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 Welcome again to another session of Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  

Again, my name is John Strong.  This is session 18.  Today we’re gonna be looking at 

the primaeval history and the Pentateuch.  We’re going to be connecting the primaeval 

history with the rest of the Pentateuch and talking about the kind of role that the 

primaeval history plays in regard to the Pentateuch. 

 Again, what we’re focusing on is what the priests — how the priests wanted to 

use this material.  In our last session we looked at a few Near Eastern parallels.  

We’re gonna talk a little bit about some other different types of ancient Near Eastern 

literature that comes into play here today.  We talked about yesterday — or in the last 

session — about the ancient Near Eastern parallels and the kind of literature that they 

were -- they were myth -- and what these myths were intended to accomplish.  They 

were a type of literature that talked about reality and truth, truth with a capital T, what 

they felt was fundamentally important.  

 Today we’re talking about literature that the priests feel was fundamentally 

important to understanding the world and fundamentally important to telling their stories.  

The first 11 chapters of Genesis was the foundation for the rest of the story that the 

priests wanted to tell.  It laid the foundation for their world view and it laid the 

foundation for how they felt — for who they felt they were as a nation and what they felt 

Israel would become, should become, could become as a temple state.  And so these 

are important lectures. 

 And what we’re really going to focus on today is the concept of the image of God, 

human beings and eventually Israel as the image of God, and how then the priests 

understood that image to be developed in history and how it is developed in their 

literature as they tell the story that goes — and runs through and shows up in the 

Pentateuch. 

 Let’s review a little bit about the priestly literature and the thesis of the priestly 
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literature.  The thesis of the priestly literature is that Israel is Yahweh’s testimony to the 

world, that Yahweh is the one who defeats and controls the powers of chaos.  And 

again, we’ve emphasized this a little bit but today we’re really going to focus in on what 

do we mean by Israel as being Yahweh’s testimony.  And here the concept of image of 

God is crucial, because the image of God is intended ultimately to be a witness or a 

testimony to Yahweh’s victory over chaos.  Israel then becomes that image of God.  

That’s just a preview of what’s coming in this lesson. 

 Israel is Yahweh’s testimony to the world that he’s the one who defeats and 

controls the powers of chaos.  Israel will be that testimony if the proper priesthood 

maintains the Jerusalem temple cult.  And so the priests are arguing for themselves.  

We talked a little bit about the historical situation and why that’s important.  The date 

for this literature is roughly the mid-fifth century, 450s B.C.E.  Again, it’s not that this 

literature was first written down and pen was first put to paper at this period of time. No.  

This is literature that dates back much earlier but has been collected, treasured by the 

priests, and is being organized by the priests to give their particular slant on reality, their 

particular message.  Again, they’re being normative with their message.  We here in 

the 21st century are being descriptive of what their message is. 

 Again, the group — the circle that we think collected and put this material 

together are the priests.  These are temple officials returning from Mesopotamia and 

they’re moving back into Jerusalem, Palestine, into Judea, and into Israel.  What they 

accomplished in regard to the law is — in other words, what they really did, they put this 

material, this material that they treasured, that they had collected that comes from 

earlier times, they built an outline around it.  And again, biblical scholars today, by and 

large, don’t feel that the priests wrote long narratives, told long stories.  More, they 

organized an outline.  They made editorial comments and they pieced and built this 

material together.  They wove it together.  And the priests’ message comes in how 
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they wove this material together, how they organized it.  That’s one of the things that’s 

going to be sort of a red thread that runs through all of our discussions today.  It will 

certainly be an undercurrent of what we discuss today. 

 Let’s talk a little bit again about ancient Near Eastern background.  We looked at 

the Enuma Elish last session.  We looked at the Gilgamesh epic last session.  We 

talked about Enuma Elish and Gilgamesh both brought forth images, concepts, ideas, 

snippets of stories even and things like that, that are paralleled in Israel’s literature.  

They’re not repeated, they’re not plagiarized, they’re -- it’s not word for word what was 

going on.  But nevertheless, Israel was a part of the ancient Near East and the Semitic 

northwest.  And so it’s just normal that they’re going to pick up on those concepts and 

repeat them. 

 In the same way, there are literary and cultural parallels to the image of God in 

the ancient Near East.  I want to start with what some of those parallels are and then 

we’re going to launch into the biblical discussion of the image of God.  Again, today’s 

lesson is going to focus on the image of God and how the priests understood or who the 

priests understood that image of God to be.  Certainly in Genesis 1 it starts out being 

all of humankind.  But by the time we get to Genesis 12, it’s Israel. 

 Now, in looking at the background, ancient Near Eastern background for the 

image of God, what we first want to look at are boundary steles.  And a boundary stele 

is a large stone, perhaps they’re in various sizes, perhaps they’re 6 feet tall, perhaps 

they’re the size of a human being, perhaps they’re smaller. But nevertheless, they are 

large stones that have an image on them.  They tell a story on them.  They have a 

name on them.  They are oftentimes located in a foreign city that the king has 

conquered and located at the front gate.  And they’re facing outward.  And what they 

do is they announce or declare that such-and-such a king has taken over this city, taken 

over this territory, controls this territory, controls this city, has conquered it perhaps 
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forcefully, and that this is that king’s city.  And that boundary stele has that king’s name 

on it and it declares to whom that city, this territory, belongs.  It oftentimes will have a 

picture of the king.  It will oftentimes have a — tell the story of how the king conquered 

this city or gained control of this territory.  But it is not a message to the inhabitants of 

the city — perhaps to a certain extent it is — but it’s more a message to the outer world, 

to that world that is — doesn’t belong in the city walls but is to the outside.  That’s the 

direction it’s facing.  If you’re coming into the city you need to know that this city 

belongs to such-and-such a king.  That’s the message of the ancient Near Eastern 

boundary steles. 

 Now, let’s look at a few texts of these stele.  One thing that we see is that the 

king as well as these boundary stele are fashioned in the image of the God.  We have 

a text here from Amen-hotep III.  He’s an Egyptian pharaoh living in the 15th century.  

It is said of him “This is my son, of my body, my beloved.  Nev mat reh.  My living 

image whom my body created.”  And so there’s a tradition of the gods talking about 

that this king or it could be this image was created in my image.  This king was created 

in my image. 

 Let’s look at another example from Egypt and this is also from the 15th century.  

This is from an Egyptian pharaoh, Tutmos III.  He says, “I spread out” — the inscription 

reads “I spread out the great ones.  Under thy feet throughout the countries I cause 

them to see the majesty — your majesty as the lord of radiance so that thou shinest 

unto their faces as my likeness.”  And so this is the deity talking about the king.  And 

through the king’s work, through the king as the image of God, of this God who’s 

speaking, and the other peoples are conquered.  And the point I want to get across 

here is, number one, it’s the king who is the image of God.  Number two, what the point 

of the inscription — the point of the king being the image of God, what was being 

accomplished was domination and sovereignty of the Egyptian pharaoh, of Tutmos III.  
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He conquered these people and was acting in that capacity as the image of the deity. 

 Well, we’ve looked at a couple of Egyptian examples.  Let’s look at a 

Mesopotamian example.  There’s Ashurnasirpal of Assyria who dates to the 9th 

century.  He says after a battle that he won, after a victory, “At that time I fashioned a 

heroic image of my royal self.”  In other words, he’s building a boundary stele with his 

own image on it.  “My power and my glory I inscribe thereon.  In the midst of his 

palace I set it up.”  In other words, this king who he conquered.  “I fashion memorial 

steles and inscribe thereon my glory and my prowess, and I set them up by his city 

gate.”  

 So here Ashurnasirpal creates a boundary stele.  It has his own image on it.  It 

testifies to his power and his victory, and it’s testifying to not Ashurnasirpal’s army, the 

Assyrian army, but to the people and the land that he conquered.  This is a very good 

picture of how these boundary stele operated, the function that they served, and what 

they were meant to accomplish.  They represented the conquering king and they stood 

in his stead over the conquered lands, testifying to his dominance, and in that sense 

maintaining order and maintaining the conquering king’s order in this land. 

 Now, let’s turn now to the biblical text and let’s look at Genesis 1, 26-28.  And 

here you have at the end of the sixth day, at the end of creation, in chapter one, you 

have the culmination of creation.  The last thing to be created, the most orderly thing to 

be separated out from chaos, and it’s humankind.  “And God said, ‘Let the earth bring 

forth living creatures of every kind, cattle, creeping things, wild animals of the earth of 

every kind,’ and it was so.  And God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind 

and the cattle of every kind,” etc., etc., etc., “and God saw that it was good.”  The 

animals are a good thing. 

 But then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image” — almost the same 

wording of what we saw with the Assyrian king — “in our image, according to our 
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likeness, and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 

air, and over the cattle and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”  What’s the purpose of this image?  To 

have domination over the rest of creation.  “And so God created humankind in his 

image and in the image of God he created them.  Male and female, he created them.  

And God blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and subdue it.  Have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living thing that 

moves on the earth.” 

 Again, the parallels are striking.  The language is almost exactly the same.  

Yahweh created humankind in his image.  He set humankind in the territory that he had 

just conquered.  He had just separated and ordered all of creation out of this formless 

and void chaos.  And he set humankind there as his image to testify and to be 

dominant over that chaos, to be dominant.  And so in Chapter 1 the priests are saying 

humankind is the image of God.  Humankind testifies to God’s dominance and victory 

over chaos, and humankind is set there in what is in essence foreign territory.  In the 

midst of this ordered creation that has been ordered and set apart out of chaos.  Again, 

remember in an early, early lesson we talked about Genesis 1's vision of creation and it 

was a dome, a ordered space within this watery — with watery chaos all around. 

 Well, that’s how things start out.  However, things deteriorate from there.  There 

is corruption that creeps into this image.  It’s interesting also.  You hear at times texts 

in the ancient Near East that say “If my name is erased from this image or if someone 

were to deface this image, or” — in essence they’re saying if you come up and you 

draw glasses and a moustache and a big nose on my picture, curses upon you and 

curses upon the person who defaces this image and who somehow mars it. 

 Well, in the same way human beings are supposed to be testimony to God’s 

power over creation.  But what if they start themselves becoming chaotic in their 
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behavior?  And what if they start killing one another and in essence being testimony to 

death and destruction, not life and order?  Wouldn’t that be the same kind of thing as 

marring the image?  And so what we see here is — next thing we read about is we 

read about Cain and Abel, Cain killing his brother Abel because his sacrifice was not as 

preferred as Abel’s was.  

 And we read about heroes of old.  These were the hosts of heaven came down.  

They married and took as their wives human women.  They had superhuman children 

and these were the heroes of old.  But they were also warriors and they testified to 

death and destruction and pillage and plunder.  And so they weren’t testifying to God’s 

victory anymore.  They were testifying to death and destruction.  They were testifying 

to chaos and they were testifying to the enemy.  And this is the — this little strange 

story about the gods and the warriors of old shows up right before the Noah story.  And 

then the Noah story comes in and you read about God being disappointed with creation 

and God not being satisfied with creation.  But God being disappointed that He created 

human beings because they weren’t being the image of God.  Notice that this is 

different, by the way, than what we saw in Enuma Elish where the humans and the 

other gods were getting — creating too much noise and were disturbing their sleep, the 

gods’ sleep. 

 And so if we look at Genesis 6, 8 through 9 — let’s start with verse 6.  “And the 

Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth and it grieved him to his 

heart.  So the Lord said, ‘I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created.  

People together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, I’m sorry that I 

made them.”  But Noah found favor in the sight of the Lord and then these are the 

descendants of Noah.  “Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation.  

Noah walked with God.” 

 And so God looks down at his image.  He sees that it’s been marred.  There are 
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warriors out there testifying to chaos.  God is sorry.  He’s grieved to his heart that he 

created humankind.  He looks for one person, one family, to preserve as his image and 

he selects, finds, discovers Noah.  Noah was blameless.  Noah was not flawed.  And 

so Noah is selected.  He builds an ark.  The waters come from above, the waters 

come from below.  The fountains of chaos, of the watery chaos are opened up, and 

water is all around.  Within this box, within the ark, is life and order and the image of 

God is preserved.  

 And so Noah then survives.  And when he survives, then there is a new 

commissioning — there’s a new commissioning of the image.  This time it’s Noah.  

“God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’”  -- this is 

Chapter 9, verses 1 through 11 — “‘and fill the earth.  The fear and dread of you shall 

rest on every animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps 

on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered.  Every 

moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I 

give you everything.’” Then it talks about proper sacrifice and things like that, and we’re 

gonna skip over that part. 

 The story that the priests are piecing together by placing this older material 

together — the story that they’re telling is that there was an image of God, that God and 

the heavenly hosts, the armies of God, they created an image, a testimony to their 

victory and that was humankind.  Humankind didn’t do so well as an image when it 

started out so Yahweh selected Noah to restart and recommission this image.  Again, 

though, look at the language.  Noah and his family are to multiply and fill the earth and 

have dominion.  And every creeping thing is gonna fear Noah. 

 And so this is a restart of the image.  And at the end, then, there is a promise 

that never again shall Yahweh blot out humankind.  Never again shall he blot out his 

image, his testimony.  He’s not going to take that testimony away.  And he says, in 



REL 101 Lecture 18 9 

verse 11, “I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by 

the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.  God 

said, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living 

creature that is with you, for all future generations.  I have set my bow in the clouds.’” 

So this is an explanation of why there’s a rainbow.  It’s a promise that ultimately 

humankind as a species is going to survive. 

 Well, we move ahead a few chapters and we come to chapter 11, and we come 

to the Tower of Babel.  This is the last major event of the primaeval history.  Here 

again, people are testifying to themselves, not to Yahweh.  And people — in verse 11 it 

says — chapter 11, verse 1— “Now the whole earth had one language and the same 

words.  And as they migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of 

Shinar and settled there.  And they said to one another, ‘come, let us make bricks, and 

burn them thoroughly.’  And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar.  Then 

thy said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, 

and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad,’” etc., 

etc. 

 Let us make a name for ourselves.  Very interesting.  On ancient Near Eastern 

boundary steles were the name of the king, the conquering king.  This is the name of 

the king.  This is to whom this land belongs.  This is who brought order to this land.  

Here the image of God — in chapter 11 — is saying we’re going to make a name for — 

not God, but for ourselves and we’re going to testify to our power.  We’re claiming that 

we’re the ones who brought order to chaos, who created the dry ground out of chaos, 

who brought animals out of the dry ground, who created the birds of the air and the fish 

in the sea.  We’re the ones who did that.  It is equivalent to taking a sharp instrument 

and scratching off the name of the conquering king and writing one’s own name on 

there, and saying I’m the one who did it and that’s where God draws the line.  
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 And then he takes — in the story of Babel it says he takes the people, he 

scatters them, he gives them a different language.  He makes different nations, 

different peoples.  It’s an explanation.  Why do we have all these different languages, 

all these different ethnic groups, all these different people?  Why do they live here, 

there and yon?  How did that come to be?  Well, it’s because, according to the priests, 

it is because God took his image, took it and smashed it to the ground and broke it into 

pieces.  Because it no longer testified to God as the conqueror of chaos and the victor 

over chaos, the creator of life-giving order.  No longer did it do that.  And so God 

smashed his image and now He’s got a new plan. 

 And what is the new plan?  In chapter 11, then, it talks about the election of 

Israel.  And after this story then it says, “These are the descendants of Shem.”  And it 

scoots down and it talks about Eber which is the root for the word Hebrew.  Then there 

is Terah and then there is Abram who later becomes Abraham and who is later the 

father of Israel and the Hebrew people.  In other words, it focuses in on one of these 

groups, one piece of the smashed image of God, and it depicts — provides a picture of 

Yahweh or of God reaching down, picking up one piece and saying, “This is going to be 

my image.  This will be the image that I select.”  Sure, there are all these other broken 

pieces of the image laying around.  Yes, there are these other ethnic groups and 

nations speaking other languages out there.  And, yeah, they may be trying to testify to 

a god or their god, but they’re not successful.  This is the one that I’m selecting as the 

proper testimony and it is ultimately the Hebrew or the Israelite people.  And here you 

see the election of the people. 

 And then in chapter 12, verses 1 to 3, we leave — with chapter 11 we leave the 

primaeval history.  The priests are no longer laying the foundation, no longer saying 

here is the basis for our worldview, for our pictures of ourselves.  Here is where we’re 

gonna cut off telling about the primaeval time and in that time before history.  We’re 
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gonna leave it and now we’re moving into this realm, and we start with Abraham or 

Abram at this point.   

 So in chapter 12, “Not the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country’” — which is 

in Mesopotamia, by the way, which is where the priests originated; went from 

Mesopotamia back into Palestine — “‘and your kindred and your father’s house to the 

land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and 

make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, 

and the one who curses you I will curse.’” So we’re talking about domination here.  

Who’s going to succeed, who’s going to provide a powerful witness to the victory over 

chaos.  “‘And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’” And so Israel is a 

successful testimony to the victory of Yahweh over chaos.  If they, in essence, bring 

order to the realm, all the world will be blessed through them. 

 And so you have Israel now set up as a testimony or as the image to chaotic — 

to all that is chaos out there and now there are these broken pieces of the image, these 

other nations, and they are a part of the chaotic world to whom and to which the nation 

of Israel is a testimony. 

 Now, the story moves on, the story that the priests are telling.  We’re going to 

skip into Exodus and dip into Exodus for just a minute and take a look at Exodus.  

Those are powerful images there and there’s some powerful language.  We will 

address this again here in a couple of lessons, but I want to touch upon it here as we 

kind of make this broad sweep through the Pentateuch.   

 When you come to the Book of Exodus, the Israelites have grown as a nation but 

they are living in Egypt.  They are slaves in Egypt so they’re not dominating, they’re not 

testifying.  They’ve been absorbed into and are a part of the Egyptian economic 

structure and Egypt as a nation.  And Yahweh selects Moses and says, “Okay.  I’m 

going to pull you guys out.”  Again, this is a creation story.  It is a story in which there 
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is a chaotic nation, Egypt, and Yahweh has already selected which stone, Israel, 

Abraham and his descendants, and he’s going to make his image.  Here you start to 

see Yahweh reach down and pluck this piece from the debris of the old, scattered, 

broken image of God and hold it up.  The Exodus story is a picture of how Yahweh 

pulls and separates Israel out from the rest of the chaotic nations. 

 So he selects Moses and then he tells Moses to go and say to Pharaoh “You’ve 

got to let Israel go.  You’ve gotta let them separate them out.”  And Pharaoh says — 

and here we are in Exodus, chapter 5, in verse 2 — “Who is the Lord, who is Yahweh, 

that I should heed him and let Israel go?  I do not know the Lord.”  Why doesn’t he 

know the Lord?  Because there’s no testimony to the Lord.  “And I will not let Israel 

go.”  Why does he not know the Lord and why does he not feel he needs to heed or 

listen or obey the power of Yahweh?  There’s no testimony there to Yahweh.  Israel is 

going to be that testimony and it’s a testimony ultimately about power and domination.  

The plague stories are ultimately about Yahweh saying to Pharaoh, “I’m more powerful 

than you are.  I control you.”  And in that Yahweh is saying “I’m the one who’s bringing 

order to Israel out of chaos.” 

 Look at chapter 7, verse 1, and then also in 3 and 5.  “The Lord said to Moses, 

‘See, I have made you like God.”  How does an image operate in the ancient Near 

Eastern way of thinking?  An image represents the king.  Or, if the king is of the image 

of God, the king is representing the God.  “I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and 

your brother Aaron shall be your prophet.”  And then in verse 3, “I will harden 

Pharaoh’s heart, and I will multiply my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt.  When 

Pharaoh does not listen to you, I will lay my hand upon Egypt and bring my people the 

Israelites, company by company, out of the land of Egypt by great acts of judgment.”  

Pharaoh is not gonna listen through Yahweh’s power and might.  He’s gonna lay his 

arm on Pharaoh in Egypt and bring Israel out.  “The Egyptians shall know that I am the 
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Lord” -- they’re going to see a testimony about Yahweh — “when I stretch out my hand” 

-- when Yahweh acts in a mighty, powerful, militaristic way — “against Egypt and bring 

the Israelites out from among them.” 

 And then you have in chapter 14 — you go through a number of the plagues and 

then by chapter 14 we come to the Reed Sea.  And the Israelites are there.  Pharaoh 

and his armies have finally said, “I am not going to let Israel escape as our slaves.  I’m 

going to come and attack them.”  And he’s hard on their heels.  Nevertheless, the 

Reed Sea separates and out of the midst of that watery chaos — that’s the Reed Sea 

— is dry ground.  It’s the same image that we get in chapter 1.  Again, this is a 

creation story.  And at this creation and from this dry ground a new image is fashioned 

and this image is Israel.  And Israel walks on the dry ground, the ordered territory, in 

the midst of the watery chaos all around. 

 However, when Egypt tries to follow the chaotic nation, tries to follow, then chaos 

comes back upon them and swallows them all up.  It is an image of — or a picture of — 

a depiction of Yahweh selecting a part of that broken boundary stele, pulling it out and 

saying, “This is now my testimony.  This is now my image and that I am dominant over 

all that is chaotic.” 

 And then in Exodus 14, 15 through 18, “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Why do 

you cry out to me?  Tell the Israelites to go forward.  But you lift up your staff, and 

stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the Israelites may go into the sea 

on dry ground.  Then I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in 

after them; and so I will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army, his chariots, 

and his chariot drivers.  And the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord, when I have 

gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his chariot drivers.’” 

 What did Pharaoh say in 5:2?  Representing the chaotic nations.  What did 

Pharaoh say?  “Who is Yahweh that I should heed him?”  When does he learn who 
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Yahweh is?  At the exodus.  And what’s happening at the exodus?  Israel is being 

created as the image, as a testimony.  Israel testifies not to its own power but to the 

power of Yahweh through its own creation, its own fashioning as the image of God.  It’s 

behaving as the image of God. 

 Then we move forward to the story of Balaam and Balak, and this is in the Book 

of Numbers, chapters 22 through 24.  There’s a series of stories in which this foreign 

king Balak comes and asks Balaam, the prophet, “Prophecy against them.”  In other 

words, utter words that are going to control the fate of Israel and prophecy against them 

so that they will die and be destroyed.  And Balaam, through a series of images, some 

of them quite funny, finally at one point a donkey is having to talk to them saying, “Look, 

here’s the scoop here.  Israel is going to succeed.” 

 At any rate, Balaam in the end says to Balak and testifies to Balak, Israel is going 

to succeed.  It is a picture of someone looking at a boundary stele and saying that it is 

Yahweh who has conquered and brought forth order over this chaos.  And it’s a 

testimony to the chaotic nations, the foreign nations.  It’s a foreign prophet, Balaam, 

talking to a foreign king, Balak, about Israel and Israel is in essence acting as this 

testimony. 

 And so if you look at Numbers 24, 5 through 9: “How fair are your tents, O Jacob, 

your encampments, O Israel!  Like the palm groves that stretch far away, like gardens 

beside a river.”  In other words, here’s ordered creation that is bringing forth life and 

giving forth fruit.  “Like aloes that the Lord has planted, like cedar trees beside the 

waters.  Water shall flow from his buckets, and his seed shall have abundant water, his 

king shall be higher than Agag, and his kingdom shall be exalted.  God who brings him 

out of Egypt is like the horns of a wild ox for him; he shall devour the nations that are his 

foes.”  So those chaotic nations are in danger.  “And break their bones.”  It’s a picture 

— it’s a testimony of domination over chaos.  “He shall strike with his arrows.  He 
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crouched, he lay down like a lion, and like a lioness; who will rouse him up?  Blessed is 

everyone who blesses you, and cursed is everyone who curses you.”  What was said 

about Abraham and to Abraham when he was first selected and identified or elected to 

be the chosen image of God in Genesis 12?  “Whoever blesses you shall be blessed, 

whoever curses you I will curse.”  And here it’s coming to fruition in the Book of 

Numbers. 

 One last thing I want to say about Balaam is that in [inaudible] city there was an 

ancient prophecy that was found dating to about 700 B.C.E. — in other words, about the 

last part of the 8th century — and it depicts or it mentions a prophet Balaam, same name 

as shows up here in Numbers.  And it is a prophet who prophesied for the divine 

assembly against the city and led to a certain repentance.  And what this tells us is that 

there was a tradition about Balaam moving around in Israel and in the ancient Near 

East.  That this was a prophet who had a reputation and there were stories being told 

about him, and this was a figure then that the ancient Israelites themselves picked up 

and incorporated into their literature. 

 To conclude and to summarize, the priests have ordered this material.  They’ve 

outlined it.  They’ve edited it in such a way that they tell the story that humankind 

started out as the image of God.  They were supposed to be the image of the ordered 

created world and a testimony against all that was chaotic, and a testimony that it was 

Yahweh who brought about order over chaos.  However, that image failed.  It became 

marred.  It no longer carried its message.  The solution was at first to turn to Noah.  

That didn’t work.  And then to maintain the image with all of humankind.  Didn’t work.  

The image was broken after the Tower of Babel.  One piece was selected.  That was 

Abraham and the Hebrews and the Israelites, and they’re now the testimony to the 

nations that Yahweh is the most powerful and controls all that is life-giving, all that is 

orderly, and it is Yahweh who is in place and in charge and has victory over chaos. 
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 Think again to the priests’ situation.  They are dominated by a foreign power.  

And suddenly the world powers are in play for them.  They can’t isolate themselves in 

Jerusalem or Judah.  They’re not off the beaten path anymore.  And suddenly they 

see themselves as one nation in the midst of many nations, and they’re asking 

themselves “What is our role?”  And their answer is, “Our role is to testify that it’s 

Yahweh who has conquered chaos and who has brought life-giving order.” 

 In our next lesson we will take a look at patriarchal stories or the ancestral stories 

about Israel’s ancestors and we’ll tell how the priests are continuing their story.  I’ll see 

you then.  Thank you for your attention today. 

 

 

 

 

 


