the word ÔbaalÕ.7  In other words, according to the biblical writers, the 

Canaanites (in contrast to Israel) worshipped many different 'baals' or 'lords'. 

Moreover it is likely that this was fully in accord with the understanding of the 

Canaanites themselves.  They worshipped many gods.  

Of course, the local baals were not all there was to Canaanite religion.  There 

was also the Baal of the creation epic, who fought and overcame the chaos 

monster, Yam.  ItÕs possible that the local baals were thought of as 

manifestations of this one, supreme Baal, but there is no direct evidence of this 

as far as I know.  But even if this was so, we could not think of the Canaanites 

as ÔreallyÕ monotheists, because this supreme Baal had a consort, and both were 

members of a pantheon.  In other words, Canaanite religion was irreducibly 

pluralistic.       

In contrast, the term Yahweh is not the name of a class of gods.  Nor is he a 

local manifestation of another god who stands behind him.  Yahweh is the 

personal name of the God who is directly known and worshipped by Israel.  

Yahweh, the God of Israel, is 'one Yahweh'.8 

So much for the meaning of the Shema in its historical context.  In its 

immediate literary context in Deuteronomy two corollaries are drawn from the 

                                                
6 As in 1 Ki 18:21; note that the plural (Ôthe baalsÕ) occurs in v. 18.  The ÔbaalÕ being 
worshipped at this time was just the latest in whole series of such gods that had been 
worshpped by AhabÕs family.      
7 The qualifiers used with Yahweh are either descriptive of his attributes (e.g. Yahweh of 
Hosts, Yahweh your Healer), or of his special relationship with Israel (Yahweh our God). 
8 Zechariah speaks of a day when all people will come to recognise this truth: ÔOn that day 
there will one LORD [Yahweh], and his name the only nameÕ (Zc. 14:9).   
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fact that Yahweh is one.  The first is that Israel is to worship him with their 

whole heart, soul, mind and strength (Dt. 6:5).  The same point is made more 

poetically in the Psalms, where the kind of wholehearted devotion to Yahweh 

insisted upon in Deuteronomy is understood in terms of oneness (or singleness) 

of heart: ÔTeach me thy way, O LORD; I will walk in thy truth: unite my heart 

[make my heart one,djea']  to fear thy nameÕ (Ps. 86:11, AV).9  Oneness of heart 

is the only appropriate response to the oneness of Yahweh.   

The second corollary drawn in Deuteronomy concerns the place where Israel 

is to worship this one God.  They are to worship Yahweh in only in 'the place 

which [he] will choose in one (dja) of your tribes' (Dt. 12:14).  There are not to 

be twelve places, one for each tribe, but one place, in one of the tribes, as 

determined by Yahweh.  The oneness of the place corresponds to the oneness of 

Yahweh, and the command is apparently designed to prevent Israel from 

drifting into the same kind of pluralism as the Canaanites.  Yahweh is one, and 

they must worship Yahweh with their whole hearts, in the manner and place he 

determines. 

But there is one further dimension to IsraelÕs understanding of YahwehÕs 

uniqueness.  It is implicit in many parts of the OT,10 but is directly stated in 

only a few key passages. 

It is that É 

 

4. Yahweh alone is God 

 

This absolute form of Israelite monotheism is implicit in the opening chapters 

of Genesis.  In stark contrast to other ANE creation stories, Genesis presents 

creation as the work of one God, who brings the entire cosmos into existence by 

                                                
9 Cf Dt. 5:29, 'Oh that they had such a mind as this always, to fear me and to keep all my 
commandments.' 
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speaking.  By sharply distinguishing God from everything else it excludes 

pantheism, and by its implicit denial that any other gods exist it excludes 

polytheism.11  This revolutionary account of creation, standing where it does, is 

foundational for the entire canonical presentation of Israel's faith  

It finds powerful, explicit expression Deuteronomy and in the preaching of 

the classical prophets, especially Isaiah. 

Deuteronomy 

You were shown these things so that you might know that the LORD is 

God; besides him there is no other.  (Dt. 4:35) 

Acknowledge and take to heart this day that the LORD is God in heaven 

above and on the earth below. There is no other.  ( Dt. 4:39) 

The words ÔYou were shown these thingsÕ refer to what Israel has just 

experienced.  Yahweh has shown them through the exodus from Egypt that he 

alone is God.  They are to remember this as they enter Canaan and encounter 

the polytheism they will find there. 

Isaiah 

This is what the LORD says Ñ   

IsraelÕs King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty:  

I am the first and I am the last;  

apart from me there is no God.  (Is. 44:6) 

I am Yahweh, and there is no other; 

apart from me there is no god.  (Is. 45:5) 

Turn to me and be saved, 

all you ends of the earth; 

for I am God, and there is no other. (Is. 45:22) 

                                                                                                                                                  
10 Esp. in passages about the folly of idolatry (e.g. Is. 40:18-20; 41:7; 44:6-20.   
11 Cf. G. F. Hasel, ÔThe Polemic Nature of the Genesis CosmologyÕ, The Evangelical 
Quarterly 46 (1974), pp. 81-201. 
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Salvation ('Turn to me and be saved ...') means participation in the new things 

now announced: the new Jerusalem, the new exodus, the new heavens and 

earth.   The alternative is final exclusion from the saved community (66:24).  It 

is this absolute monotheism, with its universal implications, which generates the 

strong missionary thrust of the book of Isaiah, with its related ideas of witness 

and proclamation: 

 ÔYou are my witnesses,Õ says the LORD, Ôand my servant whom I have 

chosen, that you may know and believe me and understand that I am He. 

Before me no god was formed, nor shall there be any after me.Õ  (Is. 

43:10) 

 ÔI declared and saved and proclaimed, when there was no strange god 

among you; and you are my witnesses," says the LORD.  (Is. 43:12) 

 ÔFear not, nor be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it? 

And you are my witnesses! Is there a God besides me? There is no Rock; 

I know not any.Õ  (Is. 44:8) 

I will send some of those who survive to the nations É to the distant 

islands that have not heard of my fame or seen my glory. They will 

proclaim my glory among the nations.  (Is. 66:19) 

 

So let me repeat, it's this absolute monotheism, with its universal implications, 

which generates the strong missionary thrust of the book of Isaiah, with its 

related ideas of witness and proclamation. 

We come now to PART III on the outline Ð ISRAEL'S ANE ENVIRONMENT. 

 

 

II 

 

Here we'll look a little more closely at the environment in which IsraelÕs belief 

in the uniqueness of Yahweh was articulated.  So we've referred to it rather 
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loosely as ÔpluralisticÕ, but this requires some refinement if we are not to draw 

too facile a parallel between IsraelÕs context and our own.   

Certainly Israel lived in a world of many religions and many gods.  But when 

we use the term Ôreligious pluralismÕ today we are normally saying something 

more about world we live in than than this.  Pluralism in our context is not 

merely a state of affairs in which there are many different religions, but one in 

which religions in general are viewed in a particular way.  ItÕs an ideology 

which Harold Netland has nicely summarised as follows (I quote):   

'[N]o single religion can be considered somehow normative or superior to 

all others.  All religions are in their own way complex, historically 

conditioned human responses to the one divine reality'.  (Netland, p. 26). 

In practice this means, ideally, equality before the law for adherents of all 

religions, and freedom to practice any religion as far as this is consistent with 

respect for human rights and the maintenance of social harmony.  Understood in 

this way, pluralism is a post-enlightenment ideology, and we could hardly 

expect to find it in the ancient Near East of Old Testament times.  The pluralism 

that Israel encountered (if we can use that term at all) was different from the 

pluralism we have to deal with today. 

IsraelÕs environment was uniformly polytheistic.  All her neighbours 

worshipped many gods.  There was also widespread eclecticism, with the gods 

of one people group being incorporated, from time to time, and for various 

reasons, into the religions of other groups. Certain gods were known and 

worshipped by many different people groups, sometimes under different names, 

but recognizably the same god or gods.12   But the gods were not all regarded 

as equal.  There were greater gods and lesser gods, national gods and personal 

gods.  And the gods were grouped into pantheons of various kinds, each 

pantheon reflecting the belief system operating within a particular people group 
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at a particular time.  There was nothing that we might call a general ancient near 

eastern religion, but rather many related, but distinct religions Ð sometimes co-

existing peacefully, and sometimes in competition or conflict with one another. 

Popular Israelite religion was frequently eclectic, like that of its neighbours.  

From the eighth century onwards, when the whole region was dominated by a 

succession of imperial powers (beginning with the Assyrians), convictions 

about the superiority of one religion over another were frequently linked to 

military success.   Recognition of the imperial gods was politically expedient, 

and could  be critical for national survival.   

So all religions were not regarded as equally valid, or as politically neutral.  

There was plurality of gods and of religions, but there was no religious 

pluralism in the modern sense.  We'll need to keep this in mind in the last 

section of this paper, when we try to tease out what we might learn from Israel's 

experience. 

But first, let's turn our attention to some of the ways Israel Ð with the beliefs 

about Yahweh that it had Ð reponded to the envoronment in which it found 

itself.  

PART 111 Ð ISRAEL'S RESPONSES TO ITS POLYTHEISTIC 

ENVIRONMENT.  

 

III 

 

Israel responded to its environment in a variety of ways,13 which we might 

summarise as follows: 

                                                                                                                                                  
12 E.g. the ÔQueen of HeavenÕ (Jer. 7:18; 44:15-30), known as Astarte in Canaanite-
Phoenician cults, and Istar in Mesopotamian ones.  Cf. Miller, p. 58.    
13 Dearman (pp. 125-264) identifies the following responses: the transformationist vision 
(Deuteronomy); the prophetic vision (critical of public wiorship and social practice); wisdom 
and religion as a cultural synthesis; religion against cultural imperialism (the rise of 
apocalyptic and the book of Daniel). 
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1. Aggressive, militaristic opposition (holy war) 

 

This is represented especially by the book of Deuteronomy and the narratives of 

IsraelÕs conquest and occupation of Palestine.14  The conflict is not simply 

between rival religions, but between rival claimants to land.  The environment 

which Israel is to occupy is cleansed by the slaughter of its inhabitants and the 

destruction of their places of worship.  Mercy is shown only to those (like 

Rahab the harlot) who convert and are incorporated into the community of 

YahwehÕs worshippers. 

This policy of aggression is explicitly authorised by Yahweh, who thereby 

punishes the Canaanites for their evil way of life,15 transfers their land to Israel, 

and protects Israel from being seduced into the same evil lifestyle through 

worshipping their gods.        

 

2. Uncritical receptivity (syncretism) 

 

This is the complete reverse of the previous response.  Religious practices of 

neighbouring people groups are adopted and absorbed into IsraelÕs own 

religious life, either because orthodox religion is felt to be deficient of some 

way (e.g. in guaranteeing fertility) or because national survival seem to require 

it (as in recognition of the imperial gods).  Generally this kind of syncretism 

was characteristic of popular religion, but sometimes had official support (as, 

e.g. in the reign of Manasseh).          

                                                
14 But note also ElijahÕs slaughter of the prophets of Baal in 1 Ki. 18, and the JehuÕs violent 
purge in 2 Ki. 9-10.   
15 Gn. 15:16.  ÔFrom the specific condemnations of it [Canaanite religion] in the Torah (e.g. 
Lev. 18, 20; Deut. 7, etc.) to its characterization in prophetic material such as Hosea and 
Jeremiah, it can be seen that it included practices, typical of fertility cults, that were either 
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3. Critical receptivity 

 

This is represented by the Old Testament wisdom literature (especially the book 

of Proverbs) and the historical narratives about Old Testament wisdom figures 

(especially Solomon). 

  Basically this approach rejects religious beliefs and practices that are 

inconsistent with the fear of Yahweh (e.g. magic and divination), but values 

truth wherever it is found Ð even among adherents of other faiths.  The inclusion 

of material from foreign wisdom teachers in the book Proverbs shows this 

principle at work.16            

 

4. Principled engagement (life in exile)  

 

This approach is closely related to the previous one, but relates more to political 

structures and processes.  It recognises that the power exercised by pagan rulers 

is subject to GodÕs sovereignty, and may be instrumental in his good purposes.  

It therefore advocates action which promotes the welfare of foreign rulers and 

those they govern, except when this involves breaking a specific commandment 

of Yahweh.  This is represented in the Old Testament mainly by the Daniel and 

Joseph narratives, by JeremiahÕs letter to the exiles (Jer. 29), and by the book of 

Esther.         

 

5. Critical opposition (narrative, law, and prophetic preaching) 

                                                                                                                                                  
degrading or destructive or both, such as ritual prostitution of both sexes and child sacrifice, 
as well as the whole range of occult artsÕ (Goldingay, p. 57). 
16 Critical receptivity is also seen in the Old Testament in other ways, e.g. in the way the 
prophets adopt language and imagery from Canaan even while they are in the course of 
attacking the theology which the Canaanites themselves expressed by means of it.  So 
Goldingay (pp. 56-57), with specific reference to Hosea.   
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We have already noted the powerful critique of ANE polytheism in the opening 

chapters of Genesis.  One way that Israel responded critically to its environment 

was by writing literature of this kind, in which it's own world view was 

expressed in narrative form.  The law of Moses spells out the behavioural 

consequences of this world view, and the prophets turn this into preaching.   

They reject all syncretism as fundamentally inconsistent with covenant fidelity 

to Yahweh, and name it as sin that must be repented of.  They are especially 

critical of idolatry, which they regard as apostasy when it is engaged in by 

Israel, and as folly when engaged in by others.  In both cases it exposes those 

who practise it to divine judgment on the coming day of the LORD.17  In the 

OT as a whole idolatry is attacked by a combination of legal prohibition, 

denunciation, and satirical exposure. 

 

 

6. Active resistance (reformation) 

 

This approach resists the tendency towards syncretism (from both popular 

religion and political expediency) by the use of royal power to reform the 

nationÕs worship.  It is exemplified in the activity of reforming kings such as 

Hezekiah and Josiah, and is supported by the preaching of the prophets.  

 

7. Passive resistance (martyrdom) 

 

This is not strictly speaking a response by the person concerned, and is not 

directly advocated in the Old Testament.  It's a consequence that follows, in 

                                                
17 See, classically, Is. 2:6-23; contrast the weaker view of Goldingay (p. 52):ÔThe gods of the 
nations are regarded as simply impotent.  Worship of them is not so much culpable as futile.  
They cannot saveÕ. 
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certain circumstances, from other forms of resistance, such as conscientious 

objection to some demand that has been made.  The aggressor may be an 

adherent of an entirely different religion, or a promoter of a corrupt form of the 

victimÕs own religion.  This tradition is reflected in the occasional references to 

martyrdom in the Old Testament, and by the intertestamental writings which 

describe the sufferings of the faithful under the persecutions of the 2nd century 

BC.  In the first century AD Judaism was still struggling to live out its 

monotheistic faith in a polytheistic world, and Christianity was just beginning 

to.  For the new Christian movement martyrdom was to come earlier rather than 

later. 

In summary, Israel responded to its envoronment in several different ways.  

Each of them was significantly conditioned by her circumstances at the time: 

e.g. entering the land, in the land as a sovereign state, in exile under foreign 

regimes.  But all of them except the second (syncretism) were expressions of 

her distinctive monotheistic faith.  Even those which involved the most 

openness (e.g. the wisdom tradition, and the policy of positive engagement) 

were governed by the conviction that the one god, Yahweh, was creator and 

lord of the whole world. 

 

Well, what can we learn from all this that may help us in our own situation?  

We come to the fifth and final part of our outline: LEARNING FROM 

ISRAEL'S EXPERIENCE.  

 

 

IV 

 

To what extent can IsraelÕs responses serve as models for our own conduct? 

How do we move from the foundational OT material to our own context?   
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Of course this is an extremely complex issue (and we can hardly do it justice 

in the time remaining for this lecture). But at the heart of it lie two basic 

questions.  First, what difference has the inauguration of the new covenant in 

Christ made to the way we Ð as Christian monotheists Ð have our existence in 

the world?  And second, what difference does it make that we are now 

confronted by pluralism in a new form, especially since the Enlightenment?   

The Old Testament passages dealing with the inauguration of the new 

covenant (especially in Jeremiah and Ezekiel) come from a situation (the exile) 

in which political Israel was being demolished by God.  From that time on the 

covenant people of Yahweh were to have their existence in the world in a new 

way.  The kingdom of God would no longer be manifested on earth in political, 

military terms.  And this remained so even after return from exile.  The restored 

community continued to live as a gathered community of Yahweh worshippers 

with litt le or no political or military power.  Attempts to revive Israel in its old 

form proved abortive, and were not endorsed by the prophets.  The worshippers 

of Yahweh had to live in a world were political and military power was wielded 

by others.  In this sense, their fundamental mode of existence was as exiles.  

The great majority of them still quite literally scattered among the nations.   

The inauguration of the new covenant in Christ confirmed rather than 

changed this situation.  Jesus came proclaiming a kingdom that was Ônot of this 

worldÕ, and eschewed all messianic pretensions of a political kind.  His 

followers today still have their existence in the world as Ôstrangers and exilesÕ.18  

This means certain of IsraelÕs responses to its environment are clearly not 

transferable to the Christian church Ð at least in their Old Testament form.  

Eradication of idolatry or other religious perversions by the sword (for 

example), or by coercive political power, are no longer options.  The 

inauguration of the new covenant has also changed our relationship to the law 

                                                
18 1 Pet. 1:1-2. 
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of Moses, so that prophetic engagement with our culture must be fundamentally 

gospel based rather than law based.  Nevertheless, there is much that we can 

still learn from IsraelÕs response to its environment, especially in the areas of 

critical receptivity, principled engagement, critical opposition, and (as a last 

resort) passive resistance.19 

The fact that we are now confronted by pluralism of a different kind (or 

kinds) means that we must work hard to understand our perticular context, and 

to develop an authentically Christian critique of it.  Our responses will 

inevitably be conditioned by our context, as IsraelÕs responses were to theirs.  

But I take it that the gospel imperative which sends us into the world, and the 

command to love our neighbour as ourselves, mean that retreat into a Christian 

ghetto is not an option that is open to us.  The challenge is develop critical 

receptivity, critical opposition, and principled engagement, that is grounded in 

the gospel carried through with courage and integrity.  ItÕs to Ôdemolish 

arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of 

God, and .. take captive every thought to make it obedient to ChristÕ (2 Cor. 

10:5).  To do that we must be students of our culture as well as students of the 

gospel.  

And with that Ð and with some relief Ð I pass the ball to those who follow me 

in this conference.  Thanks for your attention!  

 

Barry Webb 

17.9.02             

_________________________________ 
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