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Konrad Schmid
2  Theologies in the Hebrew Bible 

and Theology of the Hebrew Bible:  
Some Methodological Considerations  
and Case Studies

1 Is There Theology in the Hebrew Bible?
To ask the question of “Theologies in the Hebrew Bible and Theology of the Hebrew 
Bible” presupposes at least an elementary idea of what “theology” might mean in 
such a context. The term has been very fluid in its 2500 years of history, and a quick 
consideration of how it will be used in what follows seems to be both appropriate 
and necessary.1

As is well known, θεολογία “theology” is not a biblical term. It never occurs in 
the Greek New Testament, nor does it occur in the Septuagint. It was first used by 
Plato2 and Aristotle3 and quite simply denotes what the Greek term actually says: 
“theology” is God talk, talking about God, i.e., myths, hymns, and so on.

This usage continued into late antiquity, including in the early church, where 
“theology” predominantly meant the praise of God. “John the theologian” as the 
title of the author of the fourth gospel in the Greek Orthodox Church does not 
mean that John was a scholar, but that he was lauding and praising God with his 
gospel.

Not until the eleventh and twelfth centuries was the term “theology” associated 
with scholarship and systematic inquiry, when the newly founded universities in 
Bologna, Paris, Oxford and elsewhere adopted the term “theology” in the designa-
tion facultas theologica for its faculties of theologies. And it seems that this usage 
of “theology” also prompted Thomas Aquinas to entitle his great work “summa the-
ologica.” Today, “theology” is primarily characterized as an academic discipline.

Rather surprisingly, in the Reformation period the term “theology” became 
quite prominent, but the Reformation also gave it a particular twist. For Martin 
Luther and others, theology was the result of life experience: experientia facit the­

1 See in more detail Konrad Schmid, Is There Theology in the Hebrew Bible? (Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 2015); idem, A Historical Theology of the Hebrew Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2021), 15–60.
2 Plato, Respublica 379A.
3 Aristotle, Metaphysica 1026a, 18–19; 1064b, 1–3.
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ologum. This is important for the use of the term in the twentieth century: today, it 
is possible to speak about the theology of Psalm 1, and this usually does not mean 
what kind of doctrinal theology can be extracted from Psalm 1, but what kind of 
religious experience can be detected behind Psalm 1.

Within Judaism, the term “theology” has a fairly young and somewhat mixed 
history. In the context of the “Wissenschaft des Judentums” movement in the nine-
teenth century, the term “theology” was first enthusiastically received and applied 
to the Jüdisch-theologisches Seminar in Breslau, which then founded a branch in 
the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. For unfortunately obvious reasons, 
the seminary in Breslau was terminated in 1938. The “Wissenschaft des Judentums” 
aimed at establishing a historical and critical approach to Judaism in the past and 
the present and the concept of theology seemed to be an appropriate term for ana-
lyzing the Jewish religious heritage and tradition. Samuel S. Cohon, for instance, 
presents an understanding of theology that corresponds exactly in formal terms to 
that of Christianity, in that it relates to the organization of religion:

Theology conceptualizes religious experience. It translates the life and faith of a religious 
community into ideas that are intelligible and communicable and gives coherent answers 
to the spiritual questions which press upon the mind. The function of Jewish theology is to 
render the nature and goals of Judaism understandable and to show Judaism’s relevance for 
our times. [.  .  .] Religion, supplying the data of theological investigation, naturally precedes 
theology, even as flowers precede botany, or as health precedes hygiene or medicine.4

Later on, however, the notion of “theology” was met with much skepticism for 
being a primarily Christian enterprise and a reductive approach to the Bible’s 
 richness (Jon D. Levenson).5 Only in the last 20 years has the term “theology” 
encountered a renaissance in Jewish biblical studies, particularly through the 
studies of Benjamin Sommer, Shimon Gesundheit, Michael Fishbane, Marvin 
Sweeney, Isaac Kalimi, and Dalit Rom-Shiloni.6

4 Samuel S. Cohon, Theology: A Historical and Systematic Interpretation of Judaism and its 
 Foundations (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1971), xv.
5 Jon D. Levenson, “Why Jews Are Not Interested in Biblical Theology,” in Judaic Perspectives on 
Ancient Israel, eds. J. Neusner, Baruch A. Levine, and Ernest S. Frerichs (Philadelphia, PA: For-
tress, 1987): 281–307 (German translation by Rolf Rendtorff and Matthias Henze: Jon D. Levenson, 
“Warum Juden sich nicht für biblische Theologie interessieren?,” EvT 51 [1991]: 402–430).
6 Shimon Gesundheit, “Gibt es eine jüdische Theologie der Hebräischen Bibel?,” in Theologie und 
Exegese des Alten Testaments / der Hebräischen Bibel: Zwischenbilanz und Zukunftsperspektiven, 
ed. Bernd Janowski, SBS 200 (Stuttgart: Katholishes Bibelwerk: 2005): 73–86; Benjamin D. Som-
mer, “Dialogical Biblical Theology: A Jewish Approach to Reading Scripture Theologically,” in Bib­
lical Theology: Introduction and Conversation, eds. Leo G. Perdue, Robert Morgan, and Benjamin 
D. Sommer, Library of Biblical Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2009): 1–53; Isaac Kalimi, ed., 
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Within Christian theology, particularly in biblical studies, “theology” had an 
ambiguous career in the twentieth century. While the famous opening statement 
of Ludwig Koehler’s theology, “[o]ne can designate a book as theology of the Old 
Testament if it offers the opinions, thoughts, and concepts of the OT brought into 
the correct contextual configuration, justified by its content, which is or could 
be theologically significant”7 is charming, it marks the beginning of a process of 
diluting the concept of “theology” in the twentieth century. This process found its 
culmination in Gerhard von Rad’s Theologie des Alten Testaments (1957/1960) in 
which he viewed the retelling of the Hebrew Bible as the only legitimate option.8 
Theology thus lost the requirement of systematization, and this has become the 
standard of many post-von Rad approaches to a “Theology of the Old Testament.” 
At the same time, the term “theology” has become applicable to a variety of reli-
gious texts of ancient cultures; scholars can deal with the “theology” of Gilgamesh, 
or the “theology” of the Egyptian “Book of the Dead” and so on.9 In addition, it has 
become common to speak of “theologies” in the plural – both within and outside of 
the Hebrew Bible. There are even books named “Theologies in the Old Testament,” 
for instance by Erhard Gerstenberger and Georg Fischer.10 It is actually only in 
the wake of von Rad that this development becomes understandable: “theology” 
is no longer an exclusively scientific project; the term now covers a much broader 

 Jewish Bible Theology: Perspectives and Case Studies (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2012); Benja-
min D. Sommer, Jewish Concepts of Scripture: A Comparative Introduction (New York, NY: New York 
 University Press, 2012); Marvin Alan Sweeney, Tanak: A Theological and Critical Introduction to the 
Jewish Bible (Minneapolis, MI: Fortress, 2012); Michael Fishbane, Jewish Hermeneutical Theology 
(Leiden: Brill, 2015); Dalit Rom-Shiloni, “Hebrew Bible Theology: A Jewish Descriptive Approach,” 
JR 96 (2016): 165–84.
7 Ludwig Koehler, Theologie des Alten Testaments, 4th ed., Neue Theologische Grundrisse (Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 1966), v.
8 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 
1962/1965), vol. 1, 121. Original version: Gerhard von Rad, Theologie des Alten Testaments, 2 vols. 
(Munich: Kaiser 1957–1960).
9 Jan Assmann, Ägypten: Theologie und Frömmigkeit einer frühen Hochkultur, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer, 1991); for an English translation, see Jan Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient 
Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001); Angelika Berlejung, “Theol-
ogie in Babylon? – Theologien in Babylonien!,” in Theologie in Israel und in den Nachbarkulturen: 
Beiträge des Symposiums “Das Alte Testament und die Kultur der Moderne” anlässlich des 100. 
 Geburtstags Gerhard von Rads (1901–1971), Heidelberg, 18.–21. Oktober 2001, eds. Manfred Oeming, 
Konrad Schmid, and Andreas Schüle, Altes Testament und Moderne 9 (Münster: Lit, 2004): 105–24; 
Esther Eidinow, Julia Kindt, Robin Osborne, eds., Theologies of Ancient Greek Religion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016).
10 Erhard Gerstenberger, Theologies in the Old Testament, trans. John Bowden (London: Continu-
um, 2002); Georg Fischer, Theologien des Alten Testaments, NSKAT 31 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2012).
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spectrum. How can we evaluate the astonishing career of the term “theology” that 
now seems, at least in part, to have returned to its origins in Greek philosophy and 
in the ancient church?

It is quite obvious that the Hebrew Bible does not contain theology in a strict, 
systematized sense. Nevertheless, at the same time, its contents are not nontheo-
logical. A helpful description of this quality came from Christoph Levin, who spoke 
of “the way of the Old Testament to its theology”  – he was thinking of the long 
processes of inner-biblical exegesis that added more and more theology to the texts 
of the Old Testament during its literary growth.11 While Rudolf Smend hesitated 
to use the term “theology” in relation to the Hebrew Bible in his seminal essay on 
 “Theology in the Old Testament,” he still found it appropriate to speak of the texts  
of the Hebrew Bible as having “at least a strong convergence with theology.”12

Similarly, Nobert Lohfink wrote: “The text type ‘theological treatise’ first 
emerged later and in a different cultural context. The Old Testament texts do not 
belong to it in terms of genre. ‘Theology’ appears in them only implicitly, indirectly, 
or in a reduced way.”13 Indeed: the distinction between implicit and explicit theol-
ogy appears quite helpful for the Hebrew Bible, even if one might retort that the 
expression “implicit theology” is an oxymoron. But this would only be the case for 
a very narrow conception of theology. The history of the term “theology” in fact 
allows for the paradoxical formulation that the Hebrew Bible contains but also 
does not contain theology. In the context of its ancient Near Eastern environment, 
the Hebrew Bible is a unique corpus of tradition whose singularity is observable 
in its scribal exegetical character: its scribes provide a reflective interpretation 
of preexisting religious texts. It thereby fulfills – at least for the texts containing 
reflective interpretations – a basic requirement of “theology,” when understood 
as the reflective examination and interpretation of a religious phenomenon or 
 statement. The Hebrew Bible includes implicit theologies, but they, to a certain 
degree, already find different levels of explicitation as well.

11 Christoph Levin, “Das Alte Testament auf dem Weg zu seiner Theologie,” ZTK 105 (2008): 125–45.
12 Rudolf Smend, “Theologie im Alten Testament,” in Verifikationen: Festschrift für Gerhard Ebe­
ling zum 70. Geburtstag, eds. Eberhard Jüngel, Johannes Wallmann, and Wilfrid Werbeck (Tübin-
gen: Mohr, 1982): 11–26, repr. as “Theologie im Alten Testament (1982),” in Die Mitte des Alten Tes­
taments: Exegetische Aufsätze (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002): 104–17.
13 Norbert Lohfink, “Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft als Theologie? 44 Thesen,” in Wieviel System­
atik erlaubt die Schrift? Auf der Suche nach einer gesamtbiblischen Theologie, ed. F.-L. Hossfeld, QD 
185 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2001): 13–47 (here 15).
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2  Micro-theology in the Hebrew Bible:  
The case of Gen 18:6

Genesis 18:1–16 tells the story of Abraham and Sarah being visited by three men 
who eventually turn out to be God himself. It is a traditional theoxenia story.14 
Ovid’s Baucis and Philemon (in his Metamorphoses) is probably the best-known text 
of this genre: gods come to visit a pious couple, they are hosted generously, and as 
a result, the couple is awarded a divine gift. In the case of Genesis 18, God appears 
as three men – in Christian tradition often interpreted as a vestigium trinitatis –, 
Abraham and Sarah prepare a rich meal for them, and in the end, they receive the 
divine promise of finally having a son. The preparation of the flatbreads that will 
be served to the three visitors is described as follows:

י עֻגֽוֹת׃ לֶת ל֖וּשִׁי וַעֲשִׂ֥ מַח סֹ֔ י שְׁלֹ֤שׁ סְאִים֙ קֶ֣ אמֶר מַהֲרִ֞ ֹ֗ ה וַיּ הֱלָה אֶל־שָׂרָ֑ ם הָאֹ֖ ר אַבְרָהָ֛ וַיְמַהֵ֧

And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Make ready quickly three se’ah of 
flour (qemaḥ), fine flour (solet), knead it, and make flatbreads.”15 (Gen 18:6)

It is noteworthy that the flour to be used for the flatbread is described in a double 
way: As qemaḥ, which is regular flour, but then immediately also as solet, which 
denotes something different: a special fine flour. This expression “flour (qemaḥ), 
fine flour (solet)” is somewhat puzzling. Which is it that Sarah should use, flour or 
fine flour?

An answer could be provided by the observation that the specific term “fine 
flour” (solet) can be found in the description of grain offerings to God in the book 
of Leviticus. Here, the regulation demands that such offerings need to be of fine 
flour (solet):

ה׃ יהָ לְבנָֹֽ ן עָלֶ֖ מֶן וְנָתַ֥ יהָ֙ שֶׁ֔ ק עָלֶ֨ לֶת יִהְיֶה֣ קָרְבָּנ֑וֹ וְיָצַ֤ ה סֹ֖ יהֹוָ֔ ן מִנְחָה֙ לַֽ יב קָרְבַּ֤ י־תַקְרִ֞ פֶשׁ כִּֽ וְנֶ֗

When anyone presents a [vegetarian] offering to YHWH, his offering shall be of fine flour 
(solet) (Lev 2:1)

The best explanation, therefore, for the sequence “flour (qemaḥ), fine flour (solet)” 
in Gen 18:6 is based on the assumption that either the author himself or a later 
redactor who read the story in Gen 18:1–16 felt that Abraham and Sarah’s dish 
for the divine visitors should be in accordance with the provision in Lev 2:1: the 

14 See Jean-Louis Ska, “Genesis 18:6 – Intertextuality and Interpretation – ‘It All Makes Flour in 
the Good Mill’,” in The Exegesis of the Pentateuch: Exegetical Studies and Basic Questions, FAT 66 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009): 89–96.
15 In this article, the translations are based on the NRSV, but slightly adjusted by me.
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flatbread has to be made of the correct kind of ingredients that are necessary for 
offerings. He therefore added “fine flour” (solet) after “flour” (qemaḥ) in order to 
highlight Abraham’s unconscious following of the Torah that was only later, under 
Moses, given to Israel. At the same time, this redactor did not feel comfortable with 
simply replacing “flour” (qemaḥ) by “fine flour” (solet). It seems that the text as 
it stood already had some authority, so that the redactor was unwilling or even 
unable to rewrite it – he simply added to it.

What does this mean with regard to the theology of such a story? Apparently, 
the current formulation of Gen 18:6 seeks to include Abraham’s unconscious obser-
vance of the regulation in Lev 2:1. This is not made explicit, but remains an implicit 
statement for readers who are aware of this intertextual link between Gen 18:6 
and Lev 2:1. Given that authors and readers of the Torah, in biblical times, were 
probably one and the same group, this is not a difficult assumption.16 This example, 
however, shows that theology in the Hebrew Bible is a phenomenon that its redac-
tors were reluctant to pinpoint in a specific formulation. Rather, they seemed to 
find it more appropriate to just hint at an additional dimension of a text in an 
 indirect, implicit way.

3  Macro-theology in the Hebrew Bible: 
Deuteronomy 34 and the death of Moses

The biblical book of Deuteronomy plays out on the final day of Moses’s life. It 
includes his farewell speech to Israel, and in its final chapter, it describes the death 
and burial of Moses.

Deuteronomy 34:7 states that Moses died at the age of 120 and surprisingly 
adds that he was in perfect health at the time of his death (“his sight was unim-
paired and his vigor had not abated”).

This information is especially remarkable because it establishes a certain con-
tradiction to the preceding context. Deut 31:1–2 states:

ים שָׁנָ֤ה אָנֹכִי֙ הַיּ֔וֹם לאֹ־  ם בֶּן־מֵאָה֩ וְעֶשְׂרִ֨ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶ֗ ֹ֣ ל׃ 2וַיּ לֶּה אֶל־כָּל־יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ים הָאֵ֖ ר אֶת־הַדְּבָרִ֥ ה וַיְדַבֵּ֛ 1וַיֵּלֶ֖ךְ מֹשֶׁ֑

ה׃ ן הַזֶּֽ ר אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֥ א תַעֲבֹ֖ ֹ֥ י ל ר אֵלַ֔ יהוָֹה֙ אָמַ֣ ל ע֖וֹד לָצֵ֣את וְלָב֑וֹא וַֽ אוּכַ֥

When Moses had finished speaking all these words to all Israel, he said to them: “I am now one 
hundred twenty years old. I am no longer able to go in and out.”

16 See Schmid, A Historical Theology of the Hebrew Bible, 10–14.
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While Moses is also 120 years old in this text, his health is anything but perfect. He 
is no longer able “to go out or to go in” (וְלָבוֹא  probably: “march out” and ,לָצֵאת 
“return home”) – that is, he is no longer fit for military leadership. Why, then, does 
Deut 34:7 emphasize Moses’s sound health in contrast to this preceding narrative?

The answer can be found at the very beginning of the Pentateuch. The motif of 
“120 years” in Deut 34:7 apparently refers back to Gen 6:3:

ה׃ ים שָׁנָֽ ה וְעֶשְׂרִ֖ יו מֵאָ֥ ר וְהָי֣וּ יָמָ֔ ם ה֣וּא בָשָׂ֑ ם בְּשַׁגַּ֖ אָדָם֙ לְעלָֹ֔ י בָֽ א־יָד֨וֹן רוּחִ֤ ֹֽ ה ל אמֶר יְהֹוָ֗ ֹ֣ וַיּ

And Yhwh said, “My spirit shall not abide in mortals forever, for they are flesh; their lifespan 
shall be one hundred twenty years.”

If we read Deut 34:7 in light of Gen 6:3, it becomes obvious that Moses dies in 
 Deuteronomy 34 for the sole reason that his lifespan had reached the limit set by 
God in Gen 6:3.

Deuteronomy 34:7 and Gen 6:3 form the only literary inclusio that spans from 
the conclusion of the Torah in Deuteronomy 34 to a point prior to the patriar-
chal history, i.e., into the biblical primeval history. This framing draws a specific 
 theological outline around the Torah as an interpretive point of view.17

However, the statement in Deut 34:7 that Moses must die for the simple reason 
that the span of his lifetime has come to an end and not from any kind of guilt coun-
ters Num 20:12 (which likely belongs to the ongoing expansion of the Priestly doc-
ument in the book of Numbers) on the one hand and Deut 1:34–37; 3:25–27 on the 
other. Deuteronomy 34:7 instead offers a more neutral theological explanation for 
the reason behind the prohibition against Moses’s crossing into the promised land. 

The Priestly tradition in Num 20:12 assumes that Moses’s sin was his disbelief 
that he could make water flow out of a rock by simply speaking to it (“Speak to the 
rock . . .” Num 20:8). Instead, Moses struck the rock twice with his rod, which was 
possibly motivated by the thought that he could not make water appear, although 
the text remains quite ambiguous here, probably out of respect for Moses. But 
since the Priestly tradition somehow needed to construe a reason for Moses’s death 
prior to the entry into the promised land, the result of this project was the story in 
Numbers 20.

The Deuteronomistic tradition also needed an explanation for why Moses died 
outside of the land, but it formulates a different answer than the Priestly tradition. 
Deuteronomy 1 and 3 include Moses in the collective guilt of the people: “Even with 
me was Yhwh angry on your account (בִּגְלַלְכֶם Deut 1:34–37; 3:25–27).” Moses is 
guilty here as well, not for any individual failing, but simply due to his being a 
member of the people.

17 See Schmid, A Historical Theology, 142–50.
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Both the Priestly and the Deuteronomistic explanations reckon with guilt on 
the part of Moses, whether it be – in Priestly thought – individual or – conceived 
in Deuteronomistic terms – of a collective nature. In contrast, Deut 34:7 embraces 
neither of these two explanations, offering instead a thoroughly idiosyncratic 
 interpretation. Moses is barred from entering the promised land because his 
 120-year lifespan concluded the day before Israel crossed the Jordan. According 
to Deut 34:7, Moses’s death in Transjordan did not rest on his guilt, but rather on 
fate – the divinely ordained limitation of the human lifespan.

It is also indicative that this theological characteristic of Deut 34:7  – that 
Moses’s death had nothing to do with a transgression but with fate – agrees with 
the orientation of Gen 6:3 within the context of Gen 6:1–4 itself.18 The report here 
of the heavenly authored assault by the sons of God on the daughters of humanity 
offers an independent explanation for the flood. Accordingly, the flood did not 
result from human guilt; it was rather the result of a heavenly downfall. Responsi-
bility is not seen as laying solely in human transgression, but events that, like the 
flood, can be interpreted as punishment can also be traced back to coincidences 
of destiny.

This is of primary importance for the later reception-historical equivalency 
between Torah and “law,” which especially took place in the Greek tradition (νόμος 
nómos). As a text complex with a considerable amount of legal material, the Torah 
neither largely nor exclusively takes a simple retributive approach. Nor is the 
divine theology of grace that the Priestly document inscribes in the Torah clearly 
dominant. The redaction that concluded and now constitutes the Torah formulates 
a third angle – from a wisdom perspective – one beyond punishment and grace as 
the divine regulator of world events. There are issues in the world that are simply 
the way they are because they were predetermined.

If we look at the reception of Deut 34 in Josephus, it is interesting that here it 
is the argument of the fulfillment of the 120 years as well, and not – or better, not 
explicitly – the notion of personal or collective guilt, that explains Moses’s death 
before the entry into the land:

Παρορμήσας οὖν τὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπὶ τοὺς Χαναναίους στρατιὰν ἐξάγειν, ὡς τοῦ θεοῦ συνεργοῦντος 
οἷς ἂν ἐπιχειρήσειε, καὶ πᾶσαν ἐπευφημήσας τὴν πληθύν, ‘ἐπεί, φησί, πρὸς τοὺς ἡμετέρους 
ἄπειμι προγόνους καὶ θεὸς τήνδε μοι τὴν ἡμέραν τῆς πρὸς ἐκείνους ἀφίξεως ὥρισε,

Now when Moses had encouraged Joshua to lead out the army against the Canaanites, by 
telling him that God would assist him in all his undertakings, and had blessed the whole mul-

18 See Manfred Oeming, “Sünde als Verhängnis: Gen 6,1–4 im Rahmen der Urgeschichte des Jah-
wisten,” TThSt 102 (1993): 34–50. See also Walter Bührer, “Göttersöhne und Menschentöchter: Gen 
6,1–4 als innerbiblische Schriftauslegung,” ZAW 123 (2011): 495–515.
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titude, he said, “Since I am going to my forefathers, and God has determined that this should 
be the day of my departure to them . . . .” (Josephus, Ant. 4,8,47–49)19

Nevertheless, all three explanations for Moses’s death in the Pentateuch are still 
present and discernible for its readers. How should one deal with this spectrum of 
theological diversity in the Hebrew Bible?

4  The ambiguity of the Hebrew Bible’s theologies 
and its significance for a theology of the 
Hebrew Bible

At this point, it is helpful to introduce an idea of Thomas Bauer, who is a scholar of 
Islamic studies at the University of Münster. He described the intellectual approach 
of premodern Islam to reality as “Die Kultur der Ambiguität” (“The Culture of Ambi-
guity”).20 In his view, ancient cultures did not necessarily strive to render any intel-
lectual, social, or political ambiguity unequivocal in order to live with it. Rather, they 
tried to balance ambiguities, in order to maintain different, sometimes even con-
tradicting, but nevertheless legitimate perspectives side by side. It was only by the 
process of the “Islamization of Islam” that this culture of ambiguity was challenged 
and in certain parts of the Islamic tradition finally lost. The ancient authors who 
composed their texts, however, strived rather to maintain various philosophical and 
theological dimensions of the text in the sense that Bauer described and this was 
at the expense of the overall coherence which, however, might not have been even 
lamented as a cost in their own view.

A good illustration of how to handle theological “ambiguity” is Prov 26:4–5:

תָּה׃  ן־תִּשְׁוֶה־לּ֥וֹ גַם־אָֽ סִיל כְּאִוַּלְתּ֑וֹ פֶּֽ עַן כְּ֭ 4אַל־תַּ֣

ם בְּעֵינָֽיו׃ סִיל כְּאִוַּלְתּ֑וֹ פֶּן־יִהְיֶה֖ חָכָ֣ 5עֲנֵ֣ה כְ֭

Do not answer a fool according to his folly, lest you become just like him.
Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.

These two verses seem to relate one to another like A to non-A: Someone longing 
for a clear answer would be unsatisfied when being told to answer a fool accord-

19 Translation: Flavius Josephus, The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged – New Updated 
Edition, trans. William Whiston (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1987), 124.
20 See Thomas Bauer, Die Kultur der Ambiguität: Eine andere Geschichte des Islams, 6th ed. (Frank-
furt am Main: Verlag der Weltreligionen, 2019).
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ing to his folly but at the same time being told not to do so. The Greek translation 
of these two verses solved the problem of the ambiguity of the sequence of the  
two sayings by introducing an ἀλλὰ, “but” before the second verse:

4 μὴ ἀποκρίνου ἄφρονι πρὸς τὴν ἐκείνου ἀφροσύνην ἵνα μὴ ὅμοιος γένῃ αὐτῷ
5 ἀλλὰ ἀποκρίνου ἄφρονι κατὰ τὴν ἀφροσύνην αὐτοῦ ἵνα μὴ φαίνηται σοφὸς παρ᾽ ἑαυτῷ.

But this is of course a harmonization. The Hebrew original certainly has other 
things in mind than the simplification of this juxtaposition: despite the fact that 
these two sayings seem to be contradictory, the two verses definitely belong 
together. The reason why they are juxtaposed is obviously that there is no clear 
answer to the problem of how to answer a fool. So, is anyone at a loss when 
encountering a fool?21

The question is whether there is a tertium besides answering or not answering 
a fool according to his folly. Is it possible to answer a fool in ways other than accord-
ing to or not according to his folly? What would be a third way to avoid a negative 
consequence when speaking to a fool? 

Seen from this perspective, the two verses (Prov 26:4–5) implicitly seem to 
suggest that a fool shall not be perceived according to his folly at all. Or to put it 
another way, being a fool is not an unchangeable quality according to the ensemble 
of the two verses. A fool can be healed from his folly when not treated according to 
his folly. Of course, Prov 26:4–5 does not state this point explicitly, but the perspec-
tive evolves necessarily when a reader asks how to avoid the dilemma of negative 
consequences from each of the two stated approaches.

Following a suggestion of Benno Landsberger in his seminal essay on the 
“Eigenbegrifflichkeit” of Babylonia, one may call this way of the intentional pro-
duction of meaning a “stereometric reading,”22 i.e., a reading that transcends the 
understanding of the text and takes it into a new dimension. 

21 See the discussion in Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 10–31: A New Translation with Commentary, AB 
18B (New Haven, CT; London: Yale University Press, 2009), 792–94. His own conclusion: “By virtue 
of their placement, v. 5 responds to v. 4 and has the last word. In the end, there may be no choice but 
to give the fool a tongue-lashing.” (794). Arndt Meinhold, Die Sprüche: Teil 2: Sprüche Kapitel 16–31, 
ZBK AT 16/2 (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1991), 438, holds a different opinion than Fox: “Eine 
wirkliche Gegensätzlichkeit entfällt, wenn beachtet wird, daß es in V. 4 um den Angesprochenen 
selbst, in V. 5 jedoch um den Selbstklugen geht.” See also Konrad Schmid, “Beyond Normativity and 
Description: The Literary Shape of Ethical Instruction and Reflection in the Book of Proverbs,” in 
La Bible en face: Études textuelles et littéraires offertes en hommage à Adrian Schenker, à l’occasion 
de ses quatre­vingts ans, eds. Innocent Himbaza and Clemens Locher, CahRB 95 (Leuven: Peeters, 
2020): 223–32.
22 Benno Landsberger, “Die Eigenbegrifflichkeit der babylonischen Welt,” in Die Eigenbegrifflich­
keit der babylonischen Welt: Leistung und Grenze babylonischer Wissenschaft, eds. Benno Lands-
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This might be an option for handling the many theologies in the Hebrew Bible. 
We don’t need to look for a unifying principle within the Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew 
Bible pushes its readers beyond its texts and urges them to read them stereomet-
rically. The Hebrew Bible is not just a text, it is a text plus its commentary, it is a 
collection of various texts, and it is this plurality that probably was responsible for 
its immense success in Judaism and Christianity.

Of course, the Hebrew Bible and also the Christian arrangement of the Old 
Testament provide overarching canonical structures that suggest an overall theol-
ogy of the whole collection.23 In the Hebrew Bible, at least according to its stand-
ard arrangement, Deut 34:10–12 and Josh 1:7–13 seem to place the Torah and the 
Prophets into a certain hierarchy. The Torah represents Moses’s prophecy that is 
more binding than the prophecy of the subsequent prophets, because Moses was 
the only prophet to whom God spoke face to face (Deut 34:10). Joshua, the first 
representative of post-Mosaic prophets, is told to hold on to the Torah of Moses for 
all his days, a statement that is also repeated at the very end of the Nevi’im, in Mal 
3:22–24. The Ketuvim are also sub-ordinated in a comparable way to the Torah, as 
Psalm 1 demonstrates.

Christian Old Testaments also seem to correspond to a specific overall theology, 
as the ordering of their books in the large Greek codices of the fourth and fifth 
centuries particularly demonstrates.24 In the Codex Sinaiticus, the book of Job is 
put at the end of the Old Testament, in order to highlight the topic of suffering as 
a theological bridge to the New Testament. The Codex Alexandrinus ends with the 
Psalms of Solomon that present one of the most prominent messianic expectations 
in biblical literature, thus the theme of the messiah seems to be considered as the 
main element connecting the Old and the New Testaments. Finally, the Codex Vati­
canus ends with the book of Daniel, which deals with the “son of man” in chapter 7. 
Here it is this topic that links the two Testaments.

But all these endeavors to structure the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament 
did not reduce the complexity and multiple perspectives of these textual bodies 
on all the theological topics that they deal with. It is a plurality, but a structured 
plurality of topics, that can be observed in the Hebrew Bible, and its final redac-

berger and Wolfram von Soden (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965): 1–18, 
esp. 17 (= Islamica 2 [1926], 355–372, esp. 371). The term was later taken up by Gerhard von Rad, 
Weisheit in Israel (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1970), 42–53. Cf. also Andreas Wagner, “Der 
Parallelismus membrorum zwischen poetischer Form und Denkfigur,” in Parallelismus mem­
brorum, ed. Andreas Wagner OBO 224 (Fribourg: Universitätsverlag / Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2007): 1–26, esp. 11–13.
23 See Schmid, A Historical Theology, 61–93.
24 See Schmid, A Historical Theology, 133–40.



36   Konrad Schmid

tors shied away, and rightly so, from censoring or unifying its different theological 
positions.

To a certain extent, reading the Hebrew Bible with its many theologies can be 
compared to looking at an architectural work that also grew over centuries, for 
example, the Cathedral of Syracuse in Sicily (see figure 1):25

Figure 1: The Cathedral of Syracuse.

The Cathedral of Syracuse26 was originally a Greek temple dedicated to the deity 
Athena and erected in the fifth century BCE. The pillars of the temple were reused 
and are still visible on the sides of the cathedral today. Starting in the seventh century, 
a basilica was constructed, reusing the previous building. In 878, the church was 
transformed into a mosque, but was converted back into a church in 1085. After an 
earthquake in 1693, the baroque façade was added to the church. The result is a very 
diverse building that bears witness to its history. Also, for a modern contemplator, it 

25 Photo: Martijn Beukenhorst.
26 See Rosalia Giangreco, Templum Majus: Il Duomo Simbolo di Siracusa (Siracusa: Edessae, 2009).
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is possible and even delightful to ascertain the architectural tensions and incoheren-
cies of the building that are responsible for its beauty.

Reading the Hebrew Bible requires a similar openness to perceiving diversity, 
but as in the case of the Cathedral of Syracuse, it is an achievable and rewarding 
task to engage with this kind of complexity. In the case of the Hebrew Bible, it is 
probably fair to say that its multi-layered character is one of the most important 
reasons for its survival over centuries: the Hebrew Bible’s density as a text and its 
inclusion of a variety of different perspectives made it interesting for a reception 
that has lasted for centuries. Without the constant process of being read, copied, 
and commented upon, the Hebrew Bible probably would have been forgotten and 
maybe then we would only know about it through the possible coincidence of an 
archaeological finding.
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