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Standing to Answer Stephen’s Lament: A Reappraisal 

of Why Jesus Stands in Acts 7:55–56 

Channing L. Crisler 
Anderson University (SC) 

ccrisler@andersonuniversity.edu 

Abstract: NT writers often portray Jesus as seated at the right hand of God in a posi-
tion of exaltation and authority. The one exception to this portrayal is Luke’s de-
scription of Jesus standing during the martyrdom of Stephen in Acts 7:54–60. Inter-
preters have offered an array of explanations for Luke’s exception in this account. 
One consideration often missing from these exegetical discussions is the role that 
the prayer language of lament plays in both the martyrdom scene and Stephen’s 
wider speech. Such language not only permeates Acts 7 but also the biography of 
Jesus in the Gospel of Luke. Based on Luke’s use of lament language to describe both 
figures, this article argues that Jesus stands because he is answering Stephen’s dying 
lament who cries out in the vein of OT lamenters to Jesus and like Jesus. An intratex-
tual and intertextual reading of Acts 7:55–56 confirms this reading and provides in-
sight into early Christian perceptions of both Jesus and his first martyr. 

Keywords: Acts 7, NT Intertextuality, Lament, Early Christology 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the primary symbols of Jesus’ rule and dominion in the New Testament is 
his heavenly placement at the right hand of God (ἐκ δεξιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ). As scholars 
have long recognized, all of these descriptions are shaped to varying degrees by 
Psalm 110:1 (109:1 LXX), “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand (Κάθου ἐκ 
δεξιῶν μου), until I should place your enemies as a footstool for your feet.’”1 With-
out fail, under the influence of Psalm 110, or at least early Christian tradition in-
fluenced by this psalm, NT authors keep Jesus seated (καθήμαι) at God’s right 
hand as a symbol of his rule and dominion over the church and the cosmos. This 

 
1 As C.H. Dodd noted several years ago in his analysis of Psalm 110 (1965, 35): “It seems 

clear, therefore, that this particular verse was one of the fundamental texts of the kerygma, 
underlying almost all the various developments of it, and cited independently in Mark, Acts, 
Paul, Hebrews, and I Peter.” Additionally, all Scripture quotations in this essay are my own 
translation. 
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includes Jesus’ testimony before the Sanhedrin in Luke 22:69, “From now on the 
son of man will be sitting (καθήμενος) at the right hand of the power of God.”2 
However, there is one well-known and long debated exception. Towards the 
close of his speech in Acts 7, Stephen sees Jesus “standing” (ἑστῶτα) at God’s 
right hand; “And being full of the Holy Spirit having stared intently into heaven 
he saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God (ἑστῶτα ἐκ 
δεξιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ) and he said, ‘Behold I see the heavens opened and the son of 
man standing at the right hand of God (ἐκ δεξιῶν ἑστῶτα τοῦ θεοῦ)” (Acts 7:55–56).3 
These two uses of the expression ἑστῶτα ἐκ δεξιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ/ἐκ δεξιῶν ἑστῶτα τοῦ 
θεοῦ in the span of two verses represent the only instances where Jesus is described 
as standing rather than sitting at God’s right hand. The “striking” shift in Jesus’ 
heavenly posture begs for an explanation regarding its exegetical significance.4 

Interpreters have responded with a variety of suggestions.5 Steven Smith 
(2018, 179) points out that some interpreters see the shift in Jesus’ posture as hav-
ing no exegetical significance except to “describe Jesus as transcendent.” As C.H. 
Dodd noted several decades ago in his seminal work (1965, 35 n. 1): “It is hardly 
likely that the substitution of the verb ἑστάναι for the καθῆσθαι of the LXX is sig-
nificant, for ἑστάναι, like ‘stand’ in English and עמד in Hebrew, has commonly 
the sense ‘to be situated,’ without any necessary implication of an upright atti-
tude.” Smith (2018, 179) also observes how some interpreters have argued that a 
standing Jesus aligns him with angelic or priestly servants who stand before 
God.6 In the former, as Eberhard Nestle (1911, 423) noted long ago, Jesus stands in 
a heavenly temple rendering priestly service to God, or, with respect to the lat-
ter, as F. F. Bruce (1980, 166) suggested, he stands as a replacement of the Jerusa-
lem temple. Still other interpreters, as Smith (2018, 179) notes, argue that Jesus 
stands to carry out a “judicial function.” Possible judicial functions, according to 
Smith (2018, 180), include (1) Jesus stands to accept Stephen’s testimony and rule 
in his favor, (2) he stands to judge Stephen’s opponents, (3) he stands to advocate 

 
2 Although Luke 22:69 employs the verb κάθημαι rather than ἵστημι which occurs in Acts 

7:56, these verbs are in the same semantic domain. One can rightly assume some influence of 
Psalm 109 LXX on the statement in Luke 22:69.  

3 Another instance of Jesus standing occurs in Rev 5:6, “And I saw in the midst of the 
throne and of the four living creatures and in the midst of the elders the lamb having stood 
(ἀρνίον ἑστηκός) as one slaughtered having seven horns and seven eyes which are the spirits of 
God sent into all the earth.” However, in this apocalyptic description, Jesus is standing “in the 
midst of the throne” rather than at “God’s right hand” as he is Acts 7:55–56.  

4 Hans Conzelmann (1987, 59) describes the shift as “striking” simply noting: “ἑστῶτα, 
‘standing,’ is striking (especially when compared with Luke 22:69!).” F.F. Bruce (1980, 167) 
plainly frames the issue at hand asking: “Is there any significance in Stephen’s unique refer-
ence to the Son of man as standing at God’s right hand?”  

5 Smith (2018, 178–80) provides a recent summary of proposed explanations, and I am 
helped here by that summary.  

6 Tödt (1965, 303–305) suggests that a standing Jesus aligns with standing angels. 
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for Stephen as a witness, or (4) he stands to act as a judicial intercessor. Finally, 
some interpreters link Jesus’ standing to his parousia. Either the standing of the 
son of man is a “form of personal Parousia” for Stephen which anticipates Jesus’ 
eschatological response to all believers, as Smith (2018, 180) notes, or perhaps 
Jesus anticipates the moment of his parousia which prompts him to stand. 

My purpose here is not to adjudicate the merits of these various suggestions, 
though it is worth noting that I find Dodd’s proposal (1965, 35) especially unsatis-
fying and unconvincing. Instead, I want to consider some complementary inter-
textual and intratextual features of Acts 7:54–60 that may support, enhance, or 
challenge existing interpretations. With this aim in view, the main argument in 
what follows is that Jesus, like YHWH in Israel’s Scriptures, stands in anticipation 
of answering Stephen’s lament in Acts 7:59.7 His willingness to answer Stephen’s 
lament stems from two interrelated causes that are implicit in the scene: (1) Ste-
phen believes Jesus has the divine status and authority to answer his cry; and (2) 
Stephen’s dying lament imitates the ethos and trust demonstrated in Jesus’ own 
lament at the crucifixion. For these reasons, Jesus stands. 

The method employed in what follows combines two close readings of the 
text: (1) an intertextual reading, specifically a metaleptic reading in which the 
interplay between OT pre-texts and the text of Acts generates unstated points of 
resonance that help explain the significance of Jesus standing; and (2) an intra-
textual reading, specifically Stephen’s imitation and reconfiguration of Jesus’ 
dying lament at the Lukan crucifixion scene which also helps to explain the sig-
nificance of a standing Jesus. 

AN INTERTEXTUAL READING OF ACTS 7:54–60  

Acts 7:54–60 contains a rich intertextual subtext. Two elements of the subtext 
include: (1) the allusion to the Danielic “son of man” being served by others; and 
(2) the echoes of lament from the Psalms of Lament. The metaleptic interplay 
between these OT pre-texts and the text of Acts produces unstated points that 
help to explain why Jesus stands. Metalepsis is an intertextual approach popular-
ized in New Testament scholarship by the seminal work of Richard Hays (1989, 
14–21), though subsequent scholars such as Jeannine Brown (2016, 29–41) have 
refined it in various ways. In this study, metalepsis refers to the way that the in-
terplay between OT pre-texts and the text of Acts 7:54–60 produces unstated 
points of resonance that inform the interpretation of the latter. A metaleptic ap-
proach, such as the one taken here, assumes that the OT pre-text embedded in 

 
7 In this way, I strongly disagree with interpreters such as I. Howard Marshall who, in his 

analysis of why Jesus stands in Acts 7:55, contends (2007, 517): “The OT does not throw any 
light on this.” To the contrary, echoes of OT lament provide a great deal of interpretive light on 
why Jesus stands. 
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the NT text evokes the larger context of the former. Moreover, the unstated 
points that are articulated from the interplay are neither ahistorical nor unrelat-
ed to the objectives of the author.8 Instead, these details provide points of refer-
ence that are assumed by the author but left unstated, reference points such as 
the significance of a standing Jesus. However, these unstated points can be vali-
dated through an intratextual reading of the text which I will provide below. The 
specific nature of this approach will become clearer to the reader through the 
various examples to which we now turn our attention. 

THE ALLUSION TO DANIEL 7:13–14 IN ACTS 7:56 

The use of “son of man” as a reference to Jesus has long puzzled interpreters.9 
Part of the debate involves the relationship between the “son of man” (υἱὸς 
ἀνθρώπου/ אנשא  בר ) mentioned in Daniel 7, various conceptions of this figure in 
Second Temple Judaism, and the identity of Jesus within the early church.10 I will 
not enter the fray of that discussion here. Instead, I will stipulate from the outset 
that, at the very least, some NT writers draw a conceptual link between the fig-
ure from Daniel and Jesus.11 Here my specific interest is how Stephen’s vision 
echoes the vision of Daniel who recounts: 

I was looking in a vision of the night, and, behold there was coming upon the 

clouds of heaven one like a son of man (υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου/בר אנשא), and the 

ancient of days was present, and those who had stood by were present with 

him. And authority was given to him, and all the nations according to kinds 

and all glory will serve him; and his authority will be an eternal authority, 

which certainly shall not be taken away, and his kingdom, which certainly 

shall not perish (Dan 7:13–14). 

 
8 Hatina (1999, 28–43) criticizes intertextual approaches along these lines.  
9 Olegs Andrejevs (2019, 477–84) provides a recent review of “son of man” from a philolog-

ical perspective. 
10 Additionally, there is uncertainty about the interpretation of this figure within early Ju-

daism and the use of υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου/בר אנשא as a title. Schenelle (2007, 149) suggests: “The 
expression ‘Son of Man’ did not become a central title within Jewish messianology. There are 
only two passages where it appears with messianic overtones in extant texts of later Jewish 
tradition, 1 En 37–71 (the ‘Similitudes’) and 4 Ezra 13. Neither of these texts is a unified literary 
composition, so one can speak of a ‘Son of a Man tradition’ only in a very nonhomogeneous 
sense.” Cf. D.L. Bock (2013, 894–900) and Ruben A. Bühner (2021, 132–37), who also provide 
helpful discussions on the expression.  

11 See the uses of Dan 7:13–14 in Matt 24:30; 26:64; 28:18; Mark 15:62; Luke 1:33; 10:22; 21:27; 
Heb 12:28; Rev 1:7, 13; 11:15; 14:14.  
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While many features of Daniel’s vision deserve attention, the reference to the 
nations “serving” (λατρεύουσα/יפלחון) the son of man is especially intriguing 
given the focus of this study. The use of λατρεύω (פלח) here, as elsewhere, has 
cultic connotations.12 In fact, the wider context of Daniel LXX only applies 
λατρεύω to the service, or worship, of Israel’s God and the Babylonian gods. For 
example, while placing Daniel in a den of lions, Nebuchadnezzar declares to him 
“Your God, whom you serve continually (λατρεύεις), he will deliver you from the 
hand of the lions” (Dan θ 6:17).13 This episode indicates that “service” to God in-
cludes faithfulness to him in the face of affliction and even death. Therefore, 
when the son of man is depicted as receiving service from the nations, it follows 
that he receives their faithful worship, especially in the face of the servants’ af-
fliction and death. 

The interplay between this feature of Daniel 7:13–14 and Acts 7:54–60 pro-
duces an unstated point that in his speech and in his death Stephen “serves” 
(λατρεύω) Jesus in the way Daniel envisioned the nations serving the son of man, 
namely with faithfulness even in the face of affliction and death. Although the 
text in Acts contains no use of λατρεύω, Stephen’s actions exemplify the kind of 
service that Daniel witnessed in his vision of the son of man. The essence of Ste-
phen’s service is his trust that Jesus, the son of man, will answer his lament, a 
lament in which he asks for the forgiveness of his executioners but also vindica-
tion against them. When Stephen sees the son of man “standing” (ἑστῶτα) at 
God’s right hand, he sees someone standing to accept his “service” by anticipat-
ing and answering his lament. In standing to answer the lament, it follows that 
Jesus stands to both forgive Stephen’s executioners per his request but also ren-
der his judgment against those who will not be forgiven. Of course, the wider 
context of Daniel 7 does not explicitly indicate that the son of man is standing, 
though other figures in the scene are (Dan 7:16).  Nevertheless, the intertextual 
layers in Acts 7:54–60 are thick. The Danielic pre-text does not provide Luke 
with a “standing” son of man. It provides Luke with figures, like Stephen, who 
“serve” the son of man through affliction and opposition. Luke draws from OT 
pre-texts, particularly OT lament, and melds them with Daniel 7:13–14 to help 
explain the significance of a standing Jesus.14 

 
12 See the use of פלח in Ezr 7:24; Dan 3:12, 14, 17, 18, 28; 6:17, 21; 7:27. See the use of λατρεύω 

in Dan 3:12, 14, 18, 95; 4:37; 6:17, 21, 27. LEH 368. 
13 Cf. Dan θ 6:17. 
14 In reflecting on the combination of Psalm 109 LXX (110 MT) and Dan 7:13–14, Peter Do-

ble (2004, 96) notes “But this image of the vindicated Lord’s being at God’s right hand had 
earlier been announced in Luke’s trial scene (Luke. 22:69) where a creative meld of Ps. 109:1 
with Dan. 7:13 opened a trajectory completed in Stephen’s vision (Acts 7:55–56).” I would 
simply add that Daniel 7:13–14 “melds” with other pre-texts besides Psalm 109 LXX, particular-
ly psalms of lament. 
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ECHOES OF LAMENT IN ACTS 7:54–60 

This brings us to a second feature in need of closer intertextual examination, name-
ly the echoes of OT lament in Acts 7:54–60. Four characteristics of lament prayers 
are present here: (1) the condemnation and description of enemies; (2) the “rising” 
(ἀνίστημι) of God in response to a lamenter’s requests and complaints; (3) the allu-
sion to Psalm 30:6 LXX, an individual lament; and (4) the pattern of lament.  

Before proceeding to the analysis, it will be helpful to provide a quick summary 
of lament. Lament and lamenter, which appear frequently in this essay, are of 
course labels applied to distinct prayer forms by biblical scholars. However, the 
labels point to a repeated and vivid phenomenon in the biblical text. Based on 
adaptations of key conclusions drawn from OT scholarship, “lament” in what fol-
lows refers to a form of prayer, or prayer language, marked by a distinct idiom, 
pattern, and theology.15 There is a distinction between the genre of “lamentation” 
and “lament,” though some overlap exists between them. Claus Westermann (1974, 
22), who refers to lamentation as the “lament of the dead” and lament as “the la-
ment of affliction,” explains the difference between the two noting: “The lament of 
the dead looks backwards, the lament of affliction looks forward. A lament of the 
dead on the lips of one who mourns bewails the death of another, someone who 
belongs to him; in the lament of affliction the one who suffers laments what has 
happened to himself, he relates to his own life by way of his lamentation.” The 
lament of affliction is our focus here. It varies in the Hebrew Bible and or the LXX, 
but it generally contains features such as complaints to God against enemies or 
divine absence, petitions for deliverance, confessions of guilt, statements of trust, 
and praise. This idiom is often embedded in a flexible five-fold pattern: (1) prior 
promise; (2) suffering; (3) cry for deliverance; (4) deliverance; and (5) praise. In 
short, the tension between God’s prior promise of deliverance and a figure’s suffer-
ing elicits a cry for deliverance. God then answers the cry for deliverance in a varie-
ty of ways such as a vision, an oracle, reassurance of the prior promise, or actual 
deliverance. This deliverance sometimes involves an intermediary/intercessor 
agent. The answered lament then leads to praise and or a statement of trust. How-
ever, neither the deliverance nor praise is necessarily permanent.16 To reiterate, 
these elements do not necessarily occur in a strict order. The experience of lament 
can vary as reflected in both the narratives and poetry of Israel’s Scriptures.17  

 
15 Crisler (2020, 55–85) provides a lengthier treatment of the form of lament in the OT. 

Bernhard Anderson (1983, 235–36) lists the lament prayers in the Hebrew Bible. However, it 
should be noted that elements of lament are often present in other types of psalms. Wester-
mann (1981) still provides the seminal study on OT lament.  

16 Villaneuva (2008) observes that shifts in lamenters’ prayers are both sudden and not 
necessarily permanent.  

17 Narratively, as Westermann (1974, 20–38) points out, the Exodus itself is framed by a 
pattern of lament. God’s prior promise to Abraham and Israel’s suffering in their slavery elicits 
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Of course, as with any Second Temple or NT writer whose prose is often 
shaped by Israel’s Scriptures, Luke does not slavishly adopt the idiom, theology, 
and pattern of lament. Luke’s literary objectives and Christological commit-
ments shape the way that he draws from lament in his depiction of Stephen, his 
enemies, God, and Jesus. 

We begin with how Luke draws from OT lament to describe Stephen’s execu-
tioners in this scene. The condemnation and description of Stephen’s enemies 
form an inclusio around his speech, and these descriptions evoke the portrayal of 
enemies from the psalms of lament. In Acts 6:8–15, members from the “syna-
gogue of the Libertines (τῆς συναγωγῆς τῆς λεγομένης Λιβερτίνων)” in Jerusalem 
rise (ἀνέστησαν) to resist Stephen through false testimony. They produce false 
witnesses who accuse Stephen of blasphemy against the law of Moses and of 
uttering threatening words against the temple: 

And they put forward false witnesses (μάρτυρας ψευδεῖς) who were saying, 

“This man does not cease speaking words against this holy place and the law; 

for we heard him saying that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and 

he will change the customs which Moses has given to us” (Acts 6:13–14).18  

While the use of false witnesses against Stephen evokes false witnesses 
from the Jesus tradition, the latter tradition itself evokes the description of 
enemies from the psalms of lament as scholars such as Stephen Ahearne-Kroll 
(2007), Keith Campbell (2013), and Rebekah Eklund (2015) have noted. Ech-
oes of these descriptions can be heard here. For example, the lamenter re-
quests “Do not hand me over to the desires of those who afflict me, because 
unrighteous witnesses (μάρτυρες ἄδικοι) have risen against me (ἐπανέστησάν 
μοι), and injustice has lied within herself” (Ps 26:12 LXX) .19 Similarly, a lament-
er complains “Unrighteous witnesses (μάρτυρες ἄδικοι) having risen 
(ἀναστάντες) were asking me about things which I was not knowing” (Ps 34:11 
LXX). The intertextual volume here is moderate to substantial given the over-
lap between the “rising” (ἀνίστημι/ἐπανίστημι) of false/unrighteous witnesses 
(μάρτυρας ψευδεῖς/μάρτυρες ἄδικοι) against the lamenter in Psalms and against 
Stephen. The pre-text and text also share contextual consistency, because the 
false testimony against the lamenter in Psalms and Stephen results in violence 

 
a cry for deliverance (Exod 2:23–25). God responds to their cry by sending Moses to deliver the 
nation (Exod 3:1–4:31). God then delivers Israel by judging Egypt through a series of plagues 
culminating in death of the firstborn and drowning of the Egyptian army in the Red Sea (Exod 
5:1–14:31). Their lament then shifts to praise in the form of Moses’ song in Exodus 15. Stephen’s 
speech acknowledges this pattern of the exodus, particularly the role of lament (στεναγμός), in 
Acts 7:34. 

18 This is followed by the colorful description of Stephen’s face which is likened to that of 
an angel (ὡσεὶ πρόσωπον ἀγγέλου) (Acts 6:15). 

19 The phrase μάρτυρες ἄδικοι in Pss LXX 26:12 עדי שקר in Ps 27:12 MT. 
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at the hands of those who are likened to hunters and or wild animals who 
attack their victims. 

This brings us to the description of Stephen’s enemies in Acts 7:54–60 which 
echoes the description of enemies in OT lament: 

And having heard these things they were infuriated in their hearts and they 

were gnashing their teeth against him (ἔβρυχον τοὺς ὀδόντας ἐπ᾽αὐτὸν) (Acts 

7:54). 

They tested me, and they mocked me greatly, they gnashed their teeth 

against me (ἔβρυξαν ἐπ᾽ἐμὲ τοὺς ὀδόντας αὐτῶν) (Ps 34:16 LXX). 

The sinner will watch closely the righteous one (τὸν δίκαιον), and he will 

gnash his teeth against him (βρύξει ἐπ᾽αὐτὸν τοῦς ὀδόντας αὐτοῦ) (Ps 36:12 

LXX). 

The sinner will look and he will be angered, he will gnash his teeth (τοὺς 

ὀδόντας αὐτοῦ βρύξει) and he will be consumed; the desire of sinners will per-

ish (Ps 110:10 LXX). 

All your enemies opened their mouths against you, they hissed and they 

gnashed their teeth (ἔβρυχαν ὀδόντας), they said, “We have consumed her; 

nevertheless, this is the day which we were eagerly awaiting, we found it, we 

saw it” (Lam 2:16).20 

The volume of these pre-texts in Acts 7:54 is high given the correspondence 
between βρύχω, ὀδούς, and use of the preposition ἐπί followed by an accusative 
personal pronoun. With respect to contextual consistency, space does not permit 
an exhaustive comparison. It is sufficient to note that both the lamenters in the 
OT pre-texts and Stephen suffer at the hands of enemies who are untruthful, 
caustic in their speech, and violent in their actions. What remains is to consider 
the interplay between these descriptions of enemies in OT lament and Luke’s 
description of Stephen’s enemies. One unstated point that emerges is that Luke 
casts Stephen in the role of a righteous lamenter who suffers at the hands of dis-
honest and violent enemies. Once again, as noted in Psalm 36 LXX, “The sinner 
(ἁμαρτωλός) will watch closely the righteous one (τὸν δίκαιον), and he will gnash 
his teeth against him (βρύξει ἐπ᾽αὐτὸν τοῦς ὀδόντας αὐτοῦ) (Ps 36:12 LXX).” Against 
this intertextual backdrop, one expects Stephen, as a righteous lamenter, to cry 
out to God for deliverance. However, Stephen redirects his cry to Jesus, a redirec-
tion which I will consider further below.  

A second echo of lament in our text stems from the way God rises and stands 
in response to lamenters. The “standing” (ἵστημι) of Jesus assumes that he “rises” 

 
20 Cf. Job 16:9 in which God is depicted as the one who “gnashes” (ἔβρυξεν ἐπ᾽ἐμὲ τοὺς 

ὀδόντας) his teeth against Job. 
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(ἀνίστημι) from a seated position. Luke refers to Jesus’ seated position prior to 
Stephen’s vision. For example, as part of his speech at Pentecost, Peter cites 
Psalm 109:1 LXX, “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit (κάθου) at my right hand, until I 
should make your enemies a footstool for your feet” (Acts 2:34–35). Based on this 
citation in Acts 2:34–35, subsequent references to Jesus’ exaltation at God’s “right 
hand” assume a seated position.21 It follows that in Acts 7:55–56 Jesus sits, rises, 
and stands. Therefore, in the evaluation of intertextual echoes here, considera-
tion needs to be given to the way God rises from a seated position and stands in 
response to lamenters.  

When they are afflicted, lamenters in the Psalms of Lament sometimes ask 
God to “rise” and deliver them:  

Rise (ἀνάστα), O Lord, save me, my God, because you struck all those who are 

at enmity with me without cause, you have crushed the teeth of sinners (Ps 

3:8 LXX). 

Rise (ἀνάστηθι), O Lord, in your anger, be exalted in the boundaries of my en-

emies; awake, O Lord my God, in the decree which you commanded (Ps 7:7 

LXX).  

Rise (ἀνάστα), O Lord, help us and ransom us on account of your name (Ps 

43:27 LXX).22 

The “rising” of God in these examples assumes that he is seated on his throne 
and that he must rise from that position to save the lamenters. In OT lament, a 
sitting God sometimes implies an inactive God, at least from the perspective of the 
lamenter. As Patrick Miller puts it (1994, 99): “Frequently, the psalmist will cry out 
to God to “arise/rise up” or to “awake.” These are calls for God’s initiative, some-
times simply, “Rise up to help”; in other instances they are followed by further peti-
tions for action against the enemy. The implicit assumption is that God is asleep or 
inactive and the petition seeks God’s arousal.” In other words, a God who rises and 
stands does so in response to cries for deliverance. The standing position symbol-
izes that the cry has been heard and God is poised to act on behalf of the lamenter. 
As I will explore further below, the connotations of a God who stands in OT la-
ment inform the significance of a standing Jesus in Stephen’s lament. 

A third echo of lament in Acts 7:54–60 stems from Stephen’s request, “Lord 
Jesus, receive my spirit” (δέξαι τὸ πνεῦμά μου) (Acts 7:59). As I will discuss further 
below, from an intratextual perspective, Stephen imitates Jesus’ dying request 

 
21 Other references to Jesus’ placement at God’s right hand do not explicitly describe Jesus 

as sitting. However, they assume it. See e.g., Acts 2:25, 33; 5:31. 
22 See also Pss LXX 9:20, 33; 16:13; 34:2; 43:24; 67:1; 73:22; 81:8; 93:2; 131:8. Additionally, in at 

least one statement of trust, a psalmist/lamenter asserts confidence that God will rise to deliv-
er him. See Ps LXX 101:14. See also the requests for God to “rise” (ἀνάστα) and deliver in Jer 2:27.  
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“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit (εἰς χεῖράς σου παρατίθεμαι τὸ πνεῦμά 
μου)” (Luke 23:46). The phrase εἰς χεῖράς σου παρατίθεμαι τὸ πνεῦμά μου is a cita-
tion of Psalm 30:6 LXX, “Into your hands I will commit my spirit (εἰς χεῖράς σου 
παραθήσομαι τὸ πνεῦμά μου); you have ransomed me, O Lord God of truth.” Jesus’ 
dying lament evokes Psalm 30 LXX; therefore, by imitating Jesus in his own wan-
ing moments, Stephen also evokes this psalm. The volume of the echo is high 
based on the shared use of the phrase τὸ πνεῦμά μου. A look at the wider context 
of the psalm reveals other semantic points of contact such as a similar use of 
ἐπικαλέω: 

O Lord (κύριε), may I not be ashamed, because I called upon you 

(ἐπεκαλεσάμνη σε) (Ps 30:18a LXX). 

And they were stoning Stephen who was calling upon (ἐπικαλούμενον) and 

saying, “Lord (κύριε) Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59). 

The contextual consistency is also substantial, because the wider context of 
the pre-text and the text feature lamenters who call upon (ἐπικαλέω) the Lord 
for deliverance as they suffer unjustly at the hands of untruthful and violent en-
emies. Consistency occurs in at least three ways. First, while facing tremendous 
affliction at the hands of unjust enemies, both the psalmist and Stephen assert 
their trust in the one who hears their cries for deliverance. For example, the 
psalmist asserts “For you are my strength and my refuge, and on account of your 
name you will guide and support me; you will bring me out from this trap, they 
hid for me, because you are my protector. Into your hands I will entrust my spir-
it; you have ransomed me, O Lord God of truth” (Ps 30:4–6 LXX). By entrusting 
his spirit to the Lord in the face of his enemies, the psalmist asserts his trust that 
God will vindicate his life against his enemies even in death. Similarly, even as 
his enemies gnash their teeth against him and begin to stone him, Stephen calls 
upon and entrusts the vindication of his life to Jesus (Acts 7:59). Of course, Luke 
reconfigures this feature of Psalm 30 LXX around Jesus. Stephen entrusts his 
vindication to the Lord Jesus. Even more, while the lamenter asks God to shame 
his ungodly enemies and bring them down to Hades (Ps 30:18 LXX), Stephen 
pleads “O Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60).  

Fourth, Acts 7:54–60 also evokes the OT pattern of lament which I defined 
above. As Westermann (1974, 20–38) and other form critics noted, prayers of 
lament follow a flexible and discernible pattern or sequence. Prayers of lament 
often consist of five features: (1) prior promise; (2) suffering; (3) cry for deliver-
ance; (4) deliverance; and (5) praise. However, Luke adapts this pattern to ac-
complish his literary and Christological objectives which I will return to in the 
conclusion below. 

Stephen’s experience reflects this pattern of lament; however, Luke reconfig-
ures the pattern based on God’s eschatological work in Christ. The wider speech 
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in Acts 7:1–53 implies that Stephen holds to a two-pronged prior promise. On the 
one hand, he believes that God has fulfilled the Abrahamic promise of redemp-
tion through the crucified, risen, and exalted Jesus Christ. Stephen in fact begins 
the narratio of his speech by citing God’s promise (ἐπαγγελία) to Abraham (Acts 
7:5). He ends by underscoring the presence of God by which the Abrahamic 
promise of redemption is ultimately fulfilled (Acts 7:44–50). In short, Stephen 
believes that God’s glorious and saving presence is not located in the Jerusalem 
temple but in heaven.23 Even more, the risen and exalted son of man, Jesus 
Christ, is included in that divine glory. On the other hand, Stephen also knows 
that Israel tends to reject those whom God sends to announce the fulfillment of 
a prior promise. For example, when the “time of the promise” (ὁ χρόνος τῆς 
ἐπαγγελίας) to Abraham that his descendants would be delivered from Egyptian 
bondage came near, Israel did not understand that God had sent Moses to deliv-
er them (Acts 7:17–34). Therefore, at least initially, they rejected him (Acts 7:25). 
This only exemplifies a larger trend in Israel’s history, namely that the nation 
rejected the “living oracles” which promised deliverance by perpetrating vio-
lence against those whom God sent (Acts 7:35–43). Israel rejected Joseph, Moses, 
and then the one whom Moses promised (Deut 18:5; Acts 7:37). Therefore, as a 
witness to the latter, Stephen will surely suffer violence, though it will ultimately 
result in deliverance for others, which further aligns Stephen with the one stand-
ing to answer his lament. The tension between this two-fold promise and Ste-
phen’s suffering elicits his cry for deliverance, “Lord Jesus, into your hands I 
commit my spirit.” However, here we see the flexibility of the pattern of lament. 
Jesus already stands to answer Stephen’s cry even before it is uttered. Even more, 
Stephen praises Jesus for answering his cry even before it is answered as indicat-
ed in his lament-like statement of trust in Acts 7:55. 

Stephen’s altered pattern of lament then is (1) prior promise, (2) suffering, (3) 
praise, (4) deliverance, and (5) a cry for deliverance and forgiveness.24 The sight 
of a standing Jesus signals Stephen’s deliverance to him even before he cries out 
for it. 

INTRATEXTUAL READING OF ACTS 7:54–60 

We now shift our attention to some of the intratextual elements which inform 
the interpretation of Acts 7:54–60 and the significance of a “standing” Jesus. As 
Smith (2018, 2–4) notes, scholars have largely reached a consensus on the unity 
of Luke-Acts; therefore, the two volumes need to be read in relation to one 

 
23 Smith (2018, 177) notes: “Stephen’s vision of δόξα θεοῦ in Acts 7.55 would be seen against 

this background, and make the point: the glory of God is in heaven, not the temple.”  
24 As noted above, the pattern of lament is variegated in OT lament. Therefore, Luke’s var-

iations in his pattern are still consistent with the genre.   
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another. Here I will read Luke 23:33–48 in relation to Acts 7:54–60. Jesus’ cruci-
fixion sheds light on Stephen’s stoning in at least four ways.  

First, simply put, Stephen imitates Jesus’ dying lament. Just as Jesus’ crucifix-
ion scene is marked by two cries, Stephen’s martyrdom is as well:  

Father (πάτερ), forgive them (ἄφες αὐτοῖς), for they do not know what they 

are doing (Luke 23:34). 

Father (πάτερ), into your hands I entrust my spirit (εἰς χεῖρας σου παρατίθεμαι 

τὸ πνεῦμά μου) (Luke 23:46). 

Lord Jesus (κύριε Ἰησοῦ), receive my spirit (δέξαι τὸ πνεῦμά μου) (Acts 7:59). 

Lord (κύριε), do not hold this sin against them (μὴ στήσῃς αὐτοῖς ταύτην τἠν 

ἁμαρτίαν) (Acts 7:60).  

Luke does not force the imitation in a strict syntactical or semantic fashion. 
Only the phrase τὸ πνεῦμά μου is an exact match. However, other features of Ste-
phen’s lament are in the same semantic and or conceptual domain. For example, 
Jesus’ ἄφες αὐτοῖς and Stephen’s μὴ στήσῃς αὐτοῖς ταύτην τἠν ἁμαρτίαν both func-
tion as prayers of intercession for the executioners. In this way, Stephen’s lament 
captures the ethos of Jesus displayed in his own lament at the crucifixion. 

However, the contrasting vocatives in these dying laments mark Stephen’s 
departure from imitation. While Jesus cries out πάτερ, Stephen cries out κύριε 
Ἰησοῦ. Stephen imitates Jesus’ dying lament, but he redirects Jesus’ lament from 
the father to Jesus himself. The Christological significance of this redirection 
cannot be overstated. As David Crump notes (2006, 186): “For the first time, 
prayer is directly addressed to Jesus instead of the Father. That Stephen utters a 
traditional evening prayer based on Ps. 31:6 (Ps 30:6 LXX), originally addressed to 
Yahweh, indicates how rapidly the early church developed a high Christology 
exalting Jesus to the same level as God.” Along these lines, just as Yahweh would 
sometimes stand to answer lament, Jesus stands to answer Stephen’s lament. He 
stands because Stephen rightly imitates Jesus’ lament in his belief that he will be 
answered just as Jesus believed his lament would be answered by the father. 

Second, Stephen entrusts his life to Jesus as he dies just as Jesus, when dying, 
entrusted his life to his father. As noted above, the laments by Jesus and Stephen 
make use of Psalm 30 LXX. The wider context of the psalm indicates that both 
Jesus and Stephen specifically trust that God will vindicate them in death. As the 
psalmist puts it just prior to the line that both Jesus and Stephen take up, “You 
will bring me out from this trap, which they hid for me, because you are my pro-
tector. Into your hands I entrust my spirit; you have ransomed me, O Lord God 
of truth” (Ps 30:5–6 LXX). The lamenter believes that God will ultimately protect 
his life in the face of his enemies and thereby demonstrate to the enemies that 
God is for him and not against him. It is in this vein that Jesus entrusts his spirit, 
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or life, to God at the crucifixion. Similarly, Stephen entrusts his life to Jesus. Ste-
phen can trust that Jesus will vindicate him in death because the father has vin-
dicated Jesus in death. The risen and exalted Jesus now has the authority prom-
ised to the son of man in Daniel’s vision. As the risen and vindicated righteous 
one, Jesus has the authority to vindicate Stephen, who cries out to him and trusts 
in him. Jesus stands in anticipation of this cry for vindication. 

Third, Stephen intercedes for sinners in the same way that Jesus did, because 
he believes that Jesus is willing and able to grant forgiveness. Just as Jesus trusted 
that the father would grant his request for his executioners’ forgiveness, Stephen 
trusts that Jesus would and could grant the same request. Stephen’s belief in 
Jesus’ ability to forgive stems from his resurrection and exaltation. Simply put, 
Jesus’ exalted location and standing posture at the right hand of God signal his 
ability to answer Stephen’s request. His belief in Jesus’ willingness to forgive the 
executioners stems from Jesus’ prayer for his own executioners at the crucifixion 
and God’s answer to that prayer for the forgiveness of others indicated through 
the resurrection. Stephen’s trust in this regard prompts Jesus to stand and an-
swer his lament. Moreover, as Luke’s narrative unfolds in Acts, the reader finds 
that the risen Jesus answers Stephen’s intercession for his executioners by call-
ing one of those executioners, Saul/Paul, to salvation.25 

Finally, the manner of Stephen’s death and his lament identify him as right-
eous and as someone identified with Jesus the righteous one (δίκαιος). After hear-
ing Jesus’ dying lament, it is the centurion at Jesus’ crucifixion who applies to 
him the title δίκαιος, “And the centurion having seen that which occurred was 
glorifying God saying, ‘Surely this man was righteous’” (Luke 23:47). Stephen 
suffers for bearing witness to this righteous one as indicated in his final accusa-
tion against his enemies. He asks them, “Which of the prophets did our fathers 
not persecute? And they killed those who proclaimed beforehand about the 
coming of the righteous one (τοῦ δικαίου), of whom you became betrayers and 
murderers” (Acts 7:52). Additionally, given the fact that Stephen’s unjustified 
death and dying lament mimic that of Jesus, it follows that Stephen can be iden-
tified as righteous even though the title is not explicitly applied to him in the 
immediate context. Stephen’s identity as righteous is assumed in his identifica-
tion with Jesus the righteous one. He imitates the righteous one. He trusts the 
righteous one. He laments to the righteous one. It is this righteous status of Ste-
phen predicated on faith in Jesus that prompts Jesus to stand and answer his 
lament even before it is uttered. 

 
25 As David Bauer recently noted in discussing the Damascus Road experience (2020, 143): 

“But here, perhaps partly in answer to Stephen’s prayer (7:60), and partly because of the bene-
fit of the spread of the gospel that can accrue from a converted Saul, the exalted Christ deals 
with Saul in a much more redemptive manner than will be the case with another enemy who 
tries to impede the mission of the church: Herod.” 
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CONCLUSION  

Stephen sees the glory of God and Jesus standing at God’s right hand. He testifies 
to his enemies, “Behold I see the heavens opened and the son of man having 
stood at God’s right hand.” Based on the intertextual and intratextual analysis 
outlined above, at least three salient points emerge about the significance of this 
unique reference to a “standing” son of man. These points coalesce around the 
intertextual and intratextual features of lament. Although the points are listed 
separately here, they are in fact interrelated:  

(1) Jesus stands because Stephen’s lament aligns him with those who serve 
(λατρεύω) the son of man as Daniel’s vision promised. This cultic ser-
vice comes in the form of a lament in which Stephen asks the son of 
man to vindicate his life and forgive his enemies. 

(2) Jesus stands because Stephen’s dying lament imitates his own lament at 
the crucifixion. In this way, Stephen laments as Jesus taught his disci-
ples to do (e.g., Luke 18:1–8—the widow who cries out for vindication). 

(3) Jesus stands because Stephen’s lament demonstrates his trust in Jesus’ 
divine identity. Stephen asks Jesus for those things that only God could 
grant. He in fact asks of Jesus what Jesus asked of the father, namely 
vindication and forgiveness for his executioners.  

Overall, Jesus stands because Stephen is righteous in the way that Luke-Acts 
defines righteous figures. Among such figures, Jesus stands out, particularly in 
his dying prayer of lament, where he entrusted the vindication of his life against 
his executioners to his father and interceded for their forgiveness. Facing his 
own death, Stephen both imitates Jesus the righteous one and entrusts himself 
to the righteous one by lamenting like him to him. After all, Israel’s Scriptures 
promise that God always answers the cries of the righteous.26 Sometimes he even 
stands to do so. Stephen relies upon that promise which he sees fulfilled in his 
vision of the risen, exalted, vindicated, and standing son of man. In anticipation 
and approval of Stephen’s worshipful lament that imitates his own lament and is 
directed to him, Jesus, the risen son of man who participates in the glory of God, 
rises and stands to answer him, to deliver him, and to thereby vindicate him in 
the way that his father vindicated him. The lingering unstated point of Luke’s 
account then is that Stephen would be vindicated through his own resurrection 
because he cried out to and like the righteous one who stood to answer him. 

 

 
26 “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous (δικαίους), and his ears are towards their 

prayer (δέησιν)” (Ps 34:16 LXX). 
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Abstract: The characters in the Old Testament were no strangers to trauma—or 
poetic expressiveness. After surveying various examples of their experiences as pro-
cessed through poetry, we will narrow our focus specifically to the creative expres-
sions surrounding the national crisis of the exile to Babylon. From there, we will drill 
down into Ezekiel 19, a remarkable example of artistry, from its profound metaphors 
to the intricate linguistic details woven into the construction of this riddle-lament. 
This divinely commissioned response to a calamity may inspire us and the commu-
nities we serve to capture, process, and share our pain through artistry. 
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We live in a world not just of local tragedy and trouble, but also of national and 
international crises.1 Even a brief examination of the Old Testament reminds us 
that humanity, whether on the individual or national level, has been living out 
traumatic conditions for millennia. On some level, we are still feeling the shock-
waves of the very first trauma recorded in the Bible: the sin, shame, and resulting 
expulsion from Eden. 

Sometimes Scripture describes difficult circumstances through prose, which 
tends to give a linear, factual description of events. Other times, however, we 
encounter poetry, which gives more of the emotions experienced during or after 
the event. Much of the poetry of the Old Testament was born out of traumatic 
situations: exile (Psalm 137); devastation (Lamentations); oppression, slavery, 
injustice (Hosea, Amos, Habakkuk); barrenness and other relational problems 
(Hannah’s song in 1 Sam 2:1–10; Ruth 1:16b–17); grief, disease, loss (Job); and per-
sonal sin (Psalms 32; 38; 51; Jonah 2).2 

 
1 This paper was originally presented at the Evangelical Missiological Society national con-

ference on September 14, 2019. 
2 Poser (2016, 39) notes, however, that trauma literature inevitably involves a paradox: “On 

the one hand, massive eruptions of brutality resist expression; there are no words to represent 
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Sometimes these poetic responses seem to have emerged during the trauma 
itself. The core of Psalm 137 may have been composed by the exiles themselves 
while in Babylon. Moreover, the only two poetic verses in the book of Ruth 
(1:16b–17) occur during her passionate plea that her mother-in-law Naomi allow 
her to accompany her back to Bethlehem. Other poetic responses were com-
posed after the crisis was past and communicate thanksgiving for deliverance, such 
as Hannah’s song (1 Sam 2:1–10) or the Song of the Sea (Exod 15:1–18). Westermann 
suggests that the poetry of the psalms grew out of a culture of worship: 

A great national crisis, drought, threat of attack, defeat, or plague had to be 

brought before God in lament and supplication. Out of this grew the [la-

ments]…. If, on the other hand, victory had been granted to the nation, the 

land had been liberated from its enemies, threatening danger had been 

averted, or a bumper harvest had been received, God had to be praised. Out 

of this grew the song of thanksgiving.... (1980, 13, emphasis original) 

In many cases, poetry and prose cooperate to tell the whole story. Most of 
the factual details of Saul’s defeat are recounted in 1 Samuel 30 and 2 Samuel 1 
before David laments over Saul and Jonathan. Likewise, Judges 4 presents a line-
ar description of the victory over Sisera, compared to Deborah’s expressive song 
of praise in Judges 5. In these and many other instances (e.g., Exodus 14–15), po-
etry permeates the Scriptures with its additional (artistic) perspective. 

When it comes to exile, there is, as Balentine (2011, 351–352) calls it, a whole 
“lexicon of trauma” in texts such as Jeremiah; Ezekiel; Lamentations; Psalms 44; 
69; 74; 78; 79; 85; 102; 126 (reflecting on deliverance from exile), and 137 (describ-
ing the conditions of exile); and potentially Isaiah 40–55 or Job. Regarding the 
poetry of exile in the Old Testament, the relevant psalms and the book of 
Lamentations have already received a great deal of attention in terms of general 
scholarship. They have also received at least a little attention in terms of the 
kind of linguistic, discourse, and rhetorical analysis in which Wendland (2017) 
and Fokkelman (1998, 2000, 2003) engage. For example, Lamentations is quite 
famous for its use of acrostics. There are four neat and tidy poems each orga-
nized from the first to the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Then, in chapter 5, 
the order disintegrates into chaos with the “breaking” of the acrostic in this final 
poem, possibly symbolizing the very destruction the book describes (cf. 
O’Connor 2002, 70–71). This type of poetic analysis, however, has not been ap-
plied extensively in the prophetic books, and so we turn our attention toward 
one of the prophetic poems of exile. 

Focusing on the book of Ezekiel, we note that this prophet seems to have 
been a man of great literary skill, and his writings cover a wide range of genres, 

 
them. On the other hand, it is absolutely necessary to bear witness…so that horror and vio-
lence do not have the last word.” 
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including legal-style arguments, proclamations of woe, parables, and laments. 
Although much of his writing features poetic elements, chapter 19 is one of just a 
few passages in Ezekiel that are indisputably poems (Block 1997, 39). In this 
chapter, Ezekiel faces one of the most traumatic aspects of the exile for the peo-
ple of Judah: the apparent end to the Davidic dynasty. Ezekiel has captured this 
deeply painful moment in poetry.  

It is interesting to apply analytical frameworks derived from scholars like 
Wendland and Fokkelman3 to see what kind of artistry Ezekiel may have em-
ployed in reflecting on the downfall of the house of David. What level of creativi-
ty might he have invested into a lament describing one of the most traumatic 
political moments in Old Testament history?  

Starting with the big picture, the poem basically consists of two analogies. 
The first (vv. 2–9) is that of a lioness with her cubs. This analogy contains two 
parts, each concerning one of the lioness’s cubs. Verse 2 sets the stage, and the 
lioness’s initial plan is stated in v. 3a, “She raised up one of her cubs, and he be-
came a young lion.” This is developed in v. 3b, which describes the cub’s actions, 
and v. 4 gives the nations’ reactions. 

In vv. 5–9, the lioness tries again with a second cub. The description of the 
second cub expands on the same points as the first cub, using some of the iden-
tical phrases in a common Hebrew poetic device known as far parallelism, dis-
junctive parallelism, or same-order structure. Each colon of vv. 3–4 corresponds 
to a colon of vv. 5–9, but each has been doubled or tripled in length by addition-
al material, as shown in Table 2. 

Next, the poem moves into another analogy (vv. 10–14); a vine is uprooted 
and transplanted from a lush spot to the desert. Again, there are two parts, but 
this time there is one vine and two locations. With the lion cubs, the first cub 
was described in only a few poetic lines, and the second lion cub received a more 
expanded description. With the vine, the situation is the opposite. The first loca-
tion where the vine is planted receives the fuller description, while the second 
part of the vine’s journey is much shorter. Once again, however, the information 
in the second part (vv. 13–14) has counterparts in the same order as the first por-
tion (vv. 10–12), a kind of “diminished” far parallelism (see Table 3). 

 

 

 
3 Our methodology has been particularly influenced by Fokkelman’s structural model of 

text units (that is, the text is divided into cola, poetic lines, strophes, and stanzas, each higher-
level unit usually being composed of 2 to 4 lower-level units), and his literary close-reading of 
the poems looking for how poetic features inform structure (see, e.g., Fokkelman 2000). 
Wendland’s techniques for analyzing poetic discourse provided a basic framework for a close 
exegetical and linguistic analysis of the poem (see Wendland 2017, 9–26). 
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ל׃  1 ֵֽ א  י ִיְשרָּ ֵ֖ ה ֶאל־ְנִשיא  ָׂ֣א ִקינָָּ֔ ה֙ שָּ   ְוַאתָּ

ַמְרתָּ    2  ְואָּ
Now you: raise a lament for Israel’s princes 

and say: 

א    ָ֤ה ִאְמך֙ ְלִביָָּ֔  מָּ
ה  ָ֑צָּ בָּ יֵֹ֖ות רָּ ין ֲארָּ ֵּ֥  ב 

ֹוך      ֵּ֥ ִר  יםְכִפִרֵ֖  ְבתֵּ֥  ׃ הָּ יֶרֵֽ ה גּוְבתָּ

“What was your mother?  

A lioness! 

Between lions she crouched, 

among young lions she reared her cubs. 

יהָּ  3 ֶרֵ֖ ד ִמגֻּ ֵּ֥ ָ֑ה     ַוַתַַּ֛על ֶאחָּ יָּ  ְכִפָׂ֣יר הָּ
ֶרף   ף־ֶטֵ֖ ד ִלְטרָּ ל׃    ַוִיְלַמֵּ֥ ֵֽ כָּ ם אָּ ֵּ֥ דָּ  אָּ

She raised up one of her cubs, 

and he became a young lion. 

He learned to tear prey 

and devoured people. 

ַּ֛יו גֹוִיֵ֖ם  4 לָּ ּו א  ָ֑ש    ַוִיְשְמעֵּ֥ ָׂ֣ם ִנְתפָּ  ְבַשְחתָּ
ים  ַחִחֵ֖ הּו ַבֵֽ ֵּ֥ ִים׃    ַוְיִבאֻּ ֵֽ ֶרץ ִמְצרָּ  ֶאל־ֶאֵּ֥

The nations heard about him, 

and he was caught in their pit. 

They brought him with hooks 

to the land of Egypt. 

ה  5 ֹוֲחלָָּ֔ י נֵֽ ֶ֙רא֙ ִכָׂ֣ ָּ֑ה    ַות  תָּ ה ִתְקוָּ ֵ֖ ְבדָּ  אָּ
יהָּ   ֶרֵ֖ ד ִמגֻּ ֵּ֥ ח ֶאחָּ ְתהּו׃   ַוִתַקַּ֛ ֵֽ מָּ יר שָּ  ְכִפֵּ֥

She saw that she waited, 

but her hope was lost, 

so she took another of her cubs 

and made him a young lion. 

ֵּ֥ ְתהַ ַויִ  6 יֵֹ֖ותתֹובְ  ךל  ָ֑ה      ך־ֲארָּ יָּ  ְכִפָׂ֣יר הָּ
ֶרף   ף־ֶטֵ֖ ד ִלְטרָּ ל׃    ַוִיְלַמֵּ֥ ֵֽ כָּ ם אָּ ֵּ֥ דָּ  אָּ

He prowled among lions 

and became a young lion. 

He learned to tear prey 

and devoured people. 

יו  7 ַ֙דע֙ ַאְלְמנֹותָָּ֔ ם ֶהח     ַוי  יֶהֵ֖ ר  יב ְועָּ  ִרָ֑
 ָ֤ ֹול     ּהֹלאָָּ֔ מְ  ּוֶרץ֙ ם ֶא֙ שַ ַות  ֹו׃ִמקֵ֖  ַשֲאגָּתֵֽ

He ravaged4 their widows 

and devastated their cities. 

The land and all in it were appalled 

at the sound of his roaring. 

ֵּ֥יו גֹוִיַּ֛ם  8 לָּ יב ִמְמִדינָֹ֑ות    ַוִיְת֨נּו עָּ ִבֵ֖  סָּ
ּו ִַֽיְפְרשֵּ֥ ַּ֛יו ִר ַוֵֽ לָּ ֵ֖ שְ  עָּ  ם תָּ

ֵּ֥ חְ שַ בְ      ש׃תָּ ֵֽ  ם ִנְתפָּ

The nations set against him 

surrounding him from the provinces. 

They spread their net over him, 

and he got caught in their pit. 

ים   9 ַחִחָ֔ ָ֤הּו ַבּסּוַגר֙ ַבֵֽ ִַֽיְתנֻּ  ַוֵֽ
הּו ֶאל־ֶמָׂ֣לֶ  ֵ֖ ֶבָ֑לַוְיִבאֻּ  ך בָּ

֙ה        תֹוֹצדָ֔ ַבמְ  ּו֙ ְיִבאֻּ
ֹודעַ ְלַמ   ֹו עֵ֖ ע קֹולַּ֛ ַמֵּ֥  ן לֹא־ִישָּ
ל׃       ֵֽ א  י ִיְשרָּ ֵּ֥ ר   פ ֶאל־הָּ

 

They put him in a collar using hooks. 

They brought him to the king of Babylon, 

bringing him with nets. 

Thus, his roar was no longer heard 

on Israel’s hills. 

ַּ֛  כַ ִאְמךֵּ֥   10 ָ֑ה     ְמךֵ֖ דָּ בְ ן פֶ ֶג  ַעל־ַמִָׂ֣ים ְשתּולָּ
 

“Your mother was like a vine in your blood,5 

planted by the water. 

 
4 This, following the Tree of Life version, seems an exceptionally good punning compro-

mise between MT ַוי ַדע “and he knew,” with potential euphemistic overtones (“ravished”) in 
proximity to יו  .cf) רעע and he harmed,” a hiphil of“ ַויַָּרע his widows,” and a proposed“ ַאְלְמנֹותָּ
Allen 1994, 284; Block 1997, 596–597; Zimmerli 1979, 389). 
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ה   ֵ֖ ְיתָּ ה הָּ ה֙ ַוֲֵֽענ פָָּ֔ ִריָּ ים׃    ֹפֵֽ ִים ַרִבֵֽ  She was fruitful and lush ִמַמֵּ֥

because of much water. 

ּה ַמטָׂ֣   11 ְהיּו־לָָּ֞  ז ֹות ֹע  ַוִיֵֽ
שְ י֙ ט  בְ ֶאל־שִ       ים ֹמֵֽ  ִלָ֔

ֹו  תֵ֖ ֹומָּ ּה קֵֽ ים    ַוִתְגַבֵּ֥ ָׂ֣ין ֲעֹבִתָ֑  ַעל־ב 
ֹו   ָׂ֣א ְבגְָּבהָ֔ רָּ יו׃   ַוי  ֵֽ ִלֹיתָּ ב דָּ  ְבֹרֵ֖

Her strong branches 

became rulers’ scepters. 

She towered high 

among the thick foliage. 

It was visible because of its height 

and its many branches. 

ה֙   12 מָּ ַתָ֤ש ְבח  ה  ַותֻּ כָּ ְשלָָּ֔ ֶָׂ֣רץ הֻּ אָּ  לָּ
ָּ֑ה ים הֹוִבָׂ֣יש ִפְריָּ ִדֵ֖ ּוַח ַהקָּ  ְורֵּ֥

ֵּ֖ה       זָּ ֵּ֥ה עֻּ ַּ֛שּו ַמט  ְר֧קּו ְויָּב   ִהְתפָּ
ְתהּו׃       ֵֽ לָּ ש ֲאכָּ ֵּ֥  א 

She was uprooted in anger 

and cast down to the ground. 

The East wind shriveled her fruit; 

her strong branches broke off and with- 

          ered 

and fire devoured them. 

ָ֑ר  13 ָׂ֣ה ַבִמְדבָּ ה ְשתּולָּ ֵ֖  ְוַעתָּ
א׃ בְ      ֵֽ מָּ ֵּ֥ה ְוצָּ ֶרץ ִציָּ  ֶאֵ֖

Now it is planted in the desert, 

in a dry and thirsty land. 

ש ִממַ   14 א א ֵ֜ צ ֨ ָ֤ה בַ ַות  ֙ ֶד֙יט   הָּ
ָׂ֣ ְר פִ      ה  ּה אָּ יָּ לָּ  כָָּ֔

ז  ה־ֹעֵ֖ ַּּ֛ה ַמט  יָּה בָּ ֵּ֥  ְולֹא־הָּ
ֹול       ֶָׂ֣בט ִלְמשָ֑  ש 

Fire came out from her main stem 

and consumed her fruit. 

No strong branch is left on her 

or a ruler’s scepter.” 

ֵֽה׃  י ְלִקינָּ יא ַוְתִהֵּ֥ ינָּה ִהֵ֖ -This is a lament, and it has become a la פ ִקֵּ֥

ment.6 

Table 1. Text and Our Translation of Ezekiel 19 

Plan A: First cub Plan B: Second cub 

 5a. The lioness assesses the situation. 

3a. The lioness raises a cub. 5b. She raises another cub. 

 6a. The cub prowls. 

3b. The cub tears prey/people. 6b. The cub tears prey/people. 

 7a. He destroys. 

 7b. His roar terrifies people. 

 8a. The nations assemble. 

4a. The nations catch him in a pit. 8b. They spread a net and catch him. 

4b. They take him to Egypt with hooks. 9a. They take him to Babylon in a cage with 

hooks. 

 9b. They bring him in nets. 

 9c. His roar is no longer heard. 

Table 2. Analogy 1: The Lioness 

 
ם 5 -blood” is somewhat mystifying; many scholars propose emendations, but the word“ דָּ

ing of MT has a strong lexical connection to Gen 49:9–11 (see below). 
6 Greenberg (1983, 354) suggests that this apparently redundant statement indicates that it 

was “actually employed” as a dirge “after the events alluded to in it happened.” 
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Location A: Lush Location B: Desert 

10a. The vine is planted by water. 13a. The vine is transplanted in the wilderness, 

10b. It flourishes from the water. 13b. in a dry and thirsty land. 

11a. Its branches become scepters.  

11b. It is very tall with dense growth.  

12a. The vine is uprooted and cast down.  

12b. Its fruit is dried up by the east wind. 14a. Fire devours its fruit. 

12c. Fire consumes its branches. 14b. There are no branches/scepters left. 

Table 3. Analogy 2: The Vine 

Thus, the two analogies each consist of two parts, one longer and one shorter. 
The first analogy presents a brief scenario and then expands on it with the second 
cub. In contrast, the analogy of the vine starts with the longer version and ends with 
a condensed account. On a large scale, then, the two analogies are structured in a 
sort of chiasm, with the smaller sections flanking the larger sections (see Table 4). 

On the other hand, there is clear evidence of far parallelism between the two 
analogies as well. Both start with a reference to ִאְמך “your mother” (vv. 2 and 10), 
and both contain לֹא “no, not” very near the end, in the penultimate colon 
(vv. 9d and 14c). In addition, both analogies are initially structured around a 
chain of wayyiqtol forms, which begins in the second verse of each section (vv. 3 
and 11). This mainline chain of wayyiqtols breaks down, along with word rhythms 
and other more or less predictable poetic features, at the points where it is clear 
that the lion will not return and the vine will not recover. Ezekiel may also have 
been coordinating his use of sound with these points of destruction, for in both 
cases u-vowels suddenly show up with remarkably increased frequency. 

The use of sounds also seems to highlight the central points of each analogy. 
Certain letters like ג or  ח appear or disappear in the central verses. The central 
words of Hebrew poetic sections sometimes carry significance, and in this case, 
it is interesting that the middle word in the first analogy is ְכִפיר “young lion” 
(v. 6b), which shares several sounds with ִפְריָּה “fruit,” a common word in the 
second analogy. In addition, ְכִפיר “young lion” is a good summary for the first 
section. Likewise, the central word of the second analogy, ֶאֶרץ “land,” may be 
highlighting the fact that the vine has been thrown out of the promised land. To 
remain on the theme of the land, ֶאֶרץ and גֹוִים “nations” appear in reverse order 
(that is, chiastic arrangement) around the center of the lion analogy: first  גֹוִים 
(v. 4a) and ֶאֶרץ (v. 4d), then ֶאֶרץ (v. 7c) followed by גוִים (v. 8a). Similarly, the 
second analogy is framed by repetitions of  ה ֹעז  strong branch” in vv. 11a and“ ַמט 
14c (Hummel 2005, 557). The deeper one looks, the more details can be found in 
the poetic construction.7 

 
7 This is especially the case with small-scale cohesive devices, such as the alliterative ם דָּ אָּ

ל כָּ ש \ש  and ,ר ,פ in vv. 3d and 6d; the profusion of אָּ  in v. 8cd; or צ in v. 13d–14a. 
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Analogy 1: The Lioness Analogy 2: The Vine 

“Your mother” 

wayyiqtol forms start in the 2nd verse 

“Your mother” 

wayyiqtol forms start in the 2nd 

verse 

(nations/land)  

center:  ְכִפיד “young lion” center:  ץֶאֶר  “land”   DESTRUCTION 

(land/nations)                                                 

  

                          DESTRUCTION  

 ֹ אל  “not”  ֹ אל  “not” 

Table 4. Structural Similarities between the Two Analogies. 

All this intricate artistry is set within a framework of the poetic genre: the 
 qinah, or lament. Verse 1 introduces the poem as a qinah—God commands ִקינָּה
the prophet א ִקינָּה  raise a lament”—and v. 14 concludes that this poem is a“ שָּ
qinah and is supposed to be used as one. Qinah laments have several key charac-
teristics: a particular asymmetrical meter or rhythm,8 an opening exclamation of 
grief,9 imperatives calling people to mourn—often with words directed toward 
the deceased,10 and a contrast between “then” and “now” to highlight the past 
glory that has departed.  

Ezekiel’s poem conforms to the expected metrical scheme, with some liber-
ties, and he clearly contrasts the glory of “then” with “now”—both lions and vine 
no longer fulfill their intended purpose. On the other hand, he dispenses with 
any imperatives calling people to mourn. Moreover, rather than speaking to a spe-
cific person, he addresses the dynasty ( ל א  י ִיְשרָּ  the princes of Israel”) as the“ ְנִשיא 
deceased. Perhaps most interestingly, however, he replaces the opening exclama-
tion of grief with a question:   ה ך ִאמְ מָּ  “What was your mother?” Not  ִמי ִאְמך “Who 
was your mother?” as we might expect in inquiring about a person, but rather ה  מָּ

 
8 Counting stressed syllables, it is usually 3:2 or sometimes 2:2 (Block 1997, 592). Garr 

(1983, 63, 73–74) speaks of the second line “echoing” the first grammatically or syntactically. 
The A-line is usually self-contained with the verb in initial position, while the B-line modifies 
and is dependent on the A-line, with the verb at the end. This creates “a grammatical paren-
thesis around the distich” (Block 1997, 592 n. 9). Differences in the pattern may be introduced 
for special effect. The 3:2 rhythm, however, also occurs in Psalm 23 and other scriptural pas-
sages and is not unique to this genre (Stuart 1989, 165). The point remains that some kind of 
repetitive pattern exists in this poem, especially because the poetry seems to break down in 
each analogy when destruction enters the picture. 

9 Often this is א  יך (2 Sam 1:19) or ה יכָּ  .Alas!” (1 Kgs 13:30)“ הֹוי How!” or“ (Lam 1:1) א 
10 Hals (1989, 128–129) lists the first and Block (1997, 593) the second. Stuart (1989, 165) de-

fines the four elements slightly differently, so that all directly apply to this passage: there is a 
summons or instruction to mourn, a direct address to the departed, a description of the trage-
dy (how greatly the loss is felt), and retrospective praise of the qualities of the departed. 
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“what,” introducing the lament as a sort of riddle. Block (1997, 594) calls it a “paro-
dy” of the genre, while Hals (1989, 128) refers to it as a “prophetic adaptation.” 

How might the hearers have interpreted this riddle? Ezekiel’s audience 
would have been familiar with lions and vines as pictures of their nation, begin-
ning with Genesis 49. In fact, Ezekiel’s poem uses seven important terms from 
Gen 49:9–11 (see Table 5). These comparisons with lions and vines continued to 
appear throughout Israel’s history.11 

 

ה  ַאְרי ה֙  גָּ֤ור 9 ָ֔  ְיהּודָּ

ָׂ֣י ֶטֵֶ֖רףמִ      ִלָ֑יתָּ  ְבִנ   עָּ
ע ַר֨ ַב֧ץ כָּ ַּ֛ה  רָּ  ְכַאְרי 

יאּוכְ      ִבֵ֖ י לָּ ּנּו׃ ִמֵּ֥  ְיִקיֶמֵֽ

Judah is a lion’s cub, 

you have gone up from the prey,  

 my son. 

He bends his knees, he crouches like a  

 lion, 

and like a lioness—who will 

rouse him? 

ּור 10 א־יָּסֵּ֥ ֵֹֽ ֶ֙בט֙  ל ה  ש  ָ֔ יהּודָּ  ִמֵֽ

ק     ֵ֖ ָׂ֣ין ּוְמֹחק  ָ֑יו ִמב    ַרְגלָּ
ַ֚ד א ַע ָֹׂ֣ י־יָּב  ִשיֹלה  ִכֵֽ

ֹו     ת ְולֵ֖ ים׃ ִיְקַהֵּ֥  ַעִמֵֽ

The scepter will not leave Judah, 

nor the ruler’s staff from between  

 his feet, 

until tribute (?) comes to him 

and he has the obedience of na- 

 tions. 

י 11  ִעיֹרה  ֶגֶ֙פן֙ לַ  ֹאְסִרָ֤

ה     ֵ֖ קָּ ָׂ֣י ְוַלֹשר    ֲאֹתנָֹ֑ו ְבִנ
ָ֤ס ֹו  ַבַיִ֙ין֙  ִכב  שָ֔  ְלבֻּ

יםַדםּובְ      ִבֵ֖  סּוֹתה׃ ־ֲענָּ

Tying his foal to the vine 

and his donkey’s colt to a choice  

 vine, 

washing his clothes in wine, 

and his garments in the blood of  

 the grape. 

Table 5. Gen 49:9–11, indicating words repeated in Ezekiel 19 

Nevertheless, the riddle leaves some important questions. Indeed, the suc-
cess of the riddle may be indicated, in part, by how many different interpreta-
tions the commentaries offer! Was the “mother” the literal mother of two of the 
kings of Judah—Hamutal, the mother of Jehoahaz and Zedekiah (2 Kings 23:31; 
24:18; Kraetzschmar 1900, 166; Eichrodt 1970, 254–255; cf. Molin 1954, 165–165)? 
Or is the “mother” a metaphorical reference to the nation of Judah (Greenberg 

 
11 Lions: Num 23:24; 24:9; Deut 33:20, 22; 2 Sam 1:23; Mic 5:8. Vines: Ps 80:9–14[8–13]; Isa 

5:1–7; Jer 2:21; Ezek 17:5–10; Hos 10:1. For further discussion, see Allen 1994, 289; Vawter & 
Hoppe 1991, 101. 



PROCESSING PAIN THROUGH ARTISTRY 25 

1983, 356–357; Stuart 1989, 167) or the Davidic dynasty (Hummel 2005, 561)? If, as 
most scholars agree, the lions refer to specific kings, then does the vine also refer 
to a king, or to the situation of two kings, or to the dynasty, or even to the nation 
as a whole?12 

Our study of the structures of the Hebrew poem suggests that this lament 
could be referencing all four of the last kings of Judah with phenomenal effi-
ciency.13 Josiah was the last godly king; after his reign the nation went downhill 
rapidly. If we see the “mother” in this poem as representing the tribe of Judah, 
from which lion-kings came forth to rule, then the first lion would have been 
King Jehoahaz, the only king taken to Egypt (2 Kgs 23:34). The second lion 
would then have been Jehoiakim, with his predatory nature (2 Kgs 24:4; cf. 
Jer 22:13–19); the accounts in 2 Chr 36:6 and Dan 1:1–2 indicate that he was tak-
en away by the king of Babylon. The first part of the vine account, then, could 
refer to Jehoiachin, who was also deported to Babylon (2 Kgs 24:12, 15; 
2 Chr 36:10), just as the vine was withered, burned, and transplanted. Finally, 
Zedekiah appears as the final stage of the vine’s destruction.14 This fourth sec-
tion of the lament is the only section in which the subject does not flourish at 
all. The lion cubs each had a time of dominance and preying on men, and the 
vine at first flourished by the water. This last state of the vine, on the other 
hand, starts in the desert, where its own fire consumes it, so no branches are 
left to become rulers’ scepters—and indeed, it was Zedekiah’s foolish act of 
rebellion that caused the final destruction and exile of the nation, including the 
killing of his sons (Jer 52:10–11). 

Whether or not this solution is the interpretation that Ezekiel intended, the 
question remains: Why did the prophet go to all the trouble to use a riddle for 
this lament? Rosenberg (1987, 199) suggests that the prophet might have created 
“a discourse difficult to pin down” in order to moderate the bluntness of his 
harsh messages.15 Hals (1989, 130) likewise suggests that the “emotional content 
is lowered somewhat as the element of riddle is introduced.” The effort of pro-
cessing the information mentally takes away some of the shock of the loss, so by 
skewing the lament with elements of a riddle, Ezekiel takes just a little bit of the 

 
12 It is even possible to assign different interpretations to the halves of the poem; for in-

stance, Jenson (2009, 151–152) identifies the mother lioness (vv. 1–9) as Hamutal, and the 
“mother” vine (vv. 10–14) as the dynasty. 

13 This coordinates with Block’s (1997, 603–607, 610) interpretation. 
14 Block (1997, 610) notes that in vv. 12–13, the vine is withered by outside forces such as the 

east wind, while in v. 14 “fire breaks out from within…, and spreads to all that remains of the 
plant.” This fits well with the fact that Zedekiah’s downfall depended largely on his own vacil-
lating attitude toward the Babylonians. 

15 This approach would direct the message of many of Ezekiel’s oracles “past the emotional 

multitudes to those who shared his concerns. Whence the riddle (ḥidah), the proverb (ma-

shal), and the dirge (qinah), all of which are oblique discourses” (Rosenberg 1987, 199). 
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sting out of the mourning.16 
Balentine (2011, 345–346) observes that prose was used to record the events 

surrounding the exile in the Old Testament, while poetry seems to have been 
used to mourn it.17 Prose states what has happened, while poetry creates space to 
question it, even to dissent (Balentine 2011, 347), to the point in Psalm 137 of 
even expressing the desire for revenge on the nation’s oppressors. The poetry of 
Ezekiel 19 takes another step back, expanding the functionality of poetry, by 
simply giving people the opportunity to process the tragedy (cf. Poser 2012, 370). 
As Balentine (2011, 346) observes,18 prose takes us through “chronological time,” 
but poetry brings us into “durational time”—examining the reality and its im-
pact on the present.19 

Through Ezekiel’s use of two figurative, national motifs, he deftly connects 
his audience’s emotions, and their identity, with a new reality. His analogies cre-
ate the space for the truth to sink in—the nation is no longer viable.20 The lion of 
the tribe of Judah is in captivity, the vine is barren in the wilderness. This shock-
ing new state of affairs will need to register in order for the exiles to hear and 
understand the rest of Ezekiel’s messages from the Lord—both the calls to re-
pentance21 and the hope of restoration. 

The Old Testament is full of poetry birthed from traumatic times, including a 
wealth of poetry composed around the time of the exile to Babylon.22 Here, we 
have looked in detail at just one example, noting the careful artistry with which 
Ezekiel’s lament was crafted. Now, let us close with some practical implications 
of how this study can strengthen us to encourage the processing of trauma 
through artistry. 

 
16 In addition, Poser (2012, 369) points out that YHWH is not mentioned explicitly in this 

chapter, but ה מָּ  .in wrath” (v. 12) alludes to his involvement in the destruction“ ְבח 
17 Balentine (2011, 352), applying Alan Mintz’s phrase, considers the poetry of exile a rhe-

torical “house of sorrow.” 
18 Borrowing concepts from Langer (1995, 13–23). 
19 Cf. Berlin’s (2005, 66–71) discussion of Psalm 137, in which the speakers try to figure out 

the new normal of worship, now that the temple is gone and they are far away, in a strange 
land. 

20 Or, since scholars disagree whether the lament is predictive or composed after Zedeki-
ah’s defeat, “The nation will no longer be viable.” 

21 See, for example, the last verse of Ezekiel 18. 
22 This study has focused primarily on the historical context of Ezekiel 19, but the canoni-

cal context of the chapter may also be significant. For instance, in 18:30-32 the LORD passion-
ately calls the “house of Israel” to repent, before he calls Ezekiel to lament the downfall of the 
house of David. Moreover, the theme of ch. 18 is about judgment for personal sin, not the sins 
of previous generations, and ch. 19 illustrates that each king is judged for his own sins, not 
those of his father—nor are any of the lion cubs spared for the righteousness of their father 
Josiah. Further connections could surely be made between chapter 19 and the surrounding 
context, even though it is beyond the scope of this study. 
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To start, it is remarkable that God actually commissioned this artistic form, 
telling Ezekiel to raise a lamentation for the princes of Israel (v. 1). God cares 
about pain and provides for healing, employing human artistry and forms of 
communication in the process. Even for an extremely painful message—the 
definite destruction of the Davidic dynasty—we see the author’s careful atten-
tion to form, word choice, and as well as the distribution of sounds. From sym-
bolism and other figures of speech down to detailed linguistic features, Ezekiel 
apparently valued the aesthetics of the message he was called to deliver and 
used those aesthetics both to communicate and to underscore the significance 
of his message. 

Various writers have observed that such biblical passages may serve as a mir-
ror for our own situations, allowing us to lean on others’ artistic processing (cf. 
O’Connor 2002, 103–104). Strawn (2016, 155), for example, suggests that “the 
psalms offer traumatized persons specific words to adopt as their own…useful 
working models for how to disclose traumatic experiences and feelings.”23 Fur-
thermore, as we lean on others’ artistic processing, we can also expect that our 
own processing may prove insightful or validating to someone else. 

It is also worth noting that Ezekiel used a kind of communication with which 
his audience was familiar, tapping into a familiar lament genre. Likewise, we can 
encourage the people around us to process their trauma through the artistic 
genres within which they feel most comfortable creating or participating. If 
crafting a poem sounds stressful, individuals can consider expressing feelings 
through movement, music, storytelling, drawing, or whatever communication 
form works best for them or their communities.24 

We are surrounded by so many global and local crises, such as refugees dis-
placed from their homes, young women who through trafficking lose even the 
privacy of their own bodies, and religious and political persecution of all sorts. 
Nevertheless, we can take heart that people for millennia, even in the face of 
utter desolation, even in exile, have considered it worth capturing, processing, 
and sharing their pain through artistry. May God bless us and those we serve 
through his healing power of creativity. 

 
23 Allender & Longman (1994, 17) recommend the emotional aspect of the Psalms, appeal-

ing to the power of poetry as being “truly real—a reality that cannot be grasped through scien-
tific or theoretical precision…truth is ultimately relational.” Anderson (2000, 71) points out 
that “Psalm 137 has found many echoes in modern life, especially in situations of protest,” and 
Stowe (2016) devotes an entire book to tracing the influence of Psalm 137 on artists and politi-
cal and social movements. In fact, he titled a related article “Why a 2,500-year-old Hebrew 
poem still matters” (Stowe 2017). 

24 Malchiodi (2005) presents a range of expressive therapies, while Mollica (2008) and 
Thompson (2010) both highlight storytelling as a powerful way of bringing healing. 
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Abstract: This research sought to investigate how to cope with COVID-19 from a 
socio-religious and pragmatic perspective. It has been argued that faith-based treat-
ment programs play a major role in disease care and treatment. Unlike all previous 
studies of sociolinguistics, this is a religious discourse analysis of some Quranic vers-
es and Prophetic sayings that may serve important roles in coping, survival, and 
maintaining overall wellbeing within Islamic cultures and communities. Drawing on 
Brown and Levinson’s theory of Politeness (1978, 1987), we examined a considerable 
number of Quranic verses and a wealth of Prophetic sayings. Accordingly, the mate-
rial examined in this paper offers novel insights into an aspect of face theory that has 
not been addressed in previous research. Results of qualitative and quantitative data 
analysis showed that during this pandemic, positive religious coping among the Jor-
danian community is more prevalent than negative religious coping. 

Keywords: Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, Politeness Theory, Religious Coping, 
COVID-19 

1. INTRODUCTION 

COVID-19 has been the focus of much recent research attention. The phenome-
non has been investigated from different points of view (e.g., Hill and Pargament 
2003; Hackney & Sanders 2003; Koenig et al. 2001; Bouchara 2015). Recent years, 
for example, have witnessed a growing interest in research on religious coping 
(Pargament 1997, 2007, 2008; Pargament et al. 2011). It has been observed that 
religious beliefs and practices can help people cope with fatal diseases like 
COVID-19. Studying the pandemic from a religious, sociolinguistic, and pragmat-
ic perspective can shed light on how particular people behave in specific life situ-
ations and contexts for the purpose of managing their lives during a pandemic.  

In order to investigate the pandemic as a sociolinguistic and pragmatic 
phenomenon, it is important to establish clearly what is meant by the term. A 
pandemic is the worldwide spread of a new disease during which people at-
tempt to cope and adapt with the disease. This study attempts to shed light on 
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the relationship between religious beliefs and activities and adaptation to phys-
ical illness in a situation like the one people find themselves in. Specifically, the 
aim of this study is threefold: 1) to address the Islamic disease management for 
improving quality of life for individuals and preventing or minimizing the effects 
of the disease through integrated care from an Islamic point of view, 2) to inves-
tigate the type and range of religious coping strategies and substrategies among 
Moslem people facing a pandemic of great danger, and 3) to show how polite-
ness in the Holy Quran works within two frameworks of communication, name-
ly the God–man relationship and the man–man (i.e., interpersonal) relationship 
for the purpose of mitigating, preventing, and extinguishing pandemic sparks. 
Moreover, it should be noted here that as this study focuses on an ethnograph-
ically informed discussion of (situated) language usage, an attempt will also be 
made in one of its parts to shed some light on how Moslem people behave in 
such a critical situation. 

 Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in research on religious cop-
ing. Past work on religious coping has, for the most part, taken place in coun-
tries with predominantly Judeo-Christian cultures (cf. Baer 2003; Smith et al. 
2003). However, there are still certain parts of the World that have hardly been 
studied, resulting in a scarcity of literature dealing with this topic from an Islam-
ic point of view. One such milieu is Jordan and the Arab world. Thus, our study 
adds to the small body of knowledge on coping with COVID-19 from an Islamic 
point of view by identifying categories of experience through qualitative, open-
ended survey questions. This work is also of great importance as it is the first of 
its kind on the topic of politeness and religious coping within the context of Jor-
dan. This may provide room for the present study. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is an infectious disease that primarily af-
fects the lungs. It is a respiratory illness that has almost spread to every conti-
nent. There continues to be a concentrated effort to increase awareness about 
the disease and its consequences. Currently, however, it seems that there is no 
cure for this disease. COVID-19 is not just altering everyday life; it is also upend-
ing psychological/sociological research (American Psychological Association 
2020). A huge number of studies are being conducted currently in different parts of 
the world on the biology of the disease process, treatments for the disease condi-
tions, and prevention of future occurrences (cf. World Health Organization 2021). 

Research (e.g., Pargament 2007), has shown that religion and spirituality can 
play an important role in supporting patients in various forms of treatment. Spe-
cifically, researchers have noticed that religious beliefs and practices can help 
people to cope with fatal diseases such as heart disease, cancer, chronic lower 
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respiratory disease, and so on (e.g., Pargament et al. 2011; Hill and Pargament 
2003; Hackney and Sanders 2003; Koenig et al. 2001). This well-established area 
came out of the research on the contextual model of coping, which has generat-
ed a great deal of research in the social, behavioral, and medical sciences over 
the past thirty-five years (cf. Pargament et al. 2011).  

Building on Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Model of Stress and 
Coping, Pargament (1997) developed his theory of religious coping. Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984) contend that humans evaluate their circumstances to determine 
how they ought to respond to them. Religious coping methods can be classified 
into two broad groups: positive and negative (Pargament et al. 1998). Generally, 
positive religious coping strategies express “a secure relationship with a trans-
cendent force, a sense of spiritual connectedness with others, and a benevolent 
world view” (Pargament et al. 2011, 51). Thus, they tend to be salutary for individuals 
under stress. By contrast, negative religious coping approaches mirror “underlying 
spiritual tensions and struggles within oneself, with others, and with the divine” 
(Pargament et al. 2011, 51). Thus, they are more likely to have deleterious effects.  

As religion does have a role to play in developing a sense of ethics, religion 
and politeness have meanings in society. The interactive relationship between 
them can be traced and manifested clearly at all aspects of life. In a study on the 
role of religion in shaping politeness in Moroccan Arabic, Bouchara (2015), for 
example, found that by resorting to the use of politeness strategies, Moroccans 
seem to reflect their firm belief and the importance they attach to the Quran 
and, more especially, to the question of fate and destiny in Islam. Similarly, Ad-
ams (2015) noticed politeness strategies play a significant role in Decision Mak-
ing between GPs and Patients. She reached the conclusion that the use of posi-
tive politeness in consultations has the potential to create an environment ori-
ented toward agreement, inhibiting patient participation in the absence of space 
for participation being explicitly offered. R. Matsuoka and Poole (2015), based on 
their study of politeness strategies in health care, concluded that at difficult 
times optimal politeness strategies are required while simultaneously providing 
urgent medical care for patients or victims. 

The theoretical orientation of this study is based on the assumption that lan-
guage can better be understood and analyzed in terms of its relationship with a 
number of situational and sociocultural factors. Although the general im-
portance of the Holy Quran is well recognized in shaping politeness (cf. Al-
Khatib 2012; Al Momani et al. 2018), many details about the politeness strategies 
being used in critical situations still require clarification. To highlight such a 
relationship between religion and politeness from an Islamic point of view, this 
study is set out to make a qualitative discourse analysis of the various ranges of 
politeness strategies and substrategies utilized in delivering divine messages that 
call for a harmonious relationship between man and God, on the one hand, and 
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also provide help for coping with cases of fatal illness like the one under investi-
gation. As the study goes to the analysis of some Quranic verses in terms of po-
liteness, theories concerning this point are presented below. 

The theoretical framework of this study is based on Brown and Levinson’s 
(1978; 1987) politeness theory as a basis for analyzing the discourse of religion, a 
form of social interaction in which a connection to religion is foregrounded. 
Brown and Levinson’s (1978; 1987), model is one of the most prominent theories 
on linguistic politeness. They base their theory on Goffman’s (1967; 1971) notion of 
face as the image that a person adopts for oneself and acquires from society. 

Brown and Levinson’s model is based on three notions: face, face threatening 
acts (FTA), and politeness strategies. Politeness theory posits that individuals in 
any culture have positive and negative face wants. The positive face is reflected 
in a need to be liked and appreciated by others. On the other hand, the negative 
face reflects an individual's desire not to be impeded or put upon, to have the 
freedom to act as one chooses (Thomas 1995, 169). In normal situations, individ-
uals employ different strategies to avoid the bad effect of FTAs either to hearers 
(H) or speaker (S). The weight of a face-threatening act, according to Brown and 
Levinson, is affected by three social variables: power, distance, and rank of im-
position, which are context dependent in the sense that their value changes ac-
cording to the situation even if S and H remain constant. Thus, people tend to 
use politeness strategies to reduce face threats.  

Brown and Levinson (1987) and Brown (2017) contend that “politeness phe-
nomena are universal” (1987, 2), in the sense that we are rational, therefore, we 
will choose the means that will achieve our aims. Brown and Levinson outline 
four types of politeness strategy, covering all human linguistic ‘politeness’ needs. 
These strategies are:  

1. Bald on-Record: This type of strategy provides no effort to minimize 

threats to the hearer’s face.  

2. Positive Politeness: The speaker’s goal here is to address the positive 

face needs of the addressee and confirms that their relationship is 

friendly and expresses group reciprocity.  

3. Negative Politeness: This type of strategy presumes that the speaker will 

be imposing on the listener. 

4. Off-record or indirect: The speaker tries here to avoid imposing directly. 

According to Brown and Levinson, the indirectness or off-record acts are 
more likely to be considered as politeness strategies than direct or on-record. 
Brown and Levinson contend that one selects a politeness (i.e., face-redressing) 
strategy appropriate for the degree to which an act is face-threatening (FT) to 
the addressee. 

Brown and Levinson (1987, 76) assume that there are three variables which any 
rational individual with good intentions must take into account when assessing 
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the seriousness of a particular FTA. These are: (1) The ‘social distance’ (D) of S 
and H (a symmetric relation); (2) The ‘relative power’ (P) of S and H (an asym-
metric relation); (3) The ‘absolute ranking of imposition’ (R) in the particular 
culture. Each variable has some cognitive validity and is used to calculate the 
weightiness of FTA.  

Brown and Levinson also spoke clearly of honorifics in their politeness strat-
egies. They describe the honorifics in the negative strategies as, “deference,” and 
“impersonalize speaker and addressee (address terms as ‘you’ avoidance).” Du-
ranti and Goodwin (1992), for example, suggest that not only do honorifics re-
flect some level of social circumstances of interaction but are used as a means to 
create and modify circumstances during communication.  

Positive politeness, according to Brown and Levinson (1987), are divided into 
three mechanisms, they are: claim common ground, convey that S and H are 
cooperative, and fulfil H's want. Positive politeness involves fifteen strategies: 1. 
Notice, attend to H (his interest, wants, needs, goods); 2. Exaggerate (interest, 
approval, sympathy with H); 3. Intensify interest to H; 4. Use in-group identity 
markers; 5. Seek agreement; 6. Avoid disagreement; 7. Presuppose/raise/assert 
common ground; 8. Joke; 9. Assert or presuppose S’s knowledge of and concern 
for H’s wants; 10. Offer, promise; 11. Be optimistic; 12. Include both S and H in the 
activity; 13. Give (or ask for) reasons; 14. Assume or assert reciprocity; 15. Give 
gifts to H (goods, sympathy, understanding, cooperation) (1987, 70). 

According to Brown and Levinson (1987, 131), negative politeness strategies 
can be classified into 10 strategies, these are: 1. Be conventionally indirect, 2. 
Question, hedge, 3. Be pessimistic, 4. Minimize the imposition, 5. Give deference, 
6. Apologize, 7. Impersonalise speaker and hearer, 8. State the face-threating act 
as a general rule, 9. Nominalize, 10. Go on record as incurring a debt, or as not 
indebting hearer.  

Since its appearance in 1978 and 1987, this model of politeness, whose goal is 
to devise a well-substantiated theory of politeness, has become an inspiring ex-
ample for sociolinguists and anthropologists because it can present them with 
clear and convincing explanations for works which have been conducted in dif-
ferent cultures.  

3. THE STUDY 

3.1. Two Main Religious Sources for Coping 

Before we proceed any further, it is worth noting that the Quran and Sunnah are 
two fundamental sources of Islamic jurisprudence (Khan 1980). The Quran is the 
word of God, and the Sunnah is the actions, sayings, and silent permissions (or 
disapprovals) of the Prophet. The word “Sunnah” is also used to refer to religious 
duties that are optional. Hadith is the recorded sayings of Prophet Muhammad 
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(Sahih al-Bukhari 2010). In this sense, Hadith is second to the Quran. It is impossi-
ble to understand the Quran without reference to the Hadith; and it is impossible 
to explain a hadith without relating it to the Quran (Hamed 2019). The importance 
of these two sources in Islam lies in the fact that they are both the primary sources 
of Islamic law (cf. Khan 1980; Huda 2019; Quran Interactive.com 2019). 

Communication as interaction refers to the relationship which is built be-
tween God–man and man–God. Belief and practice are the keys to build a good 
relationship with God. When man feels close and has the same emotion with his 
Creator, it will be a bridge to create a good relationship. In this study, those rela-
tionships between God–man and man–God in the term of effective interaction 
will be investigated as a basis for helping people to cope with the disease. 

3.2. Patterns of Address in the Holy Quran 

Before we delve deeper into the discussion it is worthwhile to shed some light on 
the patterns of address in the Quran, because the issues under discussion are 
dealt with in the Quran by utilizing different patterns of address. For example, a 
disease is dealt with in the Quran either by communicating the message directly 
(i.e., giving instructions), exemplifying, or by telling a story (i.e., communicating 
the message through the stories of previous Prophets and nations). 

Different methods of address have been utilized in the Holy Quran, as it works 
within two frameworks of communication, namely the God–man relationship and 
the man–man (i.e., interpersonal) relationship (cf. Al-Khatib 2012). By God–man 
relationship, we mean rules and guidelines (i.e., the law or Sharia in Islam) that 
regulate the relationship between man and God in terms of faith, worship, and 
obedience (i.e., rights and obligations); and by man–man relationship we mean 
the set of rules that regulate relations between people themselves in terms of 
rights and obligations from an Islamic point of view. However, as will be seen be-
low, in some cases there is some overlap between the two types of relationships 
(see Al-Khatib 2012). 

Al-Khatib (2012) noticed that three main methods of address are used in the Ho-
ly Quran. These are: the direct method of address, exemplifying, and storytelling. 

1. The direct method of address is usually addressing the readers or a 

particular group of people (i.e., without asking the prophet to tell them 

on behalf of Him) (Al-Khatib 2012). 

2. Storytelling. One of the most striking techniques of address in the Holy 

Quran has been the use of stories of the previous prophets and messen-

gers and stories about what happened to previous nations.  

3. Exemplifying. Examples derived from past experiences of prophets and 

messengers can effectively communicate a moral/religious message. 

(For more information on this issue see Al-Khatib 2012, 487–490). 
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4. DATA AND METHODS 

As with other discourse analysis research, this study will benefit from the quali-
tative research approach. The data is collected from three main sources, the 
Quran, Al Hadith (i.e., the Prophet’s sayings), and a selected group of partici-
pants. A selected set of verses (Ayahs) and sayings (Hadith), presented in narra-
tive form, will be analyzed, and interpreted in relation to their socio-religious 
context. Van Dijk (1985) assumes that “Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a 
type of discourse analytical research that primarily studies the way social power, 
abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted.” Luke (1995) argues that “the 
primary unit of analysis for critical discourse analysis is the text. Texts are taken 
to be social actions, meaningful and coherent instances of spoken and written 
language use. Yet their shape and form are not random or arbitrary.”  

4.1. Sampling and Data Collection 

The first set of data (i.e., The Quranic verses and the Prophet sayings) was select-
ed by searching the “Quran SmartSearch,” engine, selecting the verses relevant to 
the issues under investigation. The researcher then performs a reexamination of 
the verses identified in the first part of the process, to select the verses most rel-
evant to the points being discussed. Likewise, the same procedure was also ap-
plied to the Prophet’s Sayings and Traditions. The search engines employed for 
selecting the Sayings is the SUNNA.COM. Thus, the Quranic extracts and the 
prophet’s sayings upon which this study is based are collected from more than 13 
chapters of the Quran and more than thirty sayings relevant to the topic of 
study. The selected material is organized in such a way as to provide a compre-
hensive view of how Muslim people attempt to protect themselves in terms of 
prevention and treatment. 

In order also to offer additional ways on how people cope spiritually and phys-
ically with the disease, an examination of the reaction of people to the pandemic 
was carried out. Seventy Jordanian people inhabiting Irbid City, Jordan, a city 
that borders Syria, were chosen for this purpose. Thus, purposive sampling was 
employed for the identification and selection of the sample. Patton (2002, 196) 
believes that “logic and power of purposive sampling lies in selecting infor-
mation-rich cases for study in depth.” Thus, the choices we made concerning the 
sampling selection agree with the principle that above all “the validity, meaning-
fulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with 
the information richness of the cases selected and the observation/analytical 
capabilities of the researcher than with sample size” (Patton 2002, cited in Em-
mel 2013, 141). 

However, owing to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic, and because 
Jordanian people in general are very suspicious of outsiders with whom they are 
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not acquainted or who have not, at least, been introduced to them through a 
third party, in this present study a random selection of participants was neither 
possible nor available. Therefore, the only possible way for us was to follow the 
“social network” model proposed by Milroy and Milroy (1978) and approach the 
participants in the capacity of “a friend of a friend” or in some cases “a friend of a 
friend of a friend.” From the outset, we thought to diversify the selected partici-
pants by sex, age, and residential area. As the Health Department in the city pri-
oritizes health and implements measures such as isolation, remote work, and 
social distancing, face-to-face interviewing is currently inappropriate. Therefore, 
phone interviewing was chosen as the best way for data collecting. Having found 
a person who satisfied the required criteria and after we make sure that he/she 
was willing to participate, an explanation of the purposes and aims of the re-
search would be given and an appointment was made for the phone interview. It 
is worth mentioning here that in order for the selected sample to be representa-
tive of the speech community’s opinion and reactions, we thought to diversify 
our sample by age, gender, and even place of residence. Table 1 below shows the 
distribution of the sample by age and sex. 

 
Age group Gender 

 Male Female 

Y. age group (15–29 yrs. 

old) 

 10  13 

M. age group (30–49 yrs. 

old) 

 13  12 

O. age group (50+ yrs. old)  12  10 

Total  35  35 

Table 1. Distribution of sample by age and sex 

4.2. The Questionnaire 

Phone interviewing with the selected sample was conducted during a period 
extending from January to March 2021. Due to the restrictions imposed by the 
pandemic, a short semi-structured questionnaire with ten questions was em-
ployed to uncover how people deal with the pandemic, how they react to it, and 
what they think of the role of religion in the process. The following is a list of the 
interview questions: What do you think of the pandemic? What are the causes of 
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the disease? How do you react to it? What did you do during the pandemic? What 
did you do to relieve the suffering, the burden, and the isolation caused by the pan-
demic? How do you nurture your spiritual well-being? Will coronavirus ever go away? 
What do you think of the vaccination? Why do you think this is happening? What 
words would you like to say to spread smiles and good feelings among people? 

It should be noted here that the Labovian (1972) sociolinguistic interview 
protocol, comprising formal and informal linguistic tasks, was used to collect a 
combination of citation forms and continuous speech relevant to the topic being 
discussed. In this way, speakers are less likely to be hyper-aware and self-
editorialize while speaking about their emotional or personal topics than they 
are when cognizant of the fact that a formal interview is taking place. For this 
reason, we also meant to exclude the first and final five minutes from each inter-
view in which the interviewees are usually aware of the formality of the situation. 

It should also be mentioned that the data obtained from the respondents 
were recorded using a smart voice recorder to discover the politeness strategies 
in their interactions. The total data which were examined and analyzed in this 
study were more than 100 excerpts. The data from the audio recording were ana-
lyzed by making data transcriptions. The transcriptions which consist of polite-
ness strategies then were selected in the forms of excerpts. 

Admittedly, the sample collected in this way is not perfectly representative, 
and thus it seems likely that the data do not provide more than broad guidelines 
on the reaction of Jordanians to the pandemic. 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The data were analyzed by using the dual analytical approach of discourse and socio-
linguistics (e.g., Van Dijk 1985; Holmes 2005; Lazar 2005). Here, I set out a number of 
discourse analytical practices that will enable us to describe in detail several aspects 
of how people may cope with COVID-19 from an Islamic point of view.  

It is helpful to provide a detailed analysis of the tactics involved in orienting, 
warning, and instructing people for preventing and reducing a person’s risk of devel-
oping a life-threatening infection like COVID-19. Pandemic management in Islam 
will be discussed under three main headings: safety precautions, illness and treat-
ment, and response and reaction to the pandemic. 

5.1. Safety Precautions 

Politeness in the Holy Quran and Al Hadith is manifested in a variety of ways, 
using a huge number of politeness formulas as will be seen below. Islam speaks 
loftily of human worth as of supreme value. God upholds the holiness of life as a 
universal principle, “And do not kill one another, for God is indeed merciful unto 
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you,” says the Holy Quran (An-Nisa 4:29). “Everything considered harmful either 
to the body, mind, soul, or society is prohibited, while whatever is beneficial is 
permissible. Islam prohibits Muslims from consuming pork, alcohol, or mind-
altering drugs” (The Basics of Islam 2020). Similarly, it asks its followers to pro-
tect themselves against diseases through following some guidelines and strate-
gies, among which are cleanliness, dietary guidelines, isolation, and quarantine. 

5.1.1. Cleanliness 

Islam emphasizes the importance of cleanliness. The Quran is the first and 
most important source of Islamic law that teaches how to attain ritual cleanli-
ness. Purification can be attained by proper bodily purification such as making 
ablution, taking bath, cleaning teeth, using fragrance, keeping house and clothes 
clean etc. (Taheri 2009). This acts as one of the critical communicable disease 
safety precautions. Speaking of this issue, Prophet Muhammad says: 

(1) ?at-tuhoor ʃatr ?al-?imaan (Saheeh Muslim 2019)  

“Purification is half of faith” 

Data analysis has shown that almost without exception all Quranic verses 
and the Prophet sayings relevant to protecting self are given in imperatives. The 
basic type of verses containing instructions and guidelines on what is, and what 
is not, permissible in Islam are almost all given by using the bald on-record 
strategy without doing anything to minimize threats to the reader’s “face.” This is 
because it seeks to set out the Islam general policy towards several issues in a 
direct and straightforward way. The following verse is a case in point in which 
the believers are addressed directly.  

(2) yā ?ayyuhā ?al-laðīna ?amanū ?iðā qumtum ?ilá ?aṣ-Ṣalāati fāɣsilū 

wujūhakum wa ?aydiyakum ?ilá ?al-marāfiqi wa ?amsaĥū biru?ūsikum 

wa ?arjulakum ?ilá ?al-kaʕibayni wa ?in kuntum junubāan fa 

?aṭṭahharū (Q al-Mā’idah 5:6)  

O you who have believed, when you rise to [perform] prayer, wash 

your faces and your forearms to the elbows and wipe over your 

heads and wash your feet to the ankles. And if you are in a state of 

janabah [ritually impure due to sexual intercourse or seminal dis-

charge], then purify yourselves . . . (translation of the Holy Quran, 

al-Mā’idah 5:6). 

It is highly likely that such direct requests/commands will be accepted by the 
followers, as they arise from the close and intimate relationship that links man 
to God and to His Messenger. From a politeness point of view, Brown and Levin-
son (1979, 95) argue that a situation requiring maximum efficiency justifies the 
use of bald on-record strategies, which focus on clarity and efficiency. 
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5.1.2. The Islamic Dietary Law  

The same also is true of dietary guidelines for the believers. In general, Islamic 
dietary law distinguishes between food and drink that are allowed (halal) and 
those that are prohibited (haram) (Huda 2019). Islam, for instance, made lawful 
for Muslims all the good foods and drinks and made unlawful to them all that 
causes harm to them and their bodies. This is because food hygiene and good 
food safety practices can prevent the transmission of some diseases through 
food (cf. Khan 1980), as may have happened with the transmission of COVID-19 
through bats. In the light of these claims, consider the examples below. 

(3) ħurrimat ʕalaykum ?al-maytatu wa ?ad-damu wa laħmu ?al-xinziir 

wa maa ?uħilla liγayri ?al-Lahi bihi wa ?al-munxaniqa wa ?al-

mawquuðatu wa ?al-mutaraddiyatu wa ?an-naṭiħatu . . . (Q al-

Mā’idah 5:3)  

Forbidden to you (for food) are dead meat, blood, the flesh of swine, 

and that on which hath been invoked the name of other than God; that 

which hath been killed by strangling, or by a violent blow, or by a head-

long fall . . . (translation of the Noble Quran, al-Mā’idah 5:3). 

Clearly, this verse implies that the most ideal form of a God–man relation-
ship is for believers to surrender to God's sovereign will without objection. God's 
intention, as seen above, is not to deprive people of food or to limit their nutri-
tion, rather He imposes such restrictions to ensure that His servants consume 
the most beneficial type of food. The above example shows that by applying the 
bald on-record strategy Allah attempts to maximize efficiency in an urgent situa-
tion, as Brown and Levinson (1987) put it. A further benefit, as Choudry et al. 
(2018) put it, is that on a tangible level, surrendering to God's will is something 
through which the individual independently seeks to internalize and reproduce 
the qualities that make God deserving of gratitude.  

5.1.3. Isolation and Quarantine  

“Prevention is better than cure” is a well-known concept in Islam (Zikr 2008). 
Health experts suggest quarantine is among the most effective ways to control 
the spread of the novel coronavirus pandemic and to limit its impact on popula-
tions across the globe. Quarantine is known to have been practiced by Prophet 
Muhammad fourteen centuries ago. 

(4) ?īðā samiʿtum biālṭāʿūni bi?ārḍin falāa tadxulūhā wa īðā wa qaʿa 

bi?ārḍin wa ?āntum bihā falāa taxruju minhā 

[The Prophet said,] “If you hear of an outbreak of plague in a 

land, do not enter it; if the plague breaks out in a place while 
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you are in it, do not leave that place” (Sahih al-Bukhari, 

5728).  

Similarly, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), the Muslim physician, who is considered the 
father of early modern medicine, argued for the use of quarantine to control the 
spread of diseases in his five-volume medical encyclopedia “The Canon of Medi-
cine,” originally published in 1025 (Encyclopedia Britannica 2020). The Muslim 
scholar explained that disease can spread through very small particles that can-
not be seen with the naked eye, a discovery that was proven centuries later, after 
the invention of microscopes (Hatim 2020). Historians, according to Hatim 
(2020), agree that Ibn Sina’s work laid the foundation for modern quarantine. 
Some argue that the current appellation of “quarantine” originates from the Ara-
bic term “al-Arba’iniya” (the fortieth), which Ibn Sina used to designate his isola-
tion method. 

The concept of prevention in Islam can be understood at three levels (Mus-
limvillage.com 2016). Primary prevention aims at making sure the disease does 
not occur at all. Prevention also involves avoiding any act that can hurt good 
health or destroy life (halaak). Secondary prevention aims at limiting the im-
pact of the disease once it has occurred; this is usually by attempting to detect 
the disease early and instituting necessary treatment. Tertiary prevention aims 
at alleviating the long-term effects and complications of a disease by separating 
sick people with a contagious disease from people who are not sick (Muslimvil-
lage.com 2016). 

According to Aboul-Enein (2016) the Holy Quran has also asked people to 
learn healthy habits to protect themselves from disease and prevent germs and 
infectious diseases from spreading by saying, as seen below: 

(5) wa lā tulqū bi?anfusikum ?illá ?at-tahlukati wa ?aħsinū ?inna Allāha 

yuħibbu ?al-muħsinīna (Q al-Baqarah 2:195) 

And do not throw [yourselves] with your [own] hands into de-

struction [by refraining]. And do good; indeed, Allah loves the 

doers of good (translation of the Holy Quran, al-Baqarah 2:195). 

Muslim people believe that Allah intends for His servants all that is good and 
beneficial. For this reason, Allah urges them to learn every beneficial knowledge, 
and to take care of themselves at the time of danger.  

Brown and Levinson (1987, 103) assume that “Positive-politeness utterances 
are used as a kind of metaphorical extension of intimacy to imply common 
ground or sharing of wants to a limited extent even between strangers who per-
ceive themselves, for the purposes of the interaction, as somehow similar.” Sev-
eral positive politeness strategies which have been attested to in the data are 
attending to hearer’s interests, needs, wants, intensifying interest to the hearer, 
exaggerating interest, approval, sympathy with the hearer, offering and/or 
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promising, and lastly assuming or asserting reciprocity. In the examples above, 
the imperatives (don’t enter, don’t leave, don’t throw, do good), rhetorical persua-
sive devices (with your hands into destruction), and emotional expressions (Allah 
loves) are respectively seen here as an indication of caring and solidarity. Redress 
consists, in part, of noticing and attending to the followers’ wants and needs. Such 
positive strategies are mostly directed to people on the verge of giving up, or peo-
ple who are dealing with difficult situations like COVID-19.  

5.2. Illness and Treatment 

Ashy (1999, 243) assumes that “the Islamic understanding of health and illness 
must be understood in the context of religious conceptualization.” According to 
Islam, this world is the place of striving and the Hereafter is the place of reward 
or punishment, where the believers will be rewarded with Paradise and the dis-
believers will be punished with Hell (Khan 1980). Diseases in Islamic tradition 
are of four types: spiritual, functional, structural, and superficial (Khan 1980, 
reported in Ashy 1999, 256). According to the Holy Quran and Hadith, there are 
two direct causes for calamities and trials, in addition to the wisdom of Allah. 
The first reason is sins and acts of disobedience that the person has committed 
(Khan 1980). The second reason is that calamity is a trial for the believer as an 
opportunity to exercise patience; namely, it is a kind of test. In certain cases, 
Allah may raise the status of the believer, by testing him with calamity so that he 
will bear it with acceptance and patience, then will be recorded with Allah as 
one of the victorious. A disease thus can be seen either as punishment or a trial 
as seen in the verse below (Abu Ain 2014).  

(6) wa lanabluwannakum biʃay?in mina ?al-xawfi wa ?al-Jūʕi wa naqşin mina 
?al-?amwli wa ?al-?anfusi wa ?aθ-θamarāti wa baʃʃiri ?aṣ-Ṣābirīna (Q al-
Baqarah 2:155) 

And certainly, We shall test you with something of fear, 

hunger, loss of wealth, lives and fruits, but give glad tidings 

to the patient ones (translation of the Noble Quran, al-

Baqarah 2:155). 

God has advised us to bear our trials and misfortunes patiently so as to win a 
promised reward. Promising, according to Searle (1969), is a commissive speech 
act whose illocutionary force is that the speaker promises to do a future action to 
the benefit of a hearer by expressing its proposition. Allan (1986, 195) agrees with 
Searle's classification of promise act as a commissive speech act because the act 
of promise assumes an obligation and involves an indication of a future action. 
Given the situational context of our data as representing a dialogue between 
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God and His servants, it was no surprise that the speech acts of promise and of-
fer were commonly used here as encouraging significant strategies. Very often, 
this strategy is used with phrases like wabaʃir ?aṣ-Ṣābirīna “God has promised 
the patient ones” and wa baʃʃiri ?al-Mu?uminiin “give the glad tidings to the be-
lievers,” among other expressions, as the above excerpt shows.  

Thus, we propose to treat baʃʃir here as a legally binding declaration be-
tween God and man helping people draw on spiritual resources in times of 
stress. The use of such expression here helps reduce the illocutionary force of 
“test of fear, hunger, loss of wealth, lives and fruits” demonstrated in the begin-
ning of the verse. From the explanations above, it can be concluded that Allah 
has employed the positive politeness strategy, namely the strategy in which He 
exaggerates (interest, approval, sympathy with the servants). As such, the serv-
ants’ positive wants will be fulfilled and satisfied, as Allah meant that their posi-
tive faces are liked and appreciated. 

This account recalls Pargament’s et al. (2011, 51) claim in which they see such 
a promise as a positive religious coping strategy where the believers see in it “a 
secure relationship with a transcendent force, a sense of spiritual connectedness 
with others, and a benevolent world view.”  

5.2.1. Seeking Medical Aid  

“And when I am ill, it is He who cures me.” 

(Quran, ash-Shu‘arā’ 26:80) 

Self-care is an important aspect of being a Muslim (Huda 2019). According to the 
Holy Quran and Sunna, a Muslim is required to look after his health (body and 
mind), therefore trying to maintain good health is vital (Khan, 1980). However, 
when struck by illness or injury, it is vital to follow God’s guidance, namely, to 
seek proper treatment. Prophet Muhammad says: “There is no disease that Allah 
has created, except that He also has created its remedy” (Sahih al-Bukhari 7582). 
Prophetic medicine, which comprises a set of practices and principles that have 
been meticulously preserved over the centuries by Muslim people, is well known 
in Islam. However, it should be noted here that all prescription medications that 
contain ingredients such as pork products or alcohol are prohibited in Islam. 

Twenty-eight verses of the Quran were identified, with a focus on disease 
and medication, diet and nutrition, personal hygiene, alcohol abstention, and 
the importance of a healthy lifestyle (cf. Aboul-Enein 2016). Most of these verses 
are as informative as required, namely they are given directly and clearly enough 
not to cause the hearer to produce implicatures. Al-Khatib (2012) has noticed 
that “when the Quran gives a command regarding any of the crucial issues that it 
addresses, it is still directed at the second person.” In a nutshell, the imperative 
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mood here is read and is frequently used where the Quran is asking for some-
thing in the interest of the reader to be done and where the reader has the obli-
gation to comply. This fact is evident in the two verses below (14–15) “there has 
to come to your instruction,” and “but it does not increase the wrongdoers ex-
cept in loss.” 

(7)  Yā? ayyuhā ?ann-nāsu qad Jā?atkum mawʕiẓatun min Rab-

bikum wa ʃifā?un limā fī ?aṣ-Ṣudūri wa hudan wa raħmatun 

lilmu?uminīna (Q Yūnus 10:57) 

O mankind, there has to come to you instruction from 

your Lord and healing for what is in the breasts and guid-

ance and mercy for the believers (translation of the Noble 

Quran, Yūnus 10:57). 

(8) wa nunazzilu mina ?al-Qur’āni mā huwa ʃifā?un waraħmatun 

lilmu?uminīna wa lā yazīdu ?aẓ-ẓālimīna ?illā xasārāan (Q Al-’Isrā’ 

17:82) 

And We send down of the Quran that which is healing and 

mercy for the believers, but it does not increase the 

wrongdoers except in loss (translation of the Noble Quran, 

al-’Isrā’ 17:82). 

5.2.2. Dua’a (Invocation) 

One way a person might be able to manage or regulate the emotions of anxi-
ety and anger in a manner that is socio-psychologically acceptable is by resorting 
to God (Pargament et al. 2011). Dua’a (i.e., invocation) is seen in Islam as a very 
appropriate sort of prayer, as it is a medium through which the believers com-
municate with Allah (Khan 1986). However, Islam has made an important dis-
tinction between two important concepts, tawakkul and tawaakul. The root 
word in Arabic is ‘wakala’ which means to entrust. Tawakkul means putting trust 
in Allah while also implementing the means that have been given. The meaning 
of tawaakul, on the other hand, consists of elements of laziness, incapability, and 
permitting a careless attitude (South Denver Islamic Center 2010). The latter is 
to be avoided. Thus, a sick person must seek medical aid and do everything he 
can to bring about a cure or recovery, but at the same time he must not forget 
that Allah is the curer “and if Allah should touch you with adversity, there is no 
remover of it except Him. And if He touches you with good—then He is over all 
things competent” (translation of the Noble Quran, al-’An‘ām 6:17).  

In fact, a wealth of verses of the Holy Quran and many of the Prophet’s say-
ings urge people to seek help through prayer, remembrance of God, supplica-
tion, and acts of worship with patience. As seen below, Allah says: 
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(9) wa ?iðā sa?alaka ʕibādīʕannī fa?innī qarībun ?ujību daʕwata ?ad-dāʕi 

?iðā daʕāni (Q al-Baqara 2:186) 

And when My servants ask you, [O Muhammad], concern-

ing Me—indeed I am near. I respond to the invocation of 

the supplicant when he calls upon Me (translation of the 

Noble Quran, al-Baqara 2:186). 

(10) . . . yā-ʕibādī ?al-laðīna ?asrafū ?alá ?anfusihim lā taqnaṭū 

min raħmati ?Allāhi . . . (Q az-Zumar 39:53) 

. . . O My servants who have exceeded the limits against 

their souls! Do not lose hope in Allah’s mercy . . . (transla-

tion of the Holy Quran, az-Zumar 39:53). 

According to Quran Interactive.Com (2019) “Dua is a form of prayer of sup-
plication or request,” which “is an important part of our (Muslims) faith, and it 
brings hope, peace, trust in Allah, and it strengthens the bond between Allah 
and His servants.” It is ever God’s desire to help; it is God’s gift to mankind. By 
saying “Call upon Me; I will respond to you,” God wants to communicate a mes-
sage of reassurance that He is always there. In another Chapter of the Quran, 
Allah also says: “Do not lose hope in Allah’s mercy.” Allah here directly talks to 
the sinful person, the person who is in need for help, and calls him “Ya ‘ibaadi” 
(my servants). By speaking to His servants directly He wants to assert or presup-
pose His knowledge of and concern for what the servants want. This can be seen 
as one way of indicating that S and H are co-operators, and thus potentially to 
put pressure on H to cooperate with S, is to assert or imply knowledge of H’s 
wants, and willingness to fit one’s own wants in with them (Brown & Levinson 
1987). In addition, invocation can be seen here as a way of creating optimism on 
the part of the addressee, as the speaker assumes that the hearer will cooperate 
with the speaker; and the speaker may carry an understood commitment to co-
operate with the hearer as well (Brown & Levinson 1978; 1987). 

The American Psychology Association (2020) has reported that results of a 
study by a group of researchers, which demonstrated that higher religious faith 
and spirituality are associated with increased coping, greater resilience to stress, 
an optimistic life orientation, greater perceived social support, and lower levels 
of anxiety. 

5.3. Response and Reaction to the Pandemic 

As said earlier, one of the main objectives of this paper was to examine the reac-
tion of people to the pandemic. The following results were obtained from the 
responses of the participants who were polled over the phone, about their reac-
tion to the disease. 
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1. One-third of the participants (32%) reacted in disparate ways to the erup-

tion of the disease. However, more than 85% of the respondents believe that 

Allah, who has power over all things, can remove the gloom. 

2. More than two-thirds of the respondents say that their reaction to the 

spread of COVID-19 as a contagious disease is likely to lead to increased anx-

iety, stress, and amplification of risk perceptions. 

3. Almost all participants (85%) thought that God had sent COVID-19 as a 

message, and most (88%) believe that we would do better if we listen to Al-

lah and His messenger.  

4. Nearly two-thirds of the respondents feel the coronavirus pandemic is “God 

telling us to change the way we are living,” as one of the participants said. 

5. Most of the participants (87%) believe that reciting Quran and praying (i.e., 

asking help or assistance from Allah) play an important role in empowering 

them during the epidemic. When they were asked, How do you nurture your 

spiritual well-being? “By seeking proximity to Allah at the time of difficulty,” 

a considerable number of the elderly participants said. 

6. Most of the participants (93%) reported that one important aspect of coro-

navirus prevention is personal hygiene and social distancing. “Cleanliness is 

half of faith,” said three participants about the importance of personal hy-

giene. 

7. Approximately half of the respondents (54%) reported that the company 

and support of others from the same faith is helpful. “Mosque is like a fami-

ly… it’s like going back to communicate with Allah again…” said one of the 

old participants after prayers in mosques could resume. 

8. When they were asked about whether they will take the coronavirus vac-

cine, we noted that less than 40% of them were likely to receive a vaccine. 

They said: “It is still not clear whether vaccination is safe and has no side ef-

fects.” 

9. When the participants were asked whether coronavirus would ever go away, 

92% of them said “Only with the will of Allah (Inshallah).” 

10. No one said the pandemic has challenged their belief in God. 

11. 83% of respondents said their sense of faith and spirituality had remained 

the same. 

12. More than 93% of the respondents agree with “Despair not of the Mercy of 

Allah,” as He is the Most Beneficent and the Most Merciful. “I’m not wor-

ried. Allah will protect me,” said a well-meaning respondent about the 

pandemic. 

As said earlier, Brown and Levinson (1987) argue that there are three social 
variables based on which speakers should vary their strategies: social distance, 
power (i.e., the relative power between interlocutors, such as God and His servants), 
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and rank of imposition (e.g., the relative extent of obligations for each partici-
pant in man–God interaction). Previous research has shown that these variables 
have differential effects on the choice of request strategies being used by the 
speakers when interacting with God (e.g., Al-Khatib 2012; Ashy 1999). Moreover, 
honorifics were found to play a role in the process based on the above three vari-
ables. An honorific is a term that encodes the relative social status of the partici-
pants of the interaction (Haugh et al. 2003). Brown and Levinson (1987, 23) have 
dealt with honorifics in three major ways: (1) by classifying honorifics as defer-
ence, which in turn is postulated as one of different negative politeness strategies; 
(2) by discussing honorifics as a manifestation of impersonalization; and (3) by 
arguing that honorific systems provide evidence that in complex societies mem-
bers of higher social strata tend towards negative politeness while the lower so-
cial strata tend towards in-group positive politeness (cited in Brown 2006, 37).  

This part of the study focuses on the politeness strategies employed by the 
participants in their man–God interactions as reflected in their responses in 
terms of words, phrases, or sentences. The findings showed that the collected 
material contain all four types of politeness strategies suggested by Brown and 
Levinson (1978; 1987): positive politeness, negative politeness, off-record or indi-
rect politeness, and bald on-record. Out of the total number of these strategies in 
the interviews 45% were positive politeness strategies, 25% off-record politeness 
strategies, 26% negative politeness strategies, and only 4% bald on-record po-
liteness strategies in which the respondents were addressing God directly calling 
on Him to listen to them and relieve their suffering. Consider the examples be-
low in which the respondents were asked what do expect from God: 

(11) “When those who believe in Our verses come to you, say to them, 

‘Peace on you. Your Lord has prescribed for Himself mercy’” (Q al-

’Ana‘am 6:54), a verse cited by a 47-year-old man in response to the 

above question. 

(12) “God is the Beneficent, Merciful, we are faithful, and I hope Allah 

will not let us down,” 70-year-old retired women, said. 

(13) When we asked a lady if she uses a mask and hand sanitizer, “Allah 

is my protection,” said a 62-year-old woman. 

As seen above three main politeness strategies were employed by the re-
spondents. These are: negative politeness strategies (i.e., be conventionally indi-
rect, give deference, and minimize the imposition as seen in example (11)); posi-
tive politeness strategies (e.g., be optimistic, presuppose/raise/assert common 
ground, and using in-group marker, as seen in example (12)), moreover, some of 
those who used positive politeness strategies, employed mixed strategies of no-
tice to hearer, offer or promise  to be straight and remain steadfast from now on, 
and off-record politeness strategies in which the speaker, as seen in example 
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(13), relies upon implication. She is very indirect, relying upon the hearer’s ability 
to decipher and interpret the speaker's intended meaning. 

6. CONCLUSION 

The main objective of this paper has been to contribute to a better understand-
ing of how people can cope with a life-threatening disease like COVID-19 from a 
sociopragmatic perspective. Specifically, this study aims to examine the reli-
gious/spiritual discourse of coping as embodied in the Holy Quran and Hadith 
from a pragmatic point of view. The collected data were analyzed using content 
analysis based on Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness (1987) as well as 
religious discourse analysis. It has been observed that, in addition to the primary 
function of the verses (i.e., calling for submission to God), these verses com-
municate a great deal of polite coping messages that might help in coping with 
such a life-threatening disease. Various politeness strategies were seen to be ex-
pressed through different modes of communication. Through this case study it 
has been noted that as the tally of sick and deceased mounts higher every day, 
this ordeal is bringing people closer together and closer to Allah as well. These 
results indicate that positive religious coping among the Jordanian community is 
more prevalent than negative religious coping. This study also appears to be in 
line with the claims in Pargament et al. (2000), in which they argue that religious 
coping may perform five major functions: to uncover meaning, to garner control, 
to acquire comfort by virtue of closeness to God, to achieve closeness with oth-
ers, and to transform life. 

Based on the findings of this study, it was also observed that the four strate-
gies of politeness suggested by Brown and Levinson (1978; 1987) are employed in 
the Holy Quran and Hadith, with the bald on-record and positive politeness 
strategies making up the greatest proportion. This could be due to the fact that 
in the theological communication that takes place between God and man, most 
of the information given, as Al-Khatib (2012, 505) noted, is of “the type dealing 
with discipline instructions, discipline directives (orders, requests, questions, 
and calls), procedural instructions, and procedural directives.” Additionally, this 
investigation argues for the applicability of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) polite-
ness theory to a Non-Western culture, providing evidence from the perspective 
of Islamic face-oriented behaviors. In view of the research presented here, future 
studies might investigate, for example, the effect of religion on the amount of 
coping in terms of gender, education, and socioeconomic background of the 
believers.  
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Abstract: In contrast to largely negative views that later emerged among Jews and 
Christians, Old Testament historical and wisdom literature portray Ishmael and his 
descendants in a positive light. His birth was not a mistake, and his mother, Hagar, is 
honored with unique distinctions. Evidence favors a positive interpretation of Gen 
16:12–16, indicating that Ishmael and his lineage would live in freedom like the wild 
donkey; he was not cursed, but rather blessed and cared for by God, and would live 
not in hostility, but in proximity to and at peace with Isaac. Examination of Gen 17 
shows that while Ishmael is not the agent of covenant fulfillment (Gen 15:1-3), he is a 
partaker of its blessings. Despite the covenant line being through Isaac, Ishmael also 
will become a great nation for he is the seed of him who is to father a multitude of 
nations. Though Ishmael was forced to depart from Abraham’s presence for the 
preservation of Isaac’s inheritance, God heard his cries, intervened supernaturally to 
provide for him, and compensated for that loss with his own special and enduring 
presence in his land (Gen 21). God’s promises concerning Ishmael in the Genesis 
account lay the foundation for a follow-up study of his positive role in Act 2 of the 
“divine drama.” 

Keywords:  Ishmael, Abraham, Hagar, Blessing, Covenant, Inheritance, Promise, 
Seed, Sons of the East, Wild Donkey 

INTRODUCTION 

When the late Tony Maalouf, a Christian from Lebanon, was pondering a topic 
for his doctoral dissertation, his advisor suggested Ishmael. Maalouf initially 
opposed the idea, for he, like most Christians, viewed Ishmael as one of the “bad 
guys of the Bible” (being the fruit of his parents’ unbelief and impatience, a “wild 
donkey of a man,” and the source of enduring conflict between Arabs and Israel).  
Such dark views of Ishmael have been held by many good and godly scholars. 
Colin Chapman (1989, 51), for example, views the purpose of the writer of Gene-
sis to be the portrayal of a “glaring contrast” between Ishmael and Abraham. 
He quotes Derek Kidner’s dark depiction of him: “this son of Abram would be 
a shadow, almost a parody of his father, his twelve princes notable in their 
times (17:20; 25:13), but not in the history of salvation; his restless existence 
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no pilgrimage but an end in itself; his non-conformism a habit of mind, not a 
light to the nations” (Kidner 1967, 127).1 Nevertheless, Maalouf (1998) was even-
tually persuaded to research Ishmael in Scripture and history. To his surprise, 
the research challenged this negative perspective.  

In contrast to the deleterious views that later emerged among Jews and 
Christians, this article will show how Scripture portrays Ishmael and his de-
scendants in a positive light. Ishmael was not cursed, but rather blessed and 
cared for by God, living not in hostility, but in proximity to and at peace with 
Isaac. Most importantly, as the divine drama unfolds, Ishmael’s descendants are 
to be the first people after Israel to receive the blessings promised in God’s cove-
nant with Abraham. 

Maalouf joined the faculty of the Arab seminary in which I was serving as ac-
ademic dean, and he taught a course based on the comprehensive study of Ish-
mael and the Arabs in his dissertation (1998). Especially relevant to Arab stu-
dents, its impact was so powerful that it became a core requirement in our cur-
riculum. In years since, other scholars have contributed to this topic. 

I have taught many courses on Islam across the globe in which I included a 
lecture on Ishmael. Nothing has so greatly affected students’ attitudes toward 
Arabs and Muslims as that lecture. A resultant request was that I present the 
information in written form—one of my purposes in writing this article. Although 
Maalouf’s dissertation has been published (2003), most people (general public 
and academics alike) have not and likely will not spend the time and effort to 
read an entire book; however, they are more likely to read shorter studies such as 
this one. Another important aim for writing is that other scholars since Maalouf 
have explored this topic and provided important insights. This article will incor-
porate them while adding some of my own, contributing to a more accurate un-
derstanding of Ishmael’s role in the divine drama. An important practical benefit 
will be to enhance communication, first of all, with Arab peoples who generally 
view Ishmael as their progenitor. Secondly, it will build bridges with the majority 
of the world’s Muslims who are not Arab, yet who esteem Ishmael as an essential 
spiritual ancestor in the faith, the epitome of submission to God which is the 
essence of “Islam.”2 

Before proceeding, some brief background identifying Ishmael’s descendants 
is needed, which Maalouf provides. He observes that the word “Arab” appears in 
extrabiblical texts to refer to desert nomads regardless of their ethnic descent. 
The Old Testament uses it first of individual nomads (Isa 13:20; 21:13; Jer 3:2), 

 
1 Chapman omits the phrase “To some degree” that precedes his quotation of Kidner 

(1967, 127). This makes Kidner’s assessment of Ishmael appear to be more negative than he 

intended. 
2 Doubts concerning the historical and theological validity of this claim will be examined 

in a subsequent article. 
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then collectively in Jer 25:24 of “kings of the Arabs,” most probably the desert 
tribal chiefs of Syro-Arabia which included its Ishmaelite tribes (Gen 25:12–18). 
Qedemites (bene qedem), “sons/children/people of the east,” were descendants 
of Abraham’s concubines whom he sent away from Isaac to the “land of the east” 
(Gen 25:6, 13–18). They are later associated with Midian, Amalek, and Qedar 
(Judg 6:3, 33; 7:12; 8:10; Jer 49:28) and with Ishmael’s sons (Ezek 25:4, 10). These 
tribal group names disappear in the mid-tenth century B.C., being supplanted by 
“Arab(s),” a referent to these nomadic peoples, but “sons of the east” continues 
to be used (2003, 112–113). Ishmaelites played a dominant role among these 
tribes and the terms “sons of the east,” “Arabs” and “Ishmaelites” came to overlap 
greatly.  

Job was a prominent Ishmaelite, called the “greatest of the sons of the east 
(1:3).” Although his identity, the location of Uz, and the origins of his book are 
debated, it is clear that Job “lived in Ishmaelite territory in north Arabia” 
(Maalouf 2003, 126–127). Maalouf believes that the strong monotheism evident 
in Job and his friends was likely the reason that God led Moses to reside in Midi-
an “for forty years before he was called to rescue the people of Israel from bond-
age. It is in that sanctuary that his view of God was shaped. The relationship be-
tween Arabia and Israel was intimate from Israel’s beginnings” (2003, 135).3 

Maalouf also concluded that Proverbs 30–31 are collections of the sayings of 
the Arabian sages, Agur and Lemuel, whose true knowledge of the Lord warrant-
ed their inclusion into the corpus of Hebrew wisdom literature (2003, 136–143).4 
Additionally, Jeremiah (35:18–19) praises the Rechabites whose ancestor Rechab, 
a descendant of Jehonadab, forbade his offspring to drink wine or to live in cit-
ies. Like the scribes of 1 Chr 2:55, Scripture puts them in the category of “good 
Midianites” (2003, 116–117). Furthermore, Solomon’s Shunnamite lover in his 
book of Songs may well have been an Arabian Ishmaelite. “This piece of inspired 
Hebrew poetry reflects, together with Job and Proverbs 30–31, a positive atmos-
phere between Israel and Ishmael during the united monarchy” (2003, 144).5 

 
3 Though scholars differ in their understanding of Jethro’s faith, Durham holds that as the 

priest of Midian (Exod 18:1) he presided over the worship of the sacrificial meal with Moses, 
Aaron and Israel’s elders (18:12) and his praise of YHWH’s greatness over all other gods (18:11) 
was a confirmation of his existing faith (1987, 244). Kaiser does not see this as an indication of 
prior polytheism (1990, 412). 

4 Maalouf argues that the Hebrew word massa’ in Proverbs 30:1 and 31:1 is best understood 
as a proper name, referring to the Ishmaelite king of Massa, rather than “oracle” or “burden.” 
He attributes this “to textual corruption in 30:1, the pointing of the Masoretes in 31:1, and igno-
rance concerning the kingdom of Massa” (2003, 136). If Lemuel was an Ishmaelite, does Prov-
erbs 31 describe the ideal Arab woman? Although much recent scholarship views her as a 
literary personification (Lady Wisdom, the antithesis of the Foolish Woman of Proverbs), it 
seems likely that she also portrayed Arab ideals for what a woman should be. 

5 The two exceptions were during times when the “sons of the east” (like Israel) dabbled in 
idolatry (Judges 8:22–28; 21:25). Due to Israel’s evil, God delivered her over to the Midianites 
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There is no subsequent indication in Scripture of hostilities between them. Ami-
cable relations continued during the united monarchy as is evident from Ishma-
elites serving as administrators for David and Solomon (1 Chr 27:30–31) and be-
ing included in David’s extended family (his sister Abigail married Jether the 
Ishmaelite [1 Chr 2:17; Maalouf 2003, 143]). 

These positive contributions from the sons of Ishmael should not surprise us 
given that Abraham was commanded to teach his household and descendants to 
follow the way of the Lord (Gen 18:19). So let us examine Ishmael’s place in the 
divine drama. 

CHANGING THE SCRIPT: ISHMAEL IN THE PENTATEUCH   

God promised to make Abram a great nation and a blessing to all the families of 
the earth (Gen 12:1–3) and give him an heir from his own body and innumerable 
offspring (Gen 15). Yet after a decade of unfulfillment, Sarai’s advanced age and 
barrenness led the couple to ponder whether the promise might be fulfilled 
through surrogacy. So, Sarai gave her maid Hagar to Abram as a wife to build a 
family through her.  

The prevailing perception of Christian readers is that this decision was a mis-
take and demonstrated Sarai and Abram’s impatience or unbelief: “If only 
Abram & Sarai had been patient or had more faith, there would not have been so 
many problems in their family, in Israel’s history or between the Arabs & Jews 
today!” However, the negativity embedded within this perception is challenged 
by Scripture. 

What were the circumstances behind Abram’s taking of Hagar? When Abram 
was still in Ur, Sarai was declared barren (Gen 11:30). In Haran God had promised 
a seed to Abram, through which “all the families of the earth would be blessed” 
(Gen 12:1–3). When Abram was seventy-five years old and departed for Canaan, 
God reiterated this promise about descendants (Gen 13:16; Gen 15:4). While it 
stipulated that the seed would come from Abram’s own body, it was never speci-
fied that the descendants would come through Sarai; that was not revealed until 
Ishmael was thirteen (Gen 17:16, 25). After a decade’s delay Abram, now eighty-
five, and Sarai, seventy-five, still believed God’s promise. But given Sarah’s bar-
renness (Gen 16:1) and old age (17:17), they concluded that God expected them to 
take some initiative. Thus, Sarai gave Hagar to her husband as a surrogate wife 
(16:3).  

Though many Christians denigrate their decision, four of Israel’s twelve 
tribes were born through maidservants: Dan and Naphtali to Rachel through 
Bilhah; Gad and Asher to Leah through Zilpah (Gen 30:6, 17–18). Christians do 

 
for seven years (Judges 6:1) and during Saul’s reign there was a conflict with them over grazing 
land and livestock (1 Chronicles 5:10, 19–22) (Maalouf 2003, 144). 
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not disparage Jacob and his wives because of it, and neither does Scripture. To 
the contrary, Leah’s response to the birth of her fifth son was, “God has rewarded 
me for giving my slave to my husband” (30:18). Just as infertile couples today 
may resort to adoption as an appropriate way to build a family, a surrogate wife 
or concubine offered a legitimate, widespread recourse in the ancient Near East 
(cf. Hammurabi Codes and Nuzi texts). 

Still, how does Abraham’s firstborn son figure in the divine drama? William 
Bjoraker, a scholar who works with Jewish people, and is even a strong supporter 
of the modern state of Israel, views Ishmael’s role quite positively. He avers that 
Ishmael was a living lesson about an essential truth: “God would bypass the natu-
ral and cultural custom of primogeniture (firstborn inheritance), as he would later 
with Esau and Jacob . . . The elect line for the redemption of the world, through 
Isaac, would be by God’s initiative and power, not human will and effort” (2019, 4). 
Ishmael should not be disparaged as a mistake or the fruit of unfaithfulness. 

Nor should Hagar be demeaned. She is unique in biblical history as 
• the first woman recorded in Scripture to whom a divine messenger is 

sent (Gen 16:7); 

• the first (and along with Sarah, the only) woman to receive a divine 

promise of descendants (Gen 16:10); 

• the first woman recorded to receive and hear an annunciation of a birth 

(Gen 16:11–12); 

• the only person recorded in Scripture to give a name to God: “You are 

the God who sees me” (Gen 16:13); and 

• twice rescued from distress by God (Gen 16 and 21). 

While some later Jews viewed Ishmael’s line pejoratively, Menachem Kasher 
(1955, 219) declared, “Hagar was one of the nine righteous women proselytes of 
the Bible.” Though Hagar was not without fault in her clash with Sarai, the bibli-
cal narrative is not hagiography; it records historical realities.  

Genesis 16 

Returning to the storyline, Sarai believed that God would deliver on his promise, 
but reasoned that he might do it through her giving Hagar to Abram as a wife 
(although most English translations employ “concubine,” the term here is not 
pilegesh, but ’ishah, used to describe Sarah’s status in this same verse [Alter 2019, 
1:51]). After Abram had intimate relations with her, she conceived and subse-
quently “looked with contempt on her mistress” (Gen 16:4).6  Such translations 
may amplify Hagar’s offense. The word “contempt” can be translated more mildly 
as Sarah “became little” (Maalouf 2003, 58) or “seemed slight” in her eyes (Alter 

 
6 Biblical citations are from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless noted otherwise. 
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1996, 51). When Hagar’s social status changed from concubine to wife, her honor 
increased as she now carried Abram’s firstborn and future heir. With the social 
distance with Sarai diminished, Sarai’s elevated status was reduced in Hagar’s 
eyes (not surprising in a culture where barrenness brought dishonor).  

Bjoraker (2019, 8) concludes,  

From the Hebrew, we cannot say that Hagar was hostile or nasty to Sarai. … 

Hagar may have said hurtful things, but it is likely that the hostility was large-

ly from Sarai’s side, due to her awakened jealousy and feelings of devaluation. 

We can be sure that Abram began to treat Hagar with more tender affection, 

as she was carrying his precious heir. In any case the situation was a sure set 

up for conflict. 

Sarai called Hagar’s raised status an “outrage” and blames Abram for Hagar’s 
pregnancy (though it was her idea in the first place) and attitude. To placate 
Sarai, Abram casts off conjugal concern for Hagar and gives Sarai full power to 
act: “Behold, your servant is in your power; do to her as you please. Then Sarai 
dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her” (Gen 16:6).  

Interpretations of the subsequent scene in Gen 16:7–14 typically depict a 
dismal destiny for Ishmael. However, this passage is actually affirming and re-
plete with promises of blessing for Ishmael and his offspring. The angel “found” 
Hagar and instructs her to return and submit to Sarai with the comforting prom-
ise, “Behold, you are pregnant and shall bear a son. You shall call his name Ish-
mael because the Lord has listened to your affliction” (16:11). God cared for Hagar 
and he was responding in grace to her suffering. Ishmael’s name in Hebrew, 
yishma-el, means “God hears,” the same basic meaning as Samuel. 

Then the angel said to Hagar, “I will surely multiply your offspring so that 
they cannot be numbered for multitude” (16:7–10). This resembles God’s promis-
es to Abram concerning Isaac. Though not identical, the promises are similar. As 
Isaac’s “seed” would become a great nation of twelve tribes (49:1–27), so also 
would Ishmael become a great nation of twelve princes (Gen 17:20b). The num-
ber twelve indicates that God was blessing Ishmael as he was blessing Isaac, 
though their blessings were different (Bjoraker 2019, 5). Isaac alone was to be the 
instrument of fulfilling the Abrahamic covenant to bless the nations (v. 20). 

In addition to numerous descendants and a favored name, the angel prom-
ised Hagar that Ishmael would live in freedom: “He shall be a wild donkey of a 
man, his hand against everyone and everyone's hand against him, and he shall 
dwell over against all his kinsmen” (v. 12). This promise contains three elements, 
each of which has caused interpretative difficulties, resulting in many believing 
that this is not a blessing, but a curse upon Ishmael’s descendants. In contrast, 
Tel Aviv University’s professor emerita of Hebrew Bible, Yairah Amit (2019), de-
clares, “I am convinced that the summary statements about Ishmael, which are 
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often translated negatively, are actually positive in nature.”7 The following analy-
sis will provide the rationale for a positive perspective on Ishmael, examining 
the three components of this verse. 

(1) “He will be a wild donkey of a man (pere adam).” The natural inclination 
of Americans is to view this negatively as most standard translations do (e.g., 
ASV, RSV, NASB, NIV, NET, ESV, NLT), given the negative characteristics of asso-
ciating someone with a donkey (especially, an “ass”) in American culture, for it 
indicates one who is stubborn, stupid, or despicable. Some translations, like the 
KJV, remove the animal from the description, but keep the negative characteris-
tic, “He will be a wild man.”  

It is important to remember that animal images applied to humans may be 
either negative or positive.8 Krayer attributes negative translations to both lin-
guistic factors (a failure to understand the metaphor and the multiple meanings 
of Hebrew words) and historical influences (the possible sway of the Latin Vul-
gate and the scarred historical relations between the West and Muslims of the 
Middle East). Underlying assumptions that translators bring to the text can too 
readily influence their understanding negatively (Krayer 2022, 74). 

But proper interpretation must be guided by Scriptural usage and the broad-
er context, not our local cultural or modern perceptions. Job 39:5–8 describes 
the wild donkey: “He lives in freedom; he dwells in the desert; he shuns the noise 
of the towns; he wanders about in search of food” (cf. Jer 2:24; Hos 8:9). The life-
style of a wild donkey resembles that of the Bedouin of the Arabian and Syrian 
deserts. Lange (1976, 1:417) observes: 

The figure of the ֶפֶרא, onager, in the desert, free, wild-roving, and untamea-
ble animal, poetically described in Job xxxix: 5-8 designates, in a striking man-
ner, the Bedouin Arabs with their unrestrained love of freedom, as upon camel 
(Delul) or horse, with spear in hand, they ride over the desert, noisy, hardy, frugal, 
delighting in the beauties of nature, and despising life in the towns and cities. 

Likewise, Ryrie (1978, 30) concludes, “The epithet was one of praise since the 
almost untamable onager … was an admired and valuable animal.” In this light, 
it seems best to see the meaning as “he will live like the wild donkey” (in free-
dom, dwelling in the desert). Alternatively, the wild donkey trope in Bedouin 
poetry justifies Seale’s translation, “He will be a tribal chief” (Maalouf 2003, 71). 

(2) The second element of the promise, frequently translated “his hand shall 
be against everyone, and everyone’s hand against him,” is closely connected with 
the first and open to both positive and negative interpretations. One factor in 
interpreting this is how the translators see the meaning of the preposition ב (bě). 
Used over 15,000 times in the Hebrew TaNaKh, it has amazingly sundry mean-
ings. The standard Hebrew lexicon gives its prepositional range as in, with, or as 

 
7 I am indebted to Krayer for this source. 
8 Cf. Jacob’s sons in Gen 49 (Bjoraker 2019, 13). 
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denoting proximity (Brown 1980, 88–91), opting for “against” here (89). The most 
frequent translation of “against” is quite reasonable, given its association with 
Ishmael’s hand (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 196–199).9 Krayer observes, “It can 
carry the senses of in, over, upon, against, but it can also carry the sense of with 
or from, either of which removes the adversarial implication in the words over, 
upon, and against.” For example, the Septuagint translators opted for the wide-
ranging epi which with the accusative case need not carry a negative meaning 
(Krayer 2022, 80). 

Amit advocates translating bě as “with” (“his hand with everyone, and every-
one’s hand with him”). This follows logically from Ishmael being as free as the 
wild donkey (Job 39:5–7) so that he is strong enough to live securely among and 
trade with neighboring nomadic tribes (2021). Concerned that this might convey 
greater collaboration than is meant, Krayer advocates translating bě as “from,” 
meaning “his hand (will be free) from everyone and everyone’s hand (will be free) 
from him,” neither dominating nor living in fear of domination of neighboring 
tribes.10  

The Ishmaelites would be able to live as a distinct people, independent, while 
coexisting with their neighbors. This is not to assert the Ishmaelites would have 
no conflict with anyone; it is simply to assert that conflict was not going to char-
acterize their relationships with Israel and other neighboring tribes as conflict 
characterized other tribes like the Edomites and Midianites. (Krayer 2022, 83) 

Furthermore, this positive nuance is possible, even if one sticks with the more 
traditional translation of bě. Robert Alter (1996, 71) translates the phrase “his hand 
against all, the hand of all against him,” but perceives it positively: “Although this 
may be a somewhat ambiguous blessing, it does celebrate the untamed power—
also intimated in the image of the wild ass or onager—of the future Ishmaelites to 
thrive under the bellicose conditions of their nomadic existence.”  

Nevertheless, a more determinative factor than the force of the preposition is 
one’s interpretation of the wild donkey metaphor. Krayer observes, “Since this is 
Hebrew poetry, each subsequent line parallels or builds upon the meaning of the 
first. If the first line is seen as being negative in association, the subsequent ones 
will likely be as well.” Hence, with the Vulgate interpreting the first line of the 
poem negatively, it employs the word contra (against) in the second line (2021, 
19). Translations into English generally appear to have followed this train, pejo-
ratively presenting Ishmael as a wild man destined to live in perpetual hostility 
with everyone. 

But if the point of the wild donkey metaphor in the first line is living in free-
dom, as argued above, then the second line should parallel or elaborate on that 

 
9 Cited by Krayer 2022, 5. 
10 For the lexical legitimacy of “from,” see Sarna 1959, 310–311; Harris 1980, 87; and Futato 

1978, 68 (cited by Krayer 2022, 82). 
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meaning. Thus, the expansion of the theme in this line is that Hagar’s son will 
sustain his freedom.  

Although the semantic range of bě with hand permits either a negative or 
positive portrayal of Ishmael, the scriptural depiction in Job 39 of the wild don-
key living in freedom argues strongly for this as the intent of the announcement 
to Hagar. But the context of this promise is of even greater import. The reason 
for this revelation to Hagar is to give comfort and encouragement to her to re-
turn to Sarai. God promises Hagar that if she returns and subjects herself to Sa-
rah her son will be free, independent, and not subject to anyone. This is made 
clear from the repeated play on the word “hand” as a metonym for power:  

(1) Abraham tells Sarai that he is giving Hagar “into your hand” (16:6). 

(2) The angel tells Hagar to put herself under Sarah’s power (“under her 

hand” in 16:9). 

(3) But Ishmael will not be under the hand of anyone (16:12). Instead, “his 

hand will be upon everyone and everyone’s hand upon him” (Maalouf 

2003, 75). 

Supporting this meaning, the Aramaic Targum of Neofiti gives the meaning of 
the Hebrew “against” with hand as “his hand shall rule over all and the hands of 
all shall rule over him” (McNamara 1992, 1A:100). 

The angelic announcement promises a reversal of Hagar’s powerlessness. 
Whereas she fled from being under the hand/power of Sarah, her son’s hand will 
be able to resist those who try to subject him (whose “hand is upon him”) and 
preserve his freedom. This promise would have been particularly precious to 
Hagar since she certainly would have heard God’s prediction (Gen 15:13) that 
Abraham’s other descendants were destined for 400 years of slavery in Egypt 
(Chase 1999, 216).11 Consistent with this interpretation is its fulfillment in history: 
no nation has been able to effectively subdue, absorb or eliminate the Ishmaelite 
population of Arabia (Maalouf 2003, 71–72).   

Adam Clarke (who also reads the Hebrew preposition as “against”) pontifi-
cates on the profound fulfillment of this prophecy that promises the perpetual 
preservation of Ishmaelite independence through divine providence (and there-
by a proof of the divine origin of the Scriptures): 

Many potentates among the Abyssinians, Persians, Egyptians, and Turks, have 

endeavoured to subjugate the wandering or wild Arabs; but, though they have 

had temporary triumphs, they have been ultimately unsuccessful. Sesostris, 

Cyrus, Pompey, and Trajan, all endeavoured to conquer Arabia, but in vain. 

From the beginning to the present day they have maintained their independ-

ency, and God preserves them as a lasting monument of his providential care, 

and an incontestable argument of the truth of Divine Revelation. (n.d., 1:111) 

 
11 This observation by Emily Chase is cited by Krayer 2021, 79. 
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(3) Finally, the promise is expanded in the third line. While the ESV has “he 
shall dwell over against all his kinsmen,” it should be translated that Ishmael will 
“dwell in the presence of his brothers” (16:12c). This promises a reversal of Ha-
gar’s state of alienation. The Hebrew phrase ‘al-pene, can mean before/in the 
face or in front of, across/apart from, alongside, or in the presence of. Whereas 
Hagar fled from “before the face” of Sarah, her son will dwell “before the face” of 
his brothers. Interpreters sometimes translate this phrase negatively, meaning 
he will dwell “in enmity” or “in hostility to” his brothers. This is possible if the 
context indicates it. However, the broader context of fulfillment does not pre-
sent any hostility between Isaac and his brother, Ishmael: 

• Ishmael buries his father together with Isaac (25:9). 

• Isaac settles near Beer Lahai Roi, the memorial place of Hagar (16:14). 

• No conflict between them is mentioned in Genesis or the rest of the 

Pentateuch. 

Moreover, when Esau saw that his Hittite wives grieved his parents, he mar-
ried a daughter of Ishmael. Clearly, Ishmael is not seen as hostile to his brother 
(Maalouf 2003, 74–75). Furthermore, a most compelling reason against the sense 
being one of hostility is that the immediate fulfillment of the promise in Gen 
25:18 does not relate to enmity, but rather conveys geographic proximity: “His 
descendants settled in the area from Havilah to Shur” (Maalouf 2003, 73–74). 

Significantly, ancient Hebrew translators did not see adverse relations in the 
phrase, as evident by their translating it “in the presence of” or “alongside.” Tar-
gum Pseudo-Jonathan gives the meaning as, “he shall dwell alongside all his 
kinsmen and he shall be mixed (with them).” Targum Onqelos has “in the pres-
ence of his brethren he shall dwell” in 16:12c as well as in the fulfillment in 25:18, 
“he dwelt in the presence of all his kinsman” (Maalouf 2003, 73). 

Hence, if the first two lines of the poetic promise are understood as benefits, 
as has been argued above, then this one should be as well. This line affirms the 
independent coexistence of Ishmael’s descendants as the intended meaning of 
the second line and takes it a step further. Given the honor-shame dynamics in 
play at the time of Hagar, this final line announces, “not only will Ishmael and 
his descendants live near to their kin they will also live free of any shame derived 
from having descended from a slave woman. They were to live with honor in the 
presence of their kin” (Krayer 2021, 9–10). 

This positive portrayal of Ishmael is further confirmed by the conclusion of 
the encounter. The angel informs Hagar: “‘Behold, you are pregnant and shall 
bear a son. You shall call his name Ishmael, because the LORD has listened to 
your affliction.” . . . “So she called the name of the LORD who spoke to her, ‘You 
are a God of seeing,’ for she said, ‘Truly here I have seen him who looks after me’” 
(Gen 16:11, 13). Hagar’s response to this announcement is inexplicable if it was a 
divine curse or undesirable destiny for her son. 
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To summarize, Genesis 16 contains promises of blessing designed to comfort 
Hagar and encourage her to return to Sarai. She will have a son, to be named 
Ishmael, who will have innumerable descendants (vv. 10–11). The subsequent 
description in verse 12 is not a curse upon Ishmael and his descendants; rather, it 
promises to reverse Hagar’s situation in the life of her son as motivation to re-
turn and submit again to Sarah, her oppressor. Maalouf (2003, 75–76) sees three 
inversions:  

1. Reversal of Hagar’s slavery: “he will be a wild donkey of a man,” describ-

ing the lifestyle characteristic of the Arab Bedouins. 

2. Reversal of Hagar’s powerlessness: “his hand will be upon everyone and 

everyone’s hand upon him,” promising that he would be able to main-

tain that freedom. 

3. Reversal of Hagar’s alienation: Instead of fleeing from her mistress, “he 

will dwell in the presence of his brothers.” 

Genesis 17 

Genesis 17 informs us that when Abram was ninety-nine, God Almighty recon-
firmed his covenant with Abram, promising an exceeding multiplication of his 
descendants so that he will father a multitude of nations, thus changing his 
name to Abraham. The land of Canaan will be their everlasting possession and 
circumcision of every male is to be the sign of the covenant. Ninety-year-old 
Sarai will be called Sarah for she will bear a child and become the mother of 
many nations.  

Abraham laughs at the idea of a centenarian producing a child through Sarah 
and responds (whether content with or out of concern for his firstborn), “O that 
Ishmael might live before you” (17:17–18). Translations of the conjunction ebal 
preceding God’s response (“ebal, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son…”) run 
the gamut from “yes” to “no” due to uncertainty over the meaning of God’s reply. 
It seems best to understand it as “Yes, I will bless him” but “no, my covenant will 
be thru Isaac,” as is stated explicitly in v. 20 (“And as for Ishmael, I have heard 
you: I will surely bless him; I will make him fruitful and will greatly increase his 
numbers. He will be the father of twelve rulers, and I will make him into a great 
nation”). Comparing this with the promise to Abraham in 17:6, we are struck 
with the similarity of the blessings. Sailhamer (1995, 159–60) observes,  

in God’s blessing of Ishmael (v. 20), he reiterated both his original blessing of 

all humankind in Gen 1:28 (“I will surely bless him; I will make him fruitful 

and will greatly increase his numbers,” 17:20) and his blessing of Abraham in 

12:2 (“I will make him into a great nation,” 17:20b). Just as the “seed” of Isaac 

would form a great nation of twelve tribes (49:1–27), so the “seed” of Ishmael, 

under God’s blessing, would form a great nation of twelve princes (17:20b). 
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Having heard that the covenant was to be established through Isaac, Abra-
ham immediately obeys the command concerning the covenant sign of circum-
cision (17:23–27). What is striking is the emphasis on the circumcision of Ishmael 
in particular—Abraham’s “son Ishmael” is mentioned three times in four verses 
(vv. 23–26)! This repetition highlights the central place of Ishmael in Abraham’s 
household as his legitimate son and rightful heir. Moreover, Allen Ross (1985, 58) 
notes, that the “confirming sign” of circumcision “applied to all males who 
shared the promise.” If so, then Ishmael “shared in the promise.” The sign of the 
covenant, says Wenham (1994, 31), “reminds its possessor of his obligation to 
walk before God and be perfect. Submission to it expresses submission to God 
and humility before him.” Hence by humbly submitting to circumcision, Ishmael 
testifies that the covenant (Gen 12:1–3) will be fulfilled through Isaac. Though he 
will not be the agent through whom the covenant will be fulfilled, Ishmael sig-
nals that he will participate in the blessings of that covenant. Like his father 
Abraham (Gen 15:6), Ishmael believed God’s word and submitted to it. Neverthe-
less, for the covenant to be fulfilled through Isaac, the threat to the inheritance 
presented by Abraham’s firstborn son had to be eliminated. Therefore Ishmael 
had to be distanced from Abraham’s presence—but not from the presence of 
God and blessings promised to him. 

Genesis 21 

Ishmael reenters the narrative in Genesis 21. At the celebration of Isaac’s wean-
ing, Sarah sees Ishmael interacting with Isaac and explodes, “Cast out the slave 
woman and her son for [he] shall not be an heir with my son Isaac” (21:9–10). To 
explain Sarah’s reaction, many translators depict Ishmael as “mocking” Isaac—
despite the Hebrew verb being from the same root as Isaac’s name (which means 
“laughter” as was mentioned only three verses prior). Ishmael was “Isaac-ing” 
(laughing, playing, jesting) with Isaac. A better explanation of Sarah’s harsh de-
mand is that with Isaac having safely passed through infancy, she realizes the 
presence of Abraham’s firstborn son, Ishmael, is a threat to Isaac’s role as Abra-
ham’s heir (her explicitly stated reason). Therefore, Hagar’s son must be sent 
away. Sarah’s request accorded with the laws of Hammurabi and especially those 
of Lipit-Ishtar, which “stipulated that the father may grant freedom to the slave 
woman and the children she has borne him, in which case they forfeit their 
share of the paternal property” (Sarna 1989, 147).  

This “distressed Abraham greatly.” Some see the Hebrew word ra’a’ as indi-
cating that he considered Sarah’s demand as utterly wrong, deeply unethical, or 
possibly even evil. God’s reply to Abraham regarding Sarah’s demand in the He-
brew text is, “Let it not be evil in your eyes” (ISR)12 and “Do all that Sarah is telling 

 
12 Institute for Scripture Research translation. 
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you because through Isaac your descendants will be counted. But I will also 
make the son of the slave wife into a great nation, for he is your descendant too” 
(21:11–13, notes 19 and 20, The NET Bible 2005, 50). Despite the covenant line be-
ing through Isaac, God again promises Abraham that Ishmael too will become a 
great nation because he too is Abraham’s seed, an implicit reference to the 
promise of 17:4 that Abraham is to be the father of a “multitude of nations.”  

Abraham complies and sends Hagar and Ishmael off into the wilderness. The 
water runs out and now Ishmael is at death’s door. But “God heard the lad crying 
(complying with Ishmael’s name). This is the third time the theme of God hear-
ing is connected to Ishmael. The first is the command to name him Ishmael be-
cause God heard Hagar (16:11); the second is when God heard Abram’s request 
for blessing upon him (17:20); and here he hears Ishmael’s cry (Ross 2009, 322). 
The angel of God then instructs Hagar: “Lift the boy up and take him by the 
hand, for I will make him into a great nation.” God opens her eyes to see a well 
and she gives the lad a drink.  

From then on, “God was with the lad” in the wilderness as he grew up (17:20). 
God counterbalances the loss of Ishmael’s inheritance and Abraham’s presence 
with the gift of his special presence (Maalouf 2003, 95). As promised, Ishmael, 
like the wild donkey, lived in the desert—the wilderness of Paran (21:20–21). Not 
only was God with him, but his presence continued in Ishmael’s land as indicat-
ed later through Habakkuk’s vision: “God came from Teman and the Holy One 
from the mount of Paran.” Maalouf (2013) observes, “God’s presence with Ish-
mael and in Ishmaelite land is strengthened by the fact that the Law was given 
to the people of Israel in that land. In fact, it was in the land of Midian, which is 
equated with Paran in Habakkuk 3:3 and 7, that the Lord gave the Law to his 
people. It is in that land that He appeared to Moses in the burning bush.” 

Ishmael does not again appear in the narrative until Genesis 25 following the 
genealogy of Keturah, Abraham’s concubine-wife who bore him many sons and 
grandsons. When Abraham dies, Isaac and Ishmael bury him (hardly an indica-
tion of intractable enmity). Then follow the genealogies of Ishmael and his sons 
who are “twelve princes” (v. 16), thus fulfilling the prior promise, along with his 
becoming a great nation (17:20). Ishmael’s death is recorded along with a fulfill-
ment of 16:12, his sons dwelling from Havilah to Shur “in the presence of his 
brethren” (KJV).13 Does this indicate that God’s promises regarding Ishmael were 
entirely fulfilled by Genesis 15:18? To the contrary, as will be seen in part two of 
this study,14 biblical and extra-biblical history indicate that Ishmael’s descendants 

 
13 Similarly, Calvin, Keil and Delitzch, Ellicott, Barnes, Jamison-Faucet-Brown, Poole, Gill, 

and Wenham. Those who interpret 16:12 negatively, e.g., Sailhamer, do the same in 25:18, “he 
settled in defiance of all his relatives” (NASB). 

14 “The Role of Ishmael in the Divine Drama: Act 2” is to be published in a forthcoming is-
sue of JLCR. 
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continued as a “great nation” well beyond the initial fulfillment of Gen 25 and that 
Ishmael continued to live “under God’s blessing” as “a great nation” numerically, 
politically, militarily, economically, and spiritually (Maalouf 2003, 178, 220). 

CONCLUSION 

Contrary to the negative perception of Ishmael that prevails among Christians 
today, significant scholarship since Maalouf’s seminal work sees him as the re-
cipient of promises of blessing similar to the covenant promises concerning 
Isaac’s line. He is to become a great nation, for he is the seed of Abraham who is 
promised to be the father of a “multitude of nations.” In contrast to his mother 
who had been a slave girl, Ishmael’s lineage would live in freedom like the wild 
donkey, not under the domination of other tribes, but maintaining their inde-
pendence through God’s providential care, and dwelling in the presence of his 
kinfolk (Gen 16). Though the covenant God made with Abraham (Gen 15:1–3) 
would be fulfilled through the agency of Isaac’s line, Ishmael was to be a partici-
pant in the blessings of that covenant (Gen 17). And even though he was forced 
to depart from Abraham’s presence for the preservation of Isaac’s inheritance, 
God heard his cries, intervened supernaturally to provide for him, and compen-
sated for that loss with his own special and enduring presence in his land (Gen 
21). But the fulfillment of God’s promises to Ishmael does not end in Genesis. In a 
forthcoming issue of JLCR, “The Role of Ishmael in the Divine Drama: Act 2” will 
highlight the role of Ishmael’s descendants in biblical and extra-biblical history, 
the prophetic writings and the fulfillment of those promises and prophecies in 
the New Testament, along with implications for today. 
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Abstract: The biblical affirmation, “Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit the 
land’” (Matthew 5:5), has been communicated through at least three layers of con-
text: the 37th Psalm, Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, and Matthew’s historical record. 
To accurately discern the meaning of this enigmatic statement, all three layers, via 
Hebrew poetry, Aramaic speech, and literary homily in Greek translation, ought to 
be considered. The original saying in its original setting is directed to Israelites faced 
with the age-old question of why the wicked seem to prosper while the righteous 
suffer. Contextually the statement in question offers comfort and peace as a prover-
bial expression of Yahweh’s favor and providential care. This single line from the 
poem’s sixth stanza is then incorporated into Jesus’ message preached to a gathering 
of early-first-century men and women of Abrahamic descent, subjugated and op-
pressed in their own homeland. It is included among eight beatitudes (Matt 5:1-12), 
where the six blessings of vv. 4-9 are bracketed between the repeated blessing of vv. 
3 and 10: “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus was “proclaiming the good news 
of the kingdom” (4:23) with projected fulfillment in the near future (3:2; 4:17; 10:7; 
16:18-19, 28). When comparing Matthew’s account with Luke’s record of the Sermon 
on the Plain (Luke 6:17-49), Matthew’s version is more spiritually oriented. Matthew 
and Luke emphasize different aspects of the Lord’s teachings for their respective 
readerships. Matthew’s inclusion of the Psalm 37:11 quotation is particularly mean-
ingful from a Jewish perspective. Luke’s account, directed to a non-Jewish audience, 
has no reference to it, yet both include the Lord’s anticipatory assurance of the great 
reward in heaven (Matt 5:12; Luke 6:23). The literal land inheritance of Abraham’s 
biological descendants serves as a physical type of the spiritual inheritance of Abra-
ham’s spiritual heirs in Christ. The promised blessings of Matthew 5:3-10, rather than 
being withheld for millennia into the future, are most certainly accessible to God’s 
people here and now. 

Keywords:  Blessed, Meek, Inherit, Land, Sermon on the Mount, Context 

A single verse in the Bible is like an isolated piece of a jigsaw puzzle: the whole 
picture is indiscernible unless all the pieces are joined together. To focus on a 
biblical text without considering its surrounding context almost certainly guar-
antees distortion of meaning. While the twofold emphasis of contextual studies 
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involves the particular environments within which biblical narratives and dis-
courses took place and within which the biblical writings themselves were pro-
duced, there are other contextual matters that must not be overlooked. 

The Bible is fundamentally a compilation of many separate books represent-
ing a variety of literary genres and subgenres. When any passage of Scripture is 
examined, the type of literature through which it is conveyed dictates its pur-
pose and meaning. If a historian records someone’s public speech that contains 
quotations from other sources, there are at least three layers of context to con-
sider: (1) the quoted material, including the original speaker or writer, his target-
ed audience, and their immediate circumstances; (2) the oral discourse, includ-
ing the orator, the listening audience, and their immediate circumstances; and 
(3) the written account, including the author, the projected reading audience, 
and their immediate circumstances. 

The Sermon on the Mount, recorded in Matthew 5–7, comprises all three 
layers: (1) Scripture quotations, (2) Jesus and his listening audience, and (3) 
Matthew and his reading audience. All these layers of context are helpful in 
discerning the Spirit-inspired message, enabling interpreters to handle God’s 
word accurately and make application to a fourth layer: the present-day church 
and world. The focus of the current study is the Lord’s statement recorded in 
Matthew 5:5, “Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit the land,’”1 a quote 
from Psalm 37:11a. Is this a legitimate proof-text for modern-day eschatological 
discussions, or does a multi-layered contextual analysis expose a very different 
purpose? 

CONTEXTUAL LAYER 1: PSALM 37 

The biblical psalms, as a collection of prayers and hymns, are more likely to 
contain words spoken to or about God than from God. They are poetic by na-
ture and characteristically composed with figurative language. Their function is 
not primarily for the teaching of doctrinal absolutes (Stuart 2014, 212–216).2 In 
the genre of Hebrew poetry, the imagery is familiar to the psalmist’s contempo-
rary Hebrew audience and creates associations that stir the emotions and en-
gage the mind. A psalmist should therefore be afforded appropriate leeway to 
create a work within the parameters of his own literary conventions. The more 

 
1 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are the author’s own translation. 
2 At the same time, however, we still acknowledge “the importance of understanding the 

instructional function of the Psalms as a book. This is because the very process of canonical 
collection means that the 150 psalms now gathered together are seen as playing a special role 
within the life of Israel. Their place within the canon also means that they have a further role 
…. their very status as scripture means that they now have a teaching role” (Firth and Johnston 
2005, 162). 
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we appreciate the poetry and cultural environment of the psalms, the better we 
understand the intended message (Futato 2007, 24–42).3 

Psalm 37 can be subcategorized as a wisdom (sapiential) psalm, contrasting 
the respective plights of the righteous and the wicked, along with assurances of 
blessing and judgment. Lost in English translation is the poem’s acrostic struc-
ture, with two verses given to each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Easier to de-
tect is the synonymous parallelism, where the second line repeats or reinforces 
the preceding line, with meaning drawn from the combination of both. Parallel-
ism is not two separate ideas but one main idea expressed in two different ways. 
It is important in analyzing any poem to discover its theme and how each part 
contributes to the whole. The entirety of the psalm, not just a single verse or 
stanza, supplies the interpretive framework. 

Of particular interest to our present study is the recurring blessing involving 
the verbs ַכן -inherit,” “pos“) יַָּרש and (abide,” “dwell,” “settle down,” vv. 3, 27, 29“) שָּ
sess by inheritance,” vv. 9, 11, 22, 29, 34), along with the noun  ֶאֶרץ (“land,” vv. 3, 9, 
11, 22, 29, 34).4 These familiar concepts would immediately call to the Jewish mind 
the Abrahamic promises (Gen 12:1–7; Ps 105:42–45), the physical aspect of which 
was realized in Abraham’s biological descendants, the Israelites (Gen 12:2a, 7; 15:5–
7; Exod 32:13; Deut 1:8).5 This provided a national setting for the fulfillment of the 
spiritual messianic promise: “in you [your seed, 22:18; 26:4] all the families of the 
earth [ה מָּ  .shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3b; cf. Acts 3:25–26; Gal 3:8–29; 4:4–7) [ֲאדָּ

 
3 Ancient near-eastern literature, even when translated, is very different from the litera-

ture to which modern readers are accustomed. A poem’s rhetorical effect on a targeted audi-
ence, far removed from our own, should not be ignored. See Petersen and Richards 1992, 1–16.  

4 The Hebrew noun  ֶאֶרץ (vv. 3, 9, 11, 22, 29, 34) is consistently translated “land” in most 
English versions (e.g. ASV, CSB, ESV, ISV, NIV, NASB, NET, N/RSV, YLT), but varyingly ren-
dered in the N/KJV “land” (vv. 3, 29, 34) and “earth” (vv. 9, 11, 22). It is flexible enough to apply 
to the entire planet (Gen 18:18, 25), earth’s inhabitants (Ps 33:8; 66:4), a regional or territorial 
section of land (Gen 10:10, 11; 11:28; Ps 42:6), particularly the land of Canaan (Gen 11:31; 12:1, 5; 
Ps 105:11; 135:12; 136:21) often designated simply “the land” (Gen 1:8, 21; 12:6; Deut 17:14; 18:9; 
Ps 35:20). In addition to usage in Davidic psalms (incl. 101:6, 8), see also 44:3; 80:9; 85:1, 9, 12; 
106:38; cf. 74:8. 

5 Historically the Abrahamic land inheritance (Gen 12:7; 13:14–17; 15:7–18; Deut 4:1; 16:20) 
was fulfilled (Acts 7:2–5, 17, 45; Josh 3:14–17; 21:43–45; 1 Kgs 4:21; Neh 9:7–8), albeit conditional-
ly (Lev 20:22, 24; Deut 28:1–2, 15; Josh 23:13–16; 1 Kgs 9:6–7; 2 Chr 20:7). Nevertheless, Abra-
ham’s descendants did not remain faithful to the covenant (1 Kgs 19:10; Jer 31:32) and eventual-
ly lost the land (Josh 23:13–16). The Hebrew ם  occurs three times in Psalm 37, in (”forever“) עֹולָּ
conjunction with the righteous ones’ inheritance (v. 18), abiding (v. 27), and preservation 
(v. 29). Even though the Abrahamic land inheritance was promised “forever” (Gen. 13:15, ESV, 
NASB, NIV, NKJV), this must be understood not only as a conditional promise but also because 
ם   signifies simple duration and applies to that which continues as long as it was intended עֹולָּ
(cf. Gen 17:13; Exod 12:14; 21:6; 29:42; 30:8; Lev 23:14; 1 Kgs 9:3–5; et al.). Irrespective of what may 
or may not result on the other end, ם  is merely a durative term expressing something that עֹולָּ
lasts a long time and prospectively its allotted time. 
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To “dwell in the land” (Psalm 37:3) meant much more than mere territorial 
occupancy. Reprobates, void of divine favor, physically inhabited the land of 
Israel for generations (Lev 20:2–5; Judg 1:19–21, 27–35; 2:2–3; Ezek 33:23–26). In 
the context of Psalm 37, the land dwellers are those exhibiting trust in God, 
goodness, and allegiance to the divine will, thereby benefitting from his faithful-
ness and provision (vv. 3–4). They are further identified as the “meek” [ נָּו  [עָּ
(v. 11), those oppressed (v. 14), yet merciful and generous (vv. 21, 23), righteous 
and faithful.6 

To “inherit the land” (Ps 37:9, 11, 22, 29, 34),7 therefore, is an expression of 
comfort and hope (vv. 1, 7, 8). It is idiomatically synonymous with providential 
care (vv. 3, 5, 6, 17b, 18, 19b, 24, 26b, 28, 31b, 40), including provision (v. 4, 25), 
protection (v. 33, 40a), peace (vv. 11, 37), fortification (vv. 17, 19, 24, 39b), rising 
above shame (vv. 19a, 34), and salvation (v. 39a, 40b). In old-covenant Judaism, 
the sacred land (centralized in Jerusalem) represented Yahweh’s presence 
among his people (Exod 33:1, 14; Ps 27:4–6; 65:4; 140:13; Isa 2:3). But to literalize 
the poetic imagery is to miss the spiritual significance of the divine purpose, 
more clearly revealed in the New Testament. 

The psalmist essentially encourages his readers to trust in the Lord for im-
proved circumstances. Traditionally ascribed to David, apparently in his later 
years (v. 25), Psalm 37 is thus placed in the historical context of the united king-
dom of Israel during the first half of the 10th century BC. In another Davidic 
psalm (25:13), to “inherit the land” parallels  טֹוב, “goodness” or “well-being.” Just 
to hear the expression would have offered a great deal of consolation to any Jew-
ish persons in antiquity, especially the disadvantaged and oppressed, irrespec-
tive of when or where they lived. 

While some have posited the dating of the Psalter’s ancient inscriptions as 
late as the 4th century BC,8 whoever was responsible for them would have had 
access to information unavailable to subsequent generations.9 Moreover, the 

 
6 Vv. 3, 5–7, 9, 12, 14, 16–18, 21, 23, 25, 28–32, 34, 37, 39–40. נָּ ו  is descriptive of the humble עָּ

and gentle (Ps 10:12, 17; 25:9; 34:2; 69:32), the afflicted and oppressed (Ps 22:26; 147:6; 149:4; 
Isa 11:4; 29:19; 53:4; 61:1), those who seek the Lord, uphold his justice, seek righteousness, and 
seek humility (Zeph 2:3). 

7 Except for the infinitive construct in v. 34, the imperfect form of this verb is repeatedly 
employed (vv. 9, 11, 22, 29), although verbal tense in Hebrew, unlike modern languages, refers 
more particularly to action than time. The Hebrew imperfect expresses what is unfinished, 
whether future or present, something anticipated or continued at any point in time. See Wil-
son 1990, i–ii. 

8 See Leslie 1949, 412. S. Terrien posits a 6th-century date for Psalm 37, from late-exilic or 
early-postexilic times (2003, 322). Whether or not a specific time period can be determined, 
the psalms reflect “the spiritual insight and religious heritage of a small number of ancient 
Israelites …” (Firth and Johnston 2005, 17). 

9 When and by whom the collection of canonical psalms was compiled is unknown, 
though it is not outside the range of plausibility that the titles were appended by the original 
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Davidic titles assume readers know who David is and are familiar with his life 
and poetry. Whether Psalm 37 was originally intended for pre-exilic Jews, who 
already inhabited the land, or those in exile, who longed to return to the land, or 
post-exilic Jews of the diaspora, it offers the same assurances and hope. 

CONTEXTUAL LAYER 2: JESUS AND HIS LISTENING AUDIENCE 

On a Galilean slope near Capernaum, Jesus delivered his celebrated discourse 
traditionally known as “the Sermon on the Mount,” recorded in chapters 5–7 of 
Matthew’s Gospel.10 In his mission of “proclaiming the good news of the king-
dom” (Matt 4:23), Jesus would have been speaking in the Aramaic language to a 
large gathering of Aramaic-speaking Jews, including but not limited to his disci-
ples (4:25; 5:1; 7:28; cf. 10:5–6; 15:24). The message, having been preserved in 
Greek translation, uses imagery and comparisons with which the Lord’s imme-
diate audience would have been familiar (5:13–15, 21–22, 25–27, 31, 33, 38, 43, 46–
47), addressing topics particularly relevant to them (5:20, 23–24, 28, 32, 34–37, 
39–42, 44–48), while preparing for the advent of God’s spiritual kingdom (3:2; 
4:17, 23; 5:3, 10, 19, 20; 6:10, 33; 7:21). 

As part of the lengthy address, Jesus quotes, alludes to, and echoes multiple 
passages from the Hebrew Scriptures.11 Speaking to a crowd of Jewish contem-
poraries still living under the Mosaic covenant (5:17–19), he pronounces bless-
ings (“beatitudes”) on those exhibiting certain virtues (vv. 2–11). Included (v. 5) 
is the quote from Psalm 37:11a, “Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit 
the land.’” That this is a direct quote from Psalm 37:11 is seen by comparing 
Matthew’s Greek translation of Jesus’ words with the LXX version of the psalm, 
showing parallel usage of the nominative masculine plural οἱ πραεῖς (“the meek 
[ones]”), the future active indicative κληρονομήσουσιν (“shall inherit”), and the 
accusative feminine γῆν (“land”). How would this particular audience receive 
such a statement? While the Greek noun γῆ can be used in various senses 
(“land,” “ground,” “earth,” etc.; see BDAG 196), most English translations incon-

 
authors themselves. See Delitzsch 1968, 23. Prefixing authorial titles to songs was an ancient 
practice among the Hebrews (Deut 31:30; Isa 38:9; Hab 3:1; cf. Exod 15:1, 21; Num 24:3; Judg 5:1), 
inclusive of David (2 Sam 1:17–18; 22:1; 23:1; cf. Ps 72:20). Moreover, Davidic authorship of se-
lected psalms is confirmed in the New Testament (Matt 22:45; Mark 12:36–37; Luke 20:42–44; 
Acts 1:16, 20; 2:25–28, 34–35; 4:25–26; [cf. 13:33, 35]; Rom 4:6–8; 11:9–10; Heb 4:7); viz. Psalms 2, 
16, 32, 69, 95, 110. 

10 The traditional site is Mount Eremos, just northwest of the Sea of Galilee and west of the 
Jordan River on the southern slopes of the Korazim Plateau in northern Israel, also known as 
the Mount of Beatitudes. Seeing that the material in the first thirteen chapters of Matthew’s 
Gospel is arranged more topically than chronologically, this sermon was likely delivered at the 
height of the Lord’s Galilean ministry, as indicated by the large crowds. 

11 See Blomberg 2007, 20–30. 
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sistently render it “earth” in this passage but “land” in the OT text from which 
it is quoted.12 

Those whom Jesus addressed were already residing in the land of promise, 
albeit under the occupation and control of a foreign power (Matt 22:17; Luke 2:1; 
3:1). When Judea was annexed as a Roman province in AD 6 (incorporating Sa-
maria, Idumea, and at times Galilee), the local Jews begrudgingly transitioned 
from an autonomous nation to a subjugated and suppressed people. It was in 
this environment that the defiant Zealot movement was born,13 prompting Jesus 
to observe on another occasion, “but from the days of John the baptizer until 
now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and the violent forcefully seize it” 
(Matt 11:12). 

In his epic sermon, Christ repeatedly challenges the status quo of his day and 
promotes an alternative way of thinking (“but I say to you …”).14 When he af-
firms, “blessed are ‘the meek’” (Matt 5:5a), to what kind of people is he alluding? 
The standard lexical definition of the Greek adjective πραΰς is “gentle, humble, 
considerate, meek” (BDAG 861). It would be the opposite of angry hostility 
(vv. 21–26), lack of self-control (vv. 27–32), lack of integrity (vv. 33–37), retribu-
tion (vv. 38–42), and hatred (vv. 43–48). In the original context of Psalm 37, from 
which Jesus draws the allusion, the description applies to those oppressed but 
still showing mercy, generosity, righteousness, and faithfulness, trusting in Yah-
weh, practicing goodness, and obeying his good will. 

The quoted blessing, “they shall inherit the land,” is poetry, not theology. For a 
Jewish person in antiquity this was a comforting affirmation of divine favor. An-
ticipating improved circumstances (cf. Ps 25:13), the expression was “emblematic 
of the better prosperity and happiness of life” (Novak 1987, 140). But what kind of 
prosperity? With the provision of physical needs understood (Matt 6:11, 25–34), 
note Christ’s weighty emphasis on the heavenly nature of God’s kingdom (5:3, 10, 
19, 20; 7:21), the priority of heavenly treasures (6:19–21), and the heavenly reward 
(5:12) in the presence of the heavenly Father (5:16, 34, 45, 48; 6:1, 9, 26, 32; 7:11). The 
greatest benefits are by far spiritual in nature (6:1, 4, 6, 9–10, 12–14, 18). A clear 
distinction is consistently made between the materialistic cares of the world and 
the loftier ways of God (6:19–24, 33; 7:6, 13–21, 24–27, 29). 

 
12 The Douay-Rheims Bible, New American Bible (revised), Young’s Literal Translation, Or-

thodox Jewish Bible, and Easy-to-Read Version render the word “land” in Matt 5:5, while the 
King James and New King James Versions employ “earth” in both passages. 

13 It has been suggested that the idea of a separate, organized group of rebels was invented 
by Josephus in order to divert the hostile attention of the Romans away from the general Jew-
ish populace (see M. Smith 1971, 5). It is true there is little evidence of the Zealots as an orga-
nized group prior to the revolt of AD 66 (see Josephus, War 4.129–62). Nevertheless, the earlier 
presence and activities of these freedom fighters, whether organized or not, are evident in 
passages like Mark 15:7; Luke 6:15; 23:19, 25; Acts 5:36–37; 21:38. 

14 Matt 5:20–22, 27–28, 31–34, 38–39, 43–44; cf. also 6:2, 5, 7, 16, 32; 7:15, 29. 
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To isolate and literalize the statement in Matthew 5:5 to advocate a literal, 
futuristic, earthly habitation is a form of “physicalism” that runs contrary to the 
rest of the Lord’s teachings. Focusing on the temporal to the virtual disregard of 
the heavenly was characteristic of the vain externals of hypocrites (6:1, 5, 16), the 
empty ritualism of the heathen (6:7), the materialism of pagan gentiles (6:32), 
and the deceptive appeal of false teachers (7:15). It ignores Christ’s persistent 
contrast between physical and spiritual realities (5:3, 10, 12–16, 34–35; 6:9–10, 19–21). 

Known for his emblematic and parabolic teaching style, Jesus routinely used 
earthly examples to convey spiritual truths, particularly with regard to “the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matt 7:24–27; 9:12–17; 16:6–12; 18:23–35; 20:1–16; 21:28–45; 
22:1–14; 24:45–51; 25:1–30), a.k.a. “the kingdom of God” (19:23–24).15 To “inherit 
the land” (5:5b), as a historical symbol, does not replace or counter the spiritual-
ly-explicit affirmation, “for great is your reward in heaven” (v. 12b). 

CONTEXTUAL LAYER 3: MATTHEW AND HIS READING AUDIENCE 

The First Gospel, so called because of its traditional positioning in the New Tes-
tament, is historically attributed to Matthew Levi, an apostle of Jesus Christ and 
former tax collector. There is no manuscript evidence indicating that the docu-
ment ever circulated without “According to Matthew” as its title, and no other 
name was ever appended to it.16  

Seeing that Matthew’s Gospel betrays a strong Jewish orientation, the ethnic 
heritage of both the author and targeted reading audience appears to have been 
Jewish. The terminology is decidedly Jewish.17 A number of Aramaic expressions 
occur throughout the text, often without translation.18 Familiarity with Jewish 
history, politics, ideas, and customs is assumed.19 The Hebrew Bible has a promi-
nent place, with about 40 quotations and over 100 allusions, demonstrating a 
mutual knowledge of and respect for these sacred writings. More fulfilled OT 
prophecies are cited than in any of the other Gospels.20 Matthew opens with the 
genealogy of Jesus and traces the line of decent back to Abraham (1:1–17).21 

 
15 It is also helpful to remember the common usage of physical types from the OT to illus-

trate spiritual antitypes in the NT, e.g., Jonah, Nineveh, Solomon, Elijah (12:39–42; 16:4; 17:10–
13), to name a few. We could add to the discussion the emblematic appeal to “the shepherd” 
and “the sheep” (Matt 26:31), or the emblems of the Lord’s Supper representing far greater 
spiritual concepts (26:26–29). 

16 See K. Moore 2009, 60–63. 
17 Matt 2:20–21; 4:5; 5:35, 47; 6:7, 32; 10:6; 17:24–27; 18:17; 27:53. 
18 Matt 5:22; 6:24; 16:17; 27:33, 46. 
19 Matt 1:18–19; 2:1, 4, 22; 14:1; 17:24; 23:2; 26:3, 57, 59; 27:2, 11, 13. 
20 Matt 1:1, 22–23; 2:5–6, 15, 17–18, 23; 3:3; 4:14–16; 5:17; 8:16–17; 12:17–21; 13:14–15, 35; 21:4–5; 

26:63–64; 27:9–10. 
21 The Lord’s recorded reference in the third person to “their synagogues” (10:17) is applicable 
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Palestine, particularly Judea, is a plausible location for the document’s origin 
and/or destination (cf. Jerome, De vir. ill. 3), although a more popular suggestion 
is Syria, specifically Antioch. The earliest clear use of Matthew’s Gospel comes 
from Antioch in the early 2nd-century writings of Ignatius (ca. 35–107), who 
made much use of the text (see Smyrn. 1.1; Eph. 19.1–3; Polc. 2.2). The Gospel fits 
well into the setting of Syrian Antioch, which had a large Jewish population, a 
well-established Christian community, and a church committed to the disciple-
ship of all nations (cf. Matt 28:18–20; Acts 11:29; 13:1–3; 14:27–28; 15:40; 18:22–23). 

Matthew was more than a biographer and historian. He was also an evange-
list and theologian. While providing a reliable record of historical facts, he con-
veys doctrinal truth for developing faith in Christ and Christ’s teachings. The 
introduction (Matt 1:1–4:16) is saturated with quotations from the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, confirming Jesus of Nazareth as the long-anticipated fulfillment of the 
messianic prophecies. The extensive narrative that follows is interspersed with 
five major sections of discourse material, beginning with the Sermon on the 
Mount in chapters 5–7. 

Historically, geographically, socially, ethnically, and culturally, Matthew’s ini-
tial reading audience would not have been too far removed from Jesus’ original 
listening audience. The teachings and influence of Christ’s earthly ministry had 
reached as far north as Syria, as far south as Idumea, as far east as the Decapolis 
and Perea, and all in between (Matt 4:24–25; Mark 3:7–8). It is highly improbable 
that the contents of the Sermon on the Mount were limited to a solitary speech 
on a single occasion. We would surely expect the Lord to have regularly and re-
peatedly shared this information on multiple occasions. Matthew has captured 
the essence of what Jesus characteristically taught. 

Matthew’s inclusion of this lengthy discourse, absent from the other Gospels, 
is indicative of authorial selectivity. Each Gospel writer, according to his imme-
diate purpose, at times focuses on certain details ignored by others or omits par-
ticular elements highlighted by others. Consideration of both the similarities 
and differences is especially informative when comparing Matthew’s record of 
the Sermon on the Mount with Luke’s record of the Sermon on the Plain 
(Luke 6:17–49). In Luke’s rendering of the beatitudes, blessings are pronounced 
on those who are literally poor and hungry (Luke 6:20–23), whereas Matthew’s 
record is more spiritually oriented (Matt 5:3–12). 

Rather than editorial modification, as some have suspected, authorial selectivi-
ty is more likely. Matthew and Luke emphasize different aspects of the Lord’s 
teachings for their respective readerships. Matthew’s inclusion of the Psalm 37:11 
quotation is particularly meaningful from a Jewish perspective. Luke’s account, 

 
to antagonistic nonbelieving Jews rather than implying anything about the ethnicity of Mat-
thew’s readership. Compare the third person wording in 4:23; 9:35, and descriptions in 6:2, 5; 
23:6, 34 of adversarial behavior in the synagogues. 
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directed to a non-Jewish audience, has no reference to it, yet both include the 
Lord’s anticipatory assurance of the great reward in heaven (Matt 5:12; Luke 6:23). 

The striking parallels between the Sermon on the Mount and the epistle of 
James demonstrate the ongoing influence of Christ’s teachings in the early 
church.22 Nevertheless, when Jesus preached this impactful sermon, it was not 
the time to impart exclusively Christian doctrine, nor was it the time to set aside 
the Mosaic Law (Matt 5:17–29; 7:12), but it was necessary to address the fallacies 
of hypocritical leaders (5:20; 6:2, 5, 16; 7:15–20, 29) and prepare for the approach-
ing kingdom (cf. 6:10, 33; 7:21).  

During the Lord’s bodily presence on earth, God’s spiritual kingdom was 
soon to be realized, specifically within the lifetime of some of his personal disci-
ples (Matt 3:2; 4:17; 10:7; 16:28). Matthew and his readers, contemporaries of oth-
er NT writers and their readers, were in fact citizens of this promised kingdom as 
members of Christ’s church (Matt 16:18–19). From the historical record of Acts 2 
onwards, the church Jesus promised to build was existing and growing and rec-
ognized as “the kingdom of God.”23 

At the time Matthew’s Gospel was produced, the residents of the Roman 
provinces of Judea and Syria (later combined as Syria Palestina) were subjected 
to the governing control of Rome. Those resisting compromise with foreign oc-
cupiers and pagan influences were generally suppressed and marginalized. 
Much of what Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount would have resonated with 
Matthew’s readers and other Christians at this time. 

Why allude to Psalm 37:11? What significance would this have had to the re-
spective audiences of the psalmist, of Jesus, and of Matthew? While the wicked 
appear to prosper, those deprived of dignity and resources seem to be missing 
out on the “good things” of this world. But the common theme of Psalm 37, the 
Sermon on the Mount, and Matthew’s Gospel is that the righteous, even when 
disenfranchised by the world, are the ones to whom God’s kingdom belongs 
(Matt 5:3, 10). It is in this radically transcendent kingdom, where the social 
boundaries of honor and shame are reversed, that divine favor, comfort, and 
provision are afforded. 

Matthew certainly does not overlook the Lord’s concern for people’s observ-
able physical needs, but the primary focus is consistently heavenward in ad-
dressing their greater spiritual needs (cf. 9:6–8, 35–38; 12:28; 15:31). Matthew’s 
Jewish Christian community is repeatedly reminded of the enormous chasm 
between the earthly and the heavenly,24 the temporary and the eternal,25 the 

 
22 See J. Adamson 1976, 21–22; V. Porter, Jr., July 2005, 344–360; October 2005, 470–482. 
23 Acts 1:2–8; 2:1–47; 8:12; 14:21–22; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31; Eph 2:19; Col 1:13, 18; 4:11; Rev 1:6, 9; 

5:10. 
24 Matt 5:3, 10, 12–16, 34–35; 6:9–10, 19–21; 11:25; 16:19; 18:10, 18–19; 23:9; 25:31–46; 28:18. 
25 Matt 5:18; 6:25–34; 7:13–14, 24–27; 10:22, 32–33; 11:20–24; 12:6–8; 23:21–22; 24:35. 



80 Journal of Language, Culture, and Religion 3, no. 2 (2022) 

physical and the spiritual.26 It is in this context the statement is made: “Blessed 
are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit the land’.” A temporal land inheritance, as 
some modern interpreters suggest, would be a major disappointment. 

CONTEXTUAL LAYER 4: OUR CONTEMPORARY WORLD 

Present-day readers should be attuned to what any speaker or writer in the bib-
lical record was seeking to convey to his original audience and how they were 
meant to understand the message in the context in which it was first communi-
cated. Before any biblical text says anything to contemporary readers far re-
moved from the ancient Mediterranean world, it has already spoken to those to 
whom it was first addressed. Keeping this in mind places modern interpreters in 
a much better position to grasp the intended meaning and make application to 
our 21st-century environment. 

Chiliastic interpretations of this text are currently popular, but they may 
miss the spiritual point of the statement. Echoing interpretations from the 2nd 
century and beyond, the 18th-century reformer John Wesley believed “the Third 
Beatitude, ‘the meek shall inherit the earth,’ refers to the Millennial Age” (West 
2018, 25).27 In more recent times advocates of premillennial eschatology, viewing 
“the land” of Psalm 37:11 and Matthew 5:5 as the entire world, conclude: “Consid-
ering the physical and material character of the promise, the fulfillment must 
similarly be physical and material. When Abraham’s descendants, that is, all 
believers alive at the parousia, rule over the earth in the millennium with their 
Messiah, God’s promise of blessings will be materialized physically on this earth” 
(Chung 2009, 133–146).28 Robert Alter, on the other hand, offers an apt reminder: 

 
26 Matt 6:11–15, 22–23; 8:20; 9:2–8, 12–13, 15–17; 10:28; 11:28–30; 12:25–30, 39–45, 48–50; 16:6–

12, 24–28; 17:20; 18:1–14; 19:14, 21–30; 21:21–22; 22:29–33; 23:13, 23; 26:26–29, 41. 
27 The concept of a literal messianic kingdom on earth can be traced as far back as Jewish 

apocalyptic literature of the intertestamental period and the first couple of centuries of the 
common era (e.g. I Enoch, Apocalypse of Baruch, 2nd & 4th Esdras, Testaments of the 12 Pa-
triarchs), as well as prevalent misconceptions during the Lord’s earthly ministry (Matt 11:12; 
Luke 24:21; John 6:15; Acts 1:6). Within the Christian movement, the gnostic Cerinthus (ca. 100) 
was among the earliest proponents of this view, along with the late 2nd-century Ebionite and 
Montanist sects. The 2nd-century writings of Irenaeus and Justin Martyr and the 3rd-century 
writings of Tertullian also referenced a 1000-years’ earthly kingdom at Christ’s return. The 
view was revived in the mid-19th century as biblical interpretation became less concerned 
about historical context, and the expression “premillennialism” replaced older descriptive 
terms like “chiliasm” and “millenarianism.” 

28 Other contemporary theologians espousing some form of premillennial eschatology in-
clude Craig L. Blomberg, D. A. Carson, Wayne A. Grudem, Robert H. Gundry, Craig S. Keener, 
Douglas J. Moo, Robert H. Mounce, Grant R. Osborne, and Ben Witherington III. Premillenni-
alism relies on the literal interpretation of figurative language and a materialistic concept of 
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“In great works of literature, almost always more is going on than one initially 
realizes, and this is especially true of the Bible, to which readers are likely to 
come with a baggage of preconceptions and habits of automated or inappropri-
ate response” (2011, xi). It is reasonable to ask that if the fulfillment must be 
“physical and material,” how are “Abraham’s descendants” no longer understood 
in the physical sense but spiritualized as “all believers”? 

As we analyze this seemingly perplexing beatitude through all its layers of 
context, the poetic nature of the original statement in Psalm 37 should caution 
against literalization. One of the most common features of Hebrew poetry is 
symbolism. An underlying truth or insight is conveyed with greater effect by 
employing expressive metaphors that strike the emotions of a particular reading 
audience.29 Jesus borrows familiar imagery from the ancient Israelite hymnbook 
that would resonate with his Jewish audience, which Matthew records in Greek 
translation for a Jewish Christian community. 

It is helpful to observe that Matthew uses a form of the word οὐρανός (“heav-
en”) eighty-two times, more than any other NT writer. With the distinction un-
derstood between the atmospheric heavens and the Godhead’s eternal abode 
(e.g. Matt 5:16, 18),30 that which is earthly and physical is contrasted throughout 
the Gospel with the heavenly and spiritual. “Be glad and rejoice exceedingly, for 
your reward is great in heaven …” (5:12). “Do not store up for yourselves treasures 
upon the land, where moth and corrosion destroy, and where thieves break in 
and steal, but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth 
nor corrosion destroys, and where thieves do not break in nor steal, for where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (6:19–21). “For what will a man 
profit if he gains the whole world but loses his soul, or what will a man give as an 
exchange for his soul?” (16:26). “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or 
sisters or father or mother or children or fields for the sake of my name, will re-
ceive a hundred times [as much], and will inherit life everlasting” (19:29). “Come, 
those having been blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom having been pre-
pared for you from the world’s foundation” (25:34b). 

Awareness and appreciation of these spiritual truths has often been clouded 

 
the Lord’s spiritual kingdom. The book of Revelation, a major focus of these proponents, is 
highly symbolic (apocalyptic) and should not be taken literally. 

29 See Firth and Johnston 2005, 163. 
30 Both the singular and plural forms of οὐρανός are used in Scripture, sometimes in the 

same context, to describe the spiritual realm of deity, as well as the future home of the right-
eous. The former is worded in the plural (Matt 5:16, 45; 6:1, 9; 7:11, 21; 10:32, 33; 12:50; 16:17, 19; 
18:10, 14, 19; 24:36) and the singular (Matt 5:34; 6:10; 11:25; 18:18; 21:25; 22:30; 23:22; 28:18; 
1 Cor 15:47; Col 4:1; 1 Pet 1:12; 3:22). The latter is also conveyed in the plural (Matt 5:12; 19:21; 
2 Cor 5:1) and the singular (Matt 6:20; Luke 6:23 [plural parallel, Matt 5:12]; Rom 1:18; 2 Cor 5:2). 
In Phil 3:20 οὐρανοῖς is plural (lit. “heavens”), while the corresponding relative pronoun οὗ, in 
the prepositional phrase “from which,” is singular. 
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by a poetic verse wrenched from its context and interpreted through the distort-
ed lens of elaborate eschatological theories. The message is much clearer and 
more meaningful when the words of the psalmist, quoted by Jesus, then record-
ed by Matthew, are viewed from the vantage points of their respective audienc-
es, leading to a more fitting application in different times and settings. 

BIBLICAL TYPOLOGY AND FULFILLMENT  

Employing tangible symbols of the past to represent analogous yet loftier divine 
truths is the function of biblical typology. An OT type (τύπος, a “figure” or “im-
age”), which is material and temporary, foreshadows a NT antitype (ἀντίτυπος, 
“corresponding to”) of much greater spiritual import. Jesus Christ is typified in 
Adam (Rom 5:12–19; 1 Cor 15:22, 45), in Moses (Acts 3:22; 7:37), and in Melchize-
dek (Heb 5:5–10). The Passover and the raising of the serpent in the wilderness 
each prefigure Jesus’ sacrificial death (John 3:14; 12:32–33; 1 Cor 5:7). The old-
covenant-tabernacle ritual corresponds to Christ’s superior new-covenant ar-
rangement (Heb 9:1–28). The flood of Noah’s day and the Red Sea crossing are 
analogous to Christian baptism (1 Cor 10:1–2; 1 Pet 3:20–21). The Jewish temple is 
a meager representation of the Lord’s church (1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 6:16), as is the 
ancient city where the temple stood (Heb 12:22–23; Rev 3:12). Abraham’s physical 
descendants foreshadow the omniracial Christian community, the true Israel of 
God (Rom 9:6–8; Gal 3:29; 6:16). The literal “heavens and earth,” the typical word-
pair describing humanity’s physical habitat, serves as a figure of a completely 
“new” subsistence (2 Pet 3:13; Rev 21:1; cf. 1 Cor 15:42–54; 2 Cor 5:1–8). 

In Matthew’s record of Christ’s teaching, the prophet Jonah’s ordeal typifies 
the burial and resurrection of Jesus (12:39–40; 16:4); the receptivity of those to 
whom Jonah and Solomon preached illustrates how much more Jesus ought to 
be heard (12:41–42); John the baptizer is the antitype of Elijah (17:10–13). When 
Jesus quotes the saying, “Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit the land’” 
(5:5)—its only occurrence in the NT—this sounds like a physical type of the 
spiritual antitype that follows, “for your reward is great in heaven …” (v. 12b). 
However, considering the backdrop of Psalm 37, this blessing is not limited to 
the future but includes God’s provision, comfort, and peace in the present. The 
literal land inheritance of Abraham’s biological descendants (Acts 7:2–5, 17, 45; 
Heb 11:8) serves as a physical type of the spiritual inheritance of Abraham’s spir-
itual heirs in Christ, realized in the present (Gal 3:6–29; Eph 1:13–14, 18; 5:5), fu-
ture (Col 3:24; 1 Pet 1:4), and forevermore (Heb 9:15). 

The promised blessings of Matthew 5:3–10, rather than being withheld for 
millennia into the future, are most certainly accessible to God’s people here and 
now. For the poor in spirit and the unjustly persecuted, heavenly citizenship is 
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now available.31 Comfort is provided to those who are mourning.32 To be filled 
with righteousness is assured to all who are eagerly seeking it.33 The merciful 
obtain mercy.34 Through his revelation, God is seen (understood) with purity of 
heart.35 Peaceable followers of Christ are currently acknowledged as God’s chil-
dren.36 So what about the meek?    

To interpret the promise of Matthew 5:5b as something unavailable until the 
distant future in a yet-to-be-established earthly kingdom is to ignore the sur-
rounding context and other contextual layers, thereby missing the point. The 
spiritual blessings of God’s kingdom are not limited to persons living within the 
ancient borders of Israel. If a literal “land” (or “earth”) inheritance is meant, sure-
ly we would expect it to be reaffirmed elsewhere in the NT. Instead, notwith-
standing the Apocalypse’s highly symbolic imagery, we find promises like, “he 
will inherit life everlasting” (Matt 19:29); “flesh and blood is not able to inherit 
the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit incorruptibility” 
(1 Cor 15:50); “those who are to inherit salvation” (Heb 1:14); “to an inheritance 
imperishable, untainted, and enduring, reserved in heaven for you” (1 Pet 1:4).37 
The fulfillment of these promises did in fact begin in “the land”—in Jerusalem, 
all Judea, and Samaria—extending to the ends of the earth and to the end of the 
age (Matt 28:18–20; Acts 1:8; Col 1:3–6, 13, 23). 

SUMMARY 

The original saying in its original setting is directed to Israelites faced with the 
age-old question of why the wicked seem to prosper while the righteous suffer. 
The reassuring response is that godless prosperity is only temporary, whereas 
righteousness leads to divine beneficence. Evildoers will ultimately be cut off. 
Those whose trust is in Yahweh are the ones truly blessed, with recurring emphasis 
on the covenantal land inheritance (Ps 37:3, 9b, 11, 18, 22a, 29, 34a). Contextually 

 
31 Phil 3:20; Col 1:5, 12–13; 3:1–2. There is a rest spoken of that is yet in the future—

something promised that remains to be fully realized (Heb 3:7–4:11). When Jesus journeyed 
ahead to prepare a place for his disciples (John 14:2–3), he went beyond the “veil” and pene-
trated the holiest place to dwell in the presence of God (Heb 6:19–20; 9:12). This is none other 
than “heaven itself” (Heb 9:24). The righteous now have the confident expectation of entering 
the very same place (Heb 6:18–19; 10:19–20, 34), wherein the names are registered (Heb 12:23). 

32 2 Cor 1:3–7; 2:7; 7:6–7, 13; 13:11; Col 2:2; 1 Thess 4:18; 5:11; 2 Thess 2:16–17. 
33 Rom 1:16–17; 5:17; 2 Cor 5:21; 9:10; Eph 4:20–24; 5:8–10; Phil 1:11; 3:9; Heb 12:11. 
34 Rom 9:16, 18; 11:30–32; 2 Cor 4:1; Phil 2:27; 1 Tim 1:13, 16; 1 Pet 2:10. 
35 John 1:18; 14:7–9; Eph 1:17–18; Col 1:9–10; 2:2–3; 1 John 5:20. 
36 Rom 8:14; Gal 3:26; 4:6; cf. John 1:12; Rom 9:8; 12:18; Phil 2:15; Jas 3:18; 1 John 3:1, 10. 
37 See also Matt 25:34; Acts 20:32; 1 Cor 6:9–10; 2 Cor 5:1–2; Gal 3:26–29; 5:21; Eph 1:13–14, 18; 

5:5; Col 3:24; Heb 6:12; 9:15; 1 Pet 3:9; Rev 21:6–7. That Abraham was to be “heir of [the] κόσμος 
[world]” (Rom 4:13) would contextually be in reference to succeeding generations of faith (see 
E. Harrison 1976, 50–51). 
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the statement in question, “but the meek shall inherit the land” (v. 11a), offers 
comfort and peace as a proverbial expression of Yahweh’s favor and providential 
care. 

This single line from the poem’s sixth stanza is incorporated into Jesus’ mes-
sage preached to a gathering of early-first-century men and women of Abraham-
ic descent, subjugated and oppressed in their own homeland. The sermon begins 
with eight beatitudes (Matt 5:1–12), where the six blessings of vv. 4–9 are brack-
eted between the repeated blessing of vv. 3 and 10: “for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.” Jesus was “proclaiming the good news of the kingdom” (4:23) with pro-
jected fulfillment in the near future (3:2; 4:17; 10:7; 16:18–19, 28). In this environ-
ment, where God’s kingdom takes precedence over temporal distractions (6:33), 
what would it have meant to these listeners to hear, “Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for 
‘they shall inherit the land’”? Familiar with the poetic imagery of the psalms, 
those influenced by Christ’s teachings would have had greater awareness of an 
everlasting inheritance and its spiritual significance (19:29; 25:34; cf. Mark 10:17; 
Luke 10:25; 18:18).38 

Matthew is the only Gospel writer to employ the expression “the kingdom of 
heaven,” synonymous with “the kingdom of God” (19:23–24), underscoring the 
transcendental nature of the long-anticipated kingdom “not of this world.” At 
the time of writing, the resurrected and exalted Christ was presently reigning as 
king (Acts 2:30–36; 1 Cor 15:23–25; 1 Tim 6:14–15). Matthew, his reading audience, 
and all other mid-to-late-1st century Christians were citizens of God’s heavenly 
kingdom as members of Christ’s church (Matt 16:18–19; Eph 1:22; 2:19; Phil 3:20; 
Col 1:13, 18), anticipating a future inheritance in the eternal heavenly realm 
(Matt 5:12; 25:34; 1 Cor 15:50; 2 Tim 4:1, 18; 2 Pet 2:11). 

CONCLUSION 

Our study through multiple layers of context, via Hebrew poetry, Aramaic 
speech, and literary homily in Greek translation, has concentrated on the words 
of a Hebrew psalmist, quoted by the messianic Lord, and reiterated by an in-
spired historian. The first contextual layer is Psalm 37, earthly-focused and di-
rected to Israelites living in the land of promise under the old-covenant system 
of Moses: a mere shadow of things to come (cf. Col 2:17; Heb 10:1). The second 
contextual layer is Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, wherein attention is redi-
rected to the heavenly and spiritual blessings of God’s approaching kingdom: a 
time of transitioning from the old and preparing for the new (cf. Matt 9:16–17; 
Heb 8:6–13). The third contextual layer is the Gospel of Matthew, written early in 

 
38 This emphasis carried on beyond the earthly ministry of Jesus: Acts 20:32; 1 Cor 6:9–10; 

15:50; 2 Cor 5:1–2; Gal 3:14, 18, 29; 5:21; Eph 1:13–14, 18; 5:5; Col 3:24; Heb 1:14; 6:12; 9:15; 1 Pet 1:4; 
3:9; Rev 21:6–7. 
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Christ’s new-covenant age to Jewish believers presently living the antitypical 
substance of these truths in God’s heavenly kingdom come to earth (cf. Eph 1:3; 
Col 1:12–13). The fourth contextual layer is the application of these teachings to 
our current time and circumstances. 

“Blessed are ‘the meek,’ for ‘they shall inherit the land’” (Matt 5:5) meant for an-
cient Israelites the assurance of God’s favor, provision, security, and hope. For early-
first-century Jews and latter-first-century Jewish Christians, it had the same conno-
tation. The Lord still expects humility of spirit, emotional sensitivity, meekness, 
pursuit of righteousness, mercy, purity of heart, peacemaking, and steadfast endur-
ance. The accompanying blessings are still assured to his faithful followers, both 
now in this time and in the age to come (Matt 19:29; Mark 10:30; 1 Cor 3:21–23). 
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Book Reviews 
 
Fuller, David J. A Discourse Analysis of Habakkuk. SSN 72. Leiden: Brill, 2020. 
 

A Discourse Analysis of Habakkuk by David J. Fuller is, as the title describes, a 
discourse analysis applied to the book of Habakkuk within a Systemic-
Functional Linguistic model (p. 2). Fuller notes several reasons that Habakkuk is 
a prime example of a book that could benefit from discourse analysis: thematic 
shifts, different literary types, the relationship of the dialogues between Yahweh 
and the prophet, and the overall purposes of each of the dialogues (pp. 1–2). 
Fuller hopes that his study can contribute to the ongoing questions of the book 
of Habakkuk and serve as a model for the application of an SFL framework to 
other biblical books. 

A Discourse Analysis of Habakkuk begins with an introduction and then is fol-
lowed by nine formal chapters: Chapter 1 explicates the SFL framework used and 
then is followed by a discourse analysis of Habakkuk in chapters 2–8 before clos-
ing the book with a conclusion in chapter 9. Fuller includes three appendices 
showing the analyses of Habakkuk conducted on the three-levels of meaning 
within the SFL framework: mode, field, and tenor. It is worth noting that Fuller 
brackets out 2:2 as a narrative aside (p. 14) and excludes from the analysis the 
superscriptions in 1:1 and 3:1 as framing devices (p. 5). 

In the introduction, Fuller reviews previous studies on Habakkuk, including 
scholarly views of the literary structure of the book. The review of differing views 
of the book’s literary structure reveals one of the oddities in this study. Fuller 
asserts that the SFL framework is not able to provide its own literary structure of 
the book from the bottom up but instead “those boundaries themselves must be 
a least provisionally established through more traditional means” (p. 12).  

In chapter 1, Fuller describes the SFL framework (much indebted to Halliday) 
utilized as he analyzes Habakkuk. He locates this framework within the larger 
context of 20th century functional linguistics (p. 18), especially the work of J.R. 
Firth, Louis Hjelmslev, and the Prague school (pp. 18–21). Following this larger 
context, Fuller then unpacks SFL’s understanding of language and how meaning 
is derived (pp. 22–29). After explaining conceptual areas of SFL, Fuller then lays 
out the methodological steps for his study. The first analysis is a mode analysis 
which is specifically concerned with understanding the different cohesive ties 
(coreferential, coclassification, and coextension) and their interactions together 
(pp. 32–34).  

The second step is a field analysis which is identified as “the content of what 
is being described by the text, the participants and their actions” (p. 34). Here, 
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Fuller, following Halliday, identifies the types of verbal processes, the clausal 
relationships, and an analysis of the verbal system within a discourse. The third 
and final analysis is a tenor analysis which is defined as the different role rela-
tionships of the different participants (p. 38). Especially important in this analy-
sis is the mood of the clause, for it signifies what the speaker discloses and how 
the listener is to respond (p. 39).  

Following each analysis, Fuller then synthesizes the data for each participant 
or chain and highlights the most statistically prominent results and compares it 
to the results from other pericopes. The statistical prominence from the mode 
and field analyses reveals the continuity/discontinuity between the two catego-
ries. In addition, the analysis regarding the participant connections reveals the 
most numerous related participants in the different discourses.  

In chapters 2–8, Fuller then carries out a detailed analysis of Habakkuk. 
Chapter 9 concludes the study by highlighting the most important results and 
insights gained.  

Fuller’s work is detailed and thorough. The study of a prophetic book that is 
three chapters in length comes in at 365 pages (including the three appendices). 
This should indicate the level of detail. Readers will benefit from Fuller’s clear 
explanation of the SFL framework along with its application to Habakkuk as a 
model for further study of other Old Testament books. Fuller’s three appendices 
are also of great value for understanding the study as well as their future use by 
scholars interested in this prophetic book. 

Two areas of methodology that will be of interest to others working in DA 
should be mentioned. Firstly, as noted above, many might find it surprising that 
Fuller’s study does not attempt to discern the literary structure of Habakkuk. 
According to Fuller, his SFL framework is incompatible with discerning textual 
units from the bottom up. One of the great strengths of an analytical approach to 
discourse is discerning a text’s organization into literary units. Those who are 
looking for an analysis of the macrostructure of Habakkuk grounded linguistical-
ly will be disappointed. A second area of interest for readers will be the amount 
of emphasis that Fuller places on statistics at all three analytical levels to reveal 
prominence. Statistics are surely an important feature and so it is valuable that 
Fuller notes them. But they are not the only way prominence is created in a dis-
course. More attention to the way prominence is created through discourse 
grammar would have helped give a more comprehensive picture of prominence 
in Habakkuk. 

Lucas Glen Wisley 

Bible College of South Australia 
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Givón, T. 2020. Coherence. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 293 pp. 
 

In this work, Givón seeks to discuss coherence as a property not only of texts 
but also of “complex biologically-based systems.” Generally, these systems are 
hierarchically organized, and such hierarchy generates their coherence. He ex-
plores the idea of coherence from the perspective of evolutionary biology, lin-
guistics, anthropology, and sociology. Throughout the work, the term “coher-
ence” seems to take on different meanings, ranging from the biological idea of 
complex proper function to the linguistic idea of a connected mental model to 
the social idea of political cohesion and cooperation. This apparent equivocation 
and the lack of recognition of such by the author is one of the more disappoint-
ing aspects of this volume. One is left with the impression that “coherence” as 
typically discussed in linguistics is something quite different from what Givón is 
discussing throughout the book (apart from chs. 5–7, which focus on linguistic 
coherence).  

Biologically, Givón explores the rise of complexity in biological organisms 
through evolution. The emphasis on evolution is unnecessary at this point (alt-
hough becomes necessary for his view of societies later) since it is enough to 
note the structural complexity of biological organisms and to argue that their 
hierarchical organization allows them to function properly. He also explores the 
makeup and functions of different segments of the brain, arguing for hierar-
chical processing procedures and the use of three kinds of cognitive capacities: 
long-term semantic memory, long-term episodic memory, and working memory 
or attention. Linguistically, these three capacities relate respectively to the ge-
neric lexicon, the current discourse, and the current speech situation (p. 51). He 
also distinguishes between attended and automated processing, with the bulk of 
our cognition being automated. Access to information in the automated pro-
cessing task relies on the hierarchic organization of chunks of information in 
memory.  

Givón’s view of natural society is that, strangely, it is “incoherent” based on 
his definition that coherence generally requires hierarchy. He posits that for 8 
million years we have existed as a “Society of Intimates,” which are non-
hierarchical, cooperative, homogenous, and consensual. Only with a flash in 
ancient Greece and Rome and then for the last two hundred years have we seen 
“Societies of Strangers,” that is, nation-states with representative government. 
Givón posits that we have been hardwired through evolution to cooperate with 
and trust only those like us, our kin. So now our large, non-homogenous nation-
states lack such trust and cooperation, which has led to many failed democra-
cies. (Givón at this point fails to note the many other reasons such democracies 
have failed, blaming it all on non-homogeneity.) Bringing in human nature, he 
reviews Western debates over our original innocence (Rousseau) or volatility 
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(Hobbes), suggesting that Adam Smith and Darwin laid out a definitive middle 
ground that we are naturally selfish but adapt to be cooperative. Such adaptation 
has a limit, though, in Societies of Strangers, which has led to the challenges and 
potential fracturing of this modern experiment in representative government.  

The odd implication of Givón’s view of society is that the non-hierarchical 
Society of Intimates is actually coherent since it is cooperative and enduring, 
which creates a problem for his definition of coherent as involving hierarchy for 
proper function. Moreover, the presentation of representative government is 
overly dismal (partially based on his evolutionary view that it is such an anomaly 
after 8 million years, and thus unnatural) and fails to consider the ways that such 
strangers actually are cooperative. In fact, while Givón relies on some brief snip-
pets from Adam Smith for his anthropology, he strangely fails to engage Smith’s 
major idea that Societies of Strangers (to use Givón’s term) serendipitously co-
operate because each person realizes he or she needs to do so to satisfy their 
self-interest. In sum, Givón’s view of society sits oddly within his view of “coher-
ence” and fails to consider other more developed views of political theory.  

Sitting in the middle of the book are three chapters (5–7) on linguistic coher-
ence that are more at home with common notions of coherence. It is evident 
that Givón is more at home with the linguistic data, although the chapters do 
not add anything new to this area. In fact, the majority of these chapters summa-
rizes his previous work, especially the chapters in his Topic Continuity in Dis-
course (1983). In ch. 5, he focuses on three types of context (shared generic 
world-view, shared speech situation, and shared current text), which relate to 
the three cognitive capacities from earlier in the book: permanent semantic 
memory, attention and working memory, and episodic memory (p. 103). In chs. 
6–7, he focuses on participant reference and referential chaining to the exclu-
sion of a vast number of other aspects of coherence that could have been profit-
ably explored.  

In ch. 8, Givón includes a discussion on the philosophy of science which does 
not clearly fit with much else in the book. Taking a Hegelian approach, he ana-
lyzes deductive (Popper) and inductive (Carnap) views of scientific investigation 
and concludes that “pragmatic reasoning” (by which he seems to mean abduc-
tive reasoning) is the only viable way to process scientific facts. The scientist 
must view them in their relevant context for them to gain coherence with other 
accepted facts. This view of scientific discovery is neither new nor lacking prob-
lems since it elevates the epistemological coherence theory of truth without any 
nod to the major criticisms by epistemologists. Moreover, it is unclear again how 
this discussion of coherence is supposed to relate to the others.  

Overall, this book contains a wide range of material drawn from a number of 
fields. That Givón attempts such an interdisciplinary work is commendable. 
However, the work ironically lacks coherence since the various domains of 
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coherence are left unconnected, and the posited “natural” and functional view of 
society is by Givón’s proposed definition “incoherent.” The interdisciplinary effort 
is also too wide-ranging, with each discussion outside the field of linguistics being 
overly concise, lacking nuance, relying on a narrow group of scholars in those 
fields, and often relying on scholarship that is far too many decades old. The im-
pression that the book lacks coherence and that it functions as a way to bring 
together decades of previously published work is unfortunately bolstered by a 
vast number of technical writing errors that appear on almost every page of the 
book, including even many of the block quotations. While this book may stimu-
late a few ideas to be pursued further elsewhere, I cannot laud it for laying out a 
novel or broader view of coherence as I was hoping that the volume would do.  
 

Todd A. Scacewater 

Dallas International University 

 

 

Haw, Christopher A. 2021. Monotheism, Intolerance, and the Path to Pluralistic 
Politics. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 272 pp.  
 

Is exclusive, biblical monotheism intolerant and a cause of conflict?  
This question circulated in Christopher Haw’s mind. Haw grew up Catholic 

and at some stage became an evangelical. The literalistic interpretations of 
Scripture and the harsh fundamentalism that he encountered there seemed to 
demonstrate that monotheism provided a framework for intolerance, antago-
nism, and even violence toward those designated as “other.” Yet, advocates for 
biblical monotheism have pointed out that polytheism was violent; and the uni-
versal value of tolerance emerged out of biblical monotheism, not polytheism.  

Haw resolves this question by drawing primarily from Chantal Mouffe’s ago-
nistic political theory, Rene Girard’s naturalistic theory of human evolution and 
religion, and Jan Assmann’s political theory of polytheism. When interacting 
with the biblical texts, Haw reads them through a demythologized, naturalistic 
lens. Haw concludes that exclusive biblical monotheism is intolerant. Yet, this 
intolerance is quite beneficial, because it calls people to a reflective, non-aligned 
posture with the political powers that be. Furthermore, it finds its culmination 
in Christ crucified, which creates a never-ending sensitivity to the marginalized, 
never allowing people to assume they have created a just society.  

Intrigued? I hope so.  
Now, I was a bit conflicted with Haw’s analytic methodology. Notwithstanding 

the Bible’s journey of formation and canonization, I approach the Bible with the 
view that it is God’s authentic word to us. Therefore, I am reluctant to reframe the 
narratives of the Scripture along naturalistic lines. I also prefer anthropological 
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research methods. Valid research to me arises from the phenomenological, with 
researchers sensitive to the limitations their cultural boundedness brings to their 
interpretations of the activities of other cultures, current or historical. Conse-
quently, I tend to view 20th-century constructed theories like Girard’s and Ass-
man’s, seeking to cohere and explain a wide range of ancient social and religious 
behaviors, as intellectually interesting but reductionistic. Nonetheless, I set aside 
my predilections and allowed Haw’s thinking to enrich my own. 

In Chapter One, Haw introduces Mouffe’s theory of agonistic pluralism. This 
theory describes the inherent tension that arises from the values of liberalism 
and the mechanics of democracy and provides a resolution for that tension. Lib-
eralism emphasizes universal human rights, the rule of law, tolerance, inclusion, 
and individual liberties. Democracy refers to the way societies organize and cre-
ate structures to foster equality. Democracy unfortunately can never achieve 
true equality because democracy works through consensus; and consensus rules 
by majority, which ends up marginalizing the minority. Liberalism’s value of 
tolerance is hypocritical because it fails to admit what it does not tolerate. 
Mouffe asserts that these limitations are characteristic of liberalism and democ-
racy. The path forward, therefore, is to live into the tension created by these lim-
itations with agonistic pluralism. Since unanimity cannot be achieved, an ago-
nistic pluralistic space should be created where disagreement/conflict is permit-
ted, respected, and valued, because conflict opens people’s eyes to see beyond 
themselves. This agonistic pluralism gives the marginalized a meaningful voice 
and makes conflict productive.  

In the ensuing chapters, Haw explores Girard’s mimetic theory, along with 
theories by Assmann, Freud, and others, to describe how the shift from polythe-
ism to monotheism may have happened. In Girard’s theory, humans are inher-
ently violent and prone to mimetic desire, that is, desiring what we see others 
desiring. This desire naturally leads to conflict. If two people are fighting over an 
object, then all onlookers will also want the object. Consequently, early on in 
humanity’s evolutionary development the potential for group self-annihilation 
was real. The way humans exited the path to annihilation was by creating scape-
goats. The group could unleash their mimetic desire upon a scapegoat and the 
scapegoat’s murder saved the others from annihilation. Scapegoats were eventu-
ally divinized. To further contain humanity’s innate violence, these gods were 
seen as aligning with the political powers in the community. By these and other 
socio-political mechanisms, the gods created, domesticated, and continued to 
preserve humanity. In the Axial Age (c. 800–300 BC) monotheism surfaced, up-
ending this system and revealing to us that we were the persecutors; the gods 
had been our victims. 

In Chapter Six, Haw turns to the biblical record, adopting a naturalistic, 
demythologized reading, to describe Israel’s shift from politicized polytheism to 
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monotheism. According to Haw, early archeological records describe Israel as a 
loose confederation of polytheistic Canaanite tribes with El being one of their 
chief gods. At some point, a monolatrous tribe moved into the area, following 
the solitary god, Yahweh. Yahweh was eventually integrated into the Canaanite 
pantheon and visualized by a calf. However, a monolatrous group remained 
who asserted that there should be no other gods besides Yahweh. During the 
era of the monarchy, Yahweh was merged with El and sponsored the monarchy. 
After the Northern and Southern kingdoms divided, the Exodus story surfaced, 
advancing a shift from polytheism. The Exodus story critiqued the Northern 
and Southern Kingdoms; yet, it was primarily a polemic against the oppression 
caused by the Southern Kingdom’s temple construction, reminiscent of the 
colonial excesses of Egypt’s rule over Canaan. Jeroboam’s idolatry was reminis-
cent of Israel’s regressions into idolatry. Between the reigns of Asa and Hezeki-
ah, a prophetic “no other gods” movement built upon a set of sacralized writ-
ings grew in influence, unleashing the enormous political implications of the 
Exodus story. The Exodus story and the associated writings called for the group 
identity to be formed by covenant loyalty to the one God and directed the hu-
man inclination toward violence inward, manifesting itself in self-critique and 
an inward purification, along with a commitment to justice, not an allegiance 
to a political structure. Furthermore, the kings were also subject to God and 
were to be committed to justice as was everyone else.  

The “no other gods” movement’s influence grew and reached Josiah’s throne. 
After Josiah’s death, its influence waned, but the exile enabled this movement to 
move to the forefront.  

During the exile, the people had lost all physical identity markers, such as the 
Temple and the land. They were a weakened minority in the empire. Polytheists 
would have interpreted such a defeat and dispersion to mean that the gods had 
abandoned them and would assimilate themselves in the new context and ap-
propriate the god(s) because the new god(s) were very much like the old. How-
ever, the Israelites were situated to do the opposite. They had not been loyal to 
the true God; so they suffered. Consequently, they were encouraged to be loyal 
to the covenant as revealed in the sacred texts and committed to justice in the 
hope that they would eventually return to their land. The Exodus story rein-
forced this thinking.  

But the exile introduced another key factor into the development of Israel’s 
monotheism. The one true God had not departed from them; he suffered with 
them. This was a radical shift from divinities who oversee empires to the divine 
sovereign who allows himself to suffer along with his people under false divini-
ties and their empires. This sacralized a counter-political posture – one that was 
intolerant of compromise in belief but lived out covenant loyalty and worked for 
justice as a minority in weakness.  
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In Chapter Seven, Haw shows that this monotheism, expressed in weakness, 
shaped by its requirement of covenant loyalty and the commitment to justice, 
reached its pinnacle in the narrative of Christ Crucified. Since Jesus was God in 
the flesh, God, as God and as human, adopts a position of weakness and be-
comes the marginalized scapegoat-victim, the redeeming Suffering Servant. In 
Christ, all notions of the violent God are eradicated. Since the political powers 
put Jesus to death, God and, by association, his people remain separated from 
and in judgment upon the political. 

In conclusion, drawing from Mouffe, Girard, Assmann, and others, Haw 
shows us how exclusive biblical monotheism and its intolerance creates a path 
to political pluralism. The biblical understanding of justice aligns with liberal-
ism’s values. As we pursue that justice, Jesus’ death reminds us that we can never 
escape the limitations of our intolerance because we are scapegoat creators. This 
requires we turn our violent tendencies inward and be self-reflective as we press 
on towards creating a just society. Jesus as the marginalized scapegoat directs us 
to live out an agonistic pluralism, always seeking out and being sensitive to the 
marginalized in our communities.  

Though I may not read the Scripture as Haw does, and though I may be skep-
tical of Girard’s and the others’ theoretical frameworks, the value in Haw’s re-
search is the reminder that as we pursue our constructions of justice, we can 
unleash the destructive aspects of intolerance. Therefore, as we seek to do justly, 
we need to love mercy. Mercy will be practically demonstrated when we inten-
tionally seek out, respect, and value the voices of those we disagree with, prayer-
fully seeking to discover what we may be overlooking.  

 

Patrick Krayer 

Dallas International University 

 

 

Köstenberger, Andreas J. 2020. Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation. Baker 

Academic Handbook Series. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 286 pp.  

 

Dr. Köstenberger (PhD, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School) is Research Profes-
sor of New Testament and Biblical Theology as well as the Director of the Center 
for Biblical Studies at Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is the founder 
of Biblical Foundations and the editor of the Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society. Dr. Köstenberger has authored, edited, or translated close to sixty books.  

The Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation is part of the three-volume se-
ries Handbooks on the New Testament modelled on the four-volume Baker Aca-
demic series Handbooks on the Old Testament, published just over a decade ago. 
This volume covering the general epistles and Revelation is the second of the 
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series. The series was completed in 2021 with the publication of the Handbook on 
the Gospels.  

The series is designed to be used “in the classroom and in personal study” (p. 
ix). As a preacher and teacher, I am pleased to add this volume to my library. It 
provides an excellent starting place for sermon preparation and research. As 
such it is helpful for the student “in the classroom.” It may be too advanced to be 
helpful for the average layperson in “personal study.” At times the explanation 
may be too advanced for a layperson, and possibly for many of us who have for-
mal theological training. For example, the paragraph on Jesus’ preexistence (p. 
8) references and responds to a theological perspective called “wisdom Christol-
ogy.” Many times, there are footnotes to help direct the reader for further study 
and research. Unfortunately, there is no footnote on page 8 should the reader 
wish to find further information on “wisdom Christology.” 

This handbook is neither an extensive introduction nor a commentary. In-
stead, it seeks to provide a quick overview of the “content of each major section 
of the New Testament” (p. ix). Material on each of the general epistles (and Reve-
lation) is divided into three sections: (1) Introduction to the book; (2) a summary 
of each passage/section of the book; (3) a bibliography. 

Introductory issues (date, authorship, structure) are all addressed in a brief 
manner that allows the reader to grasp the context of each New Testament book 
quickly. Köstenberger does an excellent job in placing each of these general epis-
tles and Revelation within the context of the growth and development of the 
first century church. 

It is quickly evident the Handbook is written from a conservative evangelical 
perspective. Traditional authorship and first century dating are supported. The 
reader is directed to other perspectives primarily through footnotes. The struc-
ture of each book often presented in helpful chart-form. Stylistic structural forms 
are identified (such as the chiasm of Jude, p. 206).  

For those who move from the ‘big picture’ to the ‘details,’ the Central Mes-
sage found in the Introduction of each book may be the most helpful part of this 
handbook. When discussing the author and audience, Köstenberger places each 
book within the larger first-century church context. The Central Message takes 
that context, identifies the specific issues with the church the author addressed, 
and then provides a helpful summary of the author’s response. Each of the main 
passages, as identified in the structure of the book is tied back to this Central 
Message. The result is that the reader is given an understanding of how each 
passage with the book develops and/or explains the intended message of the 
whole epistle.  

There are helpful charts throughout the handbook. For each epistle and Rev-
elation, a chart of the structure is included. Other charts, like the Use of the Old 
Testament in 1 Peter (p. 115) and the comparison chart The Letters to the Seven 
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Churches in Revelation (pp. 226–7), provide quick overviews of significant mate-
rial in each epistle (and Revelation). What is lacking is an index of these charts. 

Throughout the handbook there are footnotes to give the reader additional 
information or a resource for further study on an issue. When dealing with 1 John 
2:18–27, footnote 9 (p. 181) addresses the possible impact of Gnosticism in the 
church. But not all works cited in the footnotes are included in the bibliog-
raphies. Footnote 1 (p. 193) in chapter six on 2 and 3 John references Carson and 
Moo’s An Introduction to the New Testament but this work is not including in the 
bibliography. No reason is given for any of these omissions. 

An extensive Bibliography, following each of the books, provides related 
commentaries and journal publications. For the book of Hebrews, there are 16 
commentaries listed with publication dates from 1997 to 2012. Nineteen com-
mentaries are listed for the short book of Jude. The list of articles, essays, and 
monographs for Hebrews is four and a half pages long with publication dates 
ranging from 1956 to 2020. The listing of articles, essays, and monographs for 
Revelation covers three pages. Unfortunately, I could not find an explanation as 
to the criteria for inclusion in the bibliographies, nor are the bibliographies an-
notated. This handbook is clearly written from a conservative, traditional ap-
proach. And while a bibliography is helpful for more in-depth study, the reader 
is left on his/her own to determine whether any of the material is still in print or 
comes from a similar theological perspective.   

In summary, the Handbook on Hebrews through Revelation is a helpful over-
view providing a solid foundation for further study from a trusted conservative 
scholar. It is a welcome addition to my library. 

Doug Tiffin 
Dallas International University 

 
 

Levine, Amy-Jill. 2020. Sermon on the Mount: A Beginner’s Guide to the Kingdom 
of Heaven. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. 160 pp. 
 

Amy-Jill Levine has provided another exposition of the Sermon on the 
Mount that is refreshing and stimulating to read. Her six chapters cover the beat-
itudes, the “antitheses,” ethics, the “Our Father” prayer, finding your treasure, 
and living into the kingdom. The approach is to understand Jesus’ teaching in its 
historical and social context, although Levine focuses especially on the Jewish 
context, using later Jewish rabbinical and Talmudic traditions for further contex-
tualization. The exposition extends into contemporary application, which will 
hit home more or less depending on the reader’s background.  

Several features of the book are useful. Levine’s Jewish background highlights 
features of continuity between even ancient Israel, Jesus, and some modern Jewish 
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communities. When discussing economic teaching, she uses Maimonides’s eight 
levels of giving to highlight how one can move toward voluntary generosity (pp. 
57–59). Most helpful of the entire book, in my opinion, is her treatment of the 
“antitheses.” She treats these teachings not as antithetical to the law, or as a 
deepening or reinterpretation of the law, but as fence-building around the To-
rah. I had come to the same view only a year ago and was encouraged to find 
confirmation of this interpretation from Levine.  

Many other features of the book reflect Levine’s own theology more than the 
specific teaching on the Sermon, and those who would use the book for group 
study or as a textbook will find these features more or less attractive. A first fea-
ture is Levine’s anthropology, which is that we are “wonderous creatures with 
unlimited potential” (p. xviii), that we are “basically good people” (p. 115), and 
that we are not “totally depraved” (p. 115). This theology cannot be obtained from 
the Sermon and so is read into it, to the point that Jesus’ saying “if you who are 
evil…” (Matt 7:11) is interpreted to mean (first among other things) that we are 
basically good and yet can do better. Yet at the same time, neo-Nazis and KKK 
members are “deformed,” even though still in God’s image (p. 42). It is unclear, 
then, whether Levine has a category of people she defines as “deformed” while 
the rest of us are “wonderous creatures,” or whether we are all deformed and 
wonderous to some degree, or something else.  

This optimistic anthropology leads to a second feature of Levine’s theology 
that I perceived to be ambiguous, namely, moral effort. Levine notes that stu-
dents get concerned about works righteousness as she teaches about works, and 
she is correct to observe that faith should never be without works (p. 51). But her 
emphasis in the book is most clearly on human effort in moral improvement. We 
can “find that light within ourselves as we go through the day” (p. 51). We should 
“keep working on ourselves” (p. 53). She takes the epithet “light of the world” and 
“salt of the earth” to mean that the disciples are basically good, but does not 
mention in that context (or in the context of Jesus’ mention of his disciples being 
“evil”) anything about God’s agency in making us good. In two places, though, 
she does mention the Holy Spirit. We can overcome temptation with “the Scrip-
tures, the community, the Spirit, and our own conscience” (p. 88). We can over-
come worry because “you, by the power both of the Spirit and of your own dedi-
cated work, will be fine” (p. 105). It would have been helpful for Levine to state 
clearly how the Holy Spirit relates both to our innate goodness that she claims 
and to our moral improvement.  

Application to contemporary issues sometimes flowed directly from the text 
but sometimes seemed foreign to the original meaning. “Consider the lilies of 
the field” means “we must attend to nature” and care for it (p. 102). “Inherit the 
earth” means we should help in border disputes and protect the planet (p. 20). 
These applications are a stretch at best, and ecological concerns could be 
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grounded elsewhere in Scripture (e.g., Gen 1–2; Rom 8). Elsewhere, Levine sug-
gests, “[I]f we prayed for our enemies, perhaps we would be less likely, interna-
tionally, to drop bombs” (p. 42), but militaries drop bombs (not her readers), and 
she advocates religious pluralism, so the application is dissonant.  

A final issue about the kingdom relates to her view of moral effort. Levine 
could have been clearer about what the kingdom is and how its present and fu-
ture manifestations relate (e.g., she does not comment on the difference be-
tween present and future blessings in the Beatitudes). She says the kingdom is 
near when we repent (p. xiii) and present when “people take seriously the Ser-
mon the Mount” (p. 125). The kingdom is “incarnated inside of us” when we prac-
tice piety (p. 125). But we pray “your kingdom come” because “it is not here yet” 
(p. 126). That future manifestation is “a place and a time when past, present, and 
future unite…when borders are open to the east and west so that Jews and Gen-
tiles worship God together” (p. xiii). So Levine seems to view the kingdom as a 
fully future reality with glimpses in the present through individual piety. This 
view ignores important passages such as Matt 12:28, which says that the kingdom 
of God is really present now whenever the Spirit’s power is at work in this world, 
manifesting God’s rule and reign (this view is not incompatible with Levine’s 
reading, if she would attribute our goodness to the Spirit rather than to our in-
nate willpower).  

How does this view of the kingdom as an expression of individual piety relate 
to her view of moral effort? She says that we “live into the kingdom.” Not only 
does Jesus’ teaching provide an entry into the kingdom, but also “other texts held 
sacred by other traditions” (p. 126). What she means is unclear, but it seems she 
means that many sacred texts can start us toward the road of self-improvement 
and “practicing piety.” Whether this path toward moral improvement gets us 
into the kingdom or whether something else is required is not clearly specified. 
Without specifying another crucial step such as repentance, faith in Christ, re-
ception of the Holy Spirit, or some combination of these, one could be left with 
the impression that “living into the kingdom” happens through our own moral 
improvement based in our innate goodness as wondrous creatures. This theolo-
gy may be attractive to some, but I think it would be difficult to support from the 
rest of the Gospels or, indeed, the rest of the Scriptures.  

While I have discussed what I found to be major talking points, there was 
much in the work that I found engaging, appropriate, and even moving. Levine is 
interested in helping readers understand Jesus in his first-century Jewish (and 
Roman) context, and she does that well. Sometimes the use of later Jewish tradi-
tions may not best demonstrate Jesus’ first-century context, but do provide helpful 
insights into rabbinics and contemporary Judaism. The issues of anthropology, 
moral improvement, and the kingdom are perhaps the three most important top-
ics when teaching the Sermon on the Mount. I have implied here some alternative 
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ways to approach these topics when teaching the Sermon. I submit finally that, 
to Levine’s helpful emphasis on recognizing motives for our good deeds, I would 
add a healthy discussion (when appropriate) of the role of grace and the Spirit.  

 
Todd A. Scacewater 

Dallas International University 

 

 

Markos, Louis. 2020. Myth Made Fact: Reading Greek and Roman Mythology 
through Christian Eyes. Camp Hill, PA: Classical Academic Press. 416 pp. 
 

Myth Made Fact is divided into six parts: 1) Journeys and Origins; 2) Platonic 
Myths; 3) The Four Great Heroes; 4) The Tragic House of Thebes; 5) The Tragic 
House of Atreus; and 6) Love Lost and Found, for a total of 50 myths. There is 
also an extended epilogue (“Beyond Greece and Rome”), three appendices, a list 
of key words and concepts, a further reading list, a Scripture index, a character 
glossary, and a topical index.  

Vigen Gurolian provides a helpful foreword, outlining how imagination 
supplements reason. Christopher A. Perrin, in the preface, notes that Markos 
continues the project of cathedral artists by working “with words, recounting 
fifty well-known Greek and Roman myths, showing how they anticipate and 
yearn for the revelation of Jesus Christ” (p. ix). Markos believes that in the 
myths the reader will find “a fuller vision what it means to be a human  being, 
created in the image of God but fallen, a creature of inherent words and value 
whose original design included the desire for and practice of virtue” (p. 
xxviii). 

Each myth is summarized by Markos, followed by his reflections on the 
myth, with extensive philosophical and theological notes. There follows an 
“applications” section suggesting how to discuss the myths with students. Myth 
Made Fact is therefore more like a textbook than a reference manual. 

Myth 50, Cupid and Psyche, serves as an example of how Markos deals with 
each myth. The myth is first summarized: A king had three daughters and the 
youngest, Psyche, was the most beautiful, so much so that citizens of the king-
dom worshipped her more than Venus. Venus therefore wished to punish Psyche 
and wished to force her son Cupid to have Psyche marry an ugly serpent. Cupid, 
however, carried her to a mansion in the high mountains. Her sisters were taken 
there by the winds and became jealous and plotted against her happiness. They 
informed Psyche that Cupid was but a serpent and that when she looked at him 
with a lamp, she should cut off his head. Psyche attempted to do as she was told, 
but when she saw the beauty of Cupid’s face she could not. However, a drop of 
wax from her lamp fell on Cupid’s shoulder and he immediately awoke. He 
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scolded Psyche and flew off leaving Psyche to wander the world in sadness. She 
returned to Venus and was given seemingly impossible tasks to do. Eventually 
Cupid rescued her and made her his queen. 

Markos then points out that the myth is taken up by C.S. Lewis in his book 
Till We Have Faces (1956) and that it “points forward to the fuller revelation that 
comes with Christ and the New Testament.” Markos also notes parallels to The 
Golden Ass by Apuleius, a Platonic philosopher, but his main observations have 
to do with how Psyche finds help from nature. However, she must suffer and 
endure before being entrusted with a new life. Markos compares the marriage of 
Cupid and Psyche with the marriage supper of Christ and the church. 

Finally, in his section called “Applications” Markos contrasts the Cupid and 
Psyche myth with Lewis’s work and says that “Psyche is something of a mystic 
who yearns to know the gods” (p. 140). In this section Markos also formulates 
questions for students, such as “Has the Psyche myth taught them the need for 
grace?” This section provides a wealth of questions and observations for students. 

The book is an ideal and helpful way to get into the classical myths of the 
Greeks and Romans and could be a very helpful bridge into indigenous myths and 
legends as well. Bible translators who are interested in how the people construct 
and retell myths will find Myth Made Fact a pedagogical delight and an aid for 
their research. Literacy workers and teachers interested in storytelling will also 
find the book a goldmine of information that should provoke ample discussions. 

Karl Franklin 

Dallas International University 

 

 

Porter, Stanley E., Christopher D. Land, and Francis G.H. Pang. 2019. Linguistics 
and the Bible: Retrospects and Prospects. McMaster New Testament Studies Series 
9. Eugene, OR: Pickwick. 274 pp. 
 

This is a collection of essays drawn from a colloquium held in 2016 at 
McMaster Divinity College. The editors have organized the ten essays into two 
topics: (1) linguistics and (2) translation or exegesis. Overall, like many confer-
ence volumes, the essays are an assortment. I suspect most readers will not rush 
to buy this volume but might find a few contributions interesting. 

Randall K.J. Tan’s introductory essay (9–27), is aimed at biblical scholars who 
are reluctant to adopt linguistics. Not only does linguistics bristle with technical 
jargon, but the bewildering array of theories makes it difficult for non-specialists 
to break into the field. Tan suggests that “language is multi-faceted and requires a 
multi-angled, multi-disciplinary approach” (13). Rigorous linguistic investigation 
may help scholars substantiate the observations and intuitions of traditional 
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grammarians, while helping them avoid sweeping claims that go beyond the 
evidence. 

The second and third essays focus on the OpenText.org project. In the fourth 
(87–111), Ryder A. Wishart argues that New Testament lexicography should be 
based on quantitative research. The first half (88–99), reviewing the shortfalls of 
previous lexicographic approaches, is more informative than the conclusion. 
David Fuller (112–142), after some philosophical heavy lifting (involving Gada-
mer, Heidegger, and Ricoeur), concludes “that even the apparently objective and 
scientific process of analysis of modern functional linguistics is still not immune 
from the effects of one’s underlying philosophical beliefs” (139). 

The second half of the book applies linguistics to specific problems. Scott 
Berthiaume writes about the challenges that key terms pose for translators, 
drawing in part on his own experience on a translation project in Mexico. Key 
terms are cultural or theological concepts (such as “forgiveness”) important 
for the proper understanding of a text. Translators may foreignize the text 
(coining neologisms, perhaps with explanatory glosses) or domesticize it (in-
fusing pre-existing terms with new meanings). Berthiaume gives the example: 
“ru’ miayat Kristu ‘apostles’ (lit. ‘the ones sent by Christ’), which is derived 
from a political term in Northern Pame to refer to ambassadors for a town 
mayor” (161). This is a domesticating translation, which also uses the for-
eignizing Kristu (“Christ”). Foreignizing clearly defines terms which might not 
then be adopted by the community; adapting local terms ensures wide-spread 
familiarity, but pre-translation meanings may interfere with interpreting the 
translation. 

Cynthia Long Westfall (166–184) defends the CEB’s translation of ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ 
ἀνθρώπου as “the Human One,” instead of the traditional “the Son of Man.” The 
Greek is a direct translation of Hebrew (ם דָּ נָּש) and Aramaic (ֶבן־אָּ  idioms (ַבר א 
for “human being.” Is it appropriate to translate the underlying idiom’s meaning, 
or is the Greek phrase an important messianic key term: “the Son of Man”? For 
the CEB translators, “it is … a missional choice to render the Word of God in a 
way that is understood in the target audience’s language in current use” (183), 
and most English speakers have no clear idea what “the Son of Man” means. 
Nevertheless, the CEB “appears to violate whatever ‘sacred’ or spiritual mean-
ing that a reader has projected into the idiom” (182). 

The first half of Stanley Porter’s essay (185–209) surveys major recent works 
on New Testament exegesis, finding decreasing emphasis on using Greek. The 
second half critiques both traditional grammatical and cognitive-functional ap-
proaches before asserting the superiority of Systemic Functional Linguistics. 
Readers not already conversant with SFL will not be particularly enlightened by 
this essay. Traditional grammar may not be methodologically rigorous, but I hes-
itate to disregard the intuitions of generations of Greek scholars. Methodological 
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rigor need not automatically guarantee better results than eclectic approaches. I 
appreciate the irenic tone of Tan’s essay over Porter’s polemics. 

Mark Proctor (210–232) suggests that the ἵνα clause in Mark 4:12 does not ex-
press purpose or result but is epexegetical: “the verse does not disclose Jesus’ 
rationale for teaching in parables, but instead offers commentary on the unfor-
tunate situation of ‘those outside’ … God’s kingdom” (213). His argument hinges 
on recognizing that at least one other of the 64 ἵνα clauses in Mark (11:28) is “un-
questionably epexegetic in function” (213). This interesting proposal leaves me 
unconvinced by his analysis of either verse. (1 John 3:23 is a much clearer exam-
ple of epexegetical ἴνα than Mark 11:28.) 

Esther G. Cen (233–250) applies SFL to 1 Cor 5, demonstrating that Paul’s fo-
cus is less on the actions of the immoral man than on rebuking the Corinthians 
for failing to discipline him. This conclusion naturally emerges from a close read-
ing of the text, so I am not sure the methodological apparatus is really necessary. 

 
Joshua L. Harper 

Dallas International University 

 

 

Tira, Sadiri Joy, and Tetsunao Yamamori, eds. 2020. Scattered and Gathered: A 
Global Compendium of Diaspora Missiology. Rev. and Updated ed. Carlisle, UK: 
Langham Global Library. 680 pp. 
 

Since 2014, diaspora missiologists have published three significant collec-
tions of essays that not only address theological and strategic foundations of 
diaspora missiology, but also explore current methods through case studies. 
While specific nationalities and topics (most recently refugees and hybridity) 
have been the focus of essay collections, three have been broad in their scope. 
Global Diasporas and Mission (Regnum Books International, 2014) is a collection 
of essays from a diverse group of authors from thirteen different nations and 
includes evangelical, ecumenical, and Catholic authors. The content, therefore, 
is more diverse in its understanding of both theological and legal issues than the 
book under review. The Evangelical Missiological Society’s 2015 book publication 
was dedicated to diaspora missions. It is a collection of essays from scholars and 
practitioners in the field of diaspora missiology. The editors do not intend for 
Diaspora Missiology (William Carey Library, 2015) to be comprehensive, but ra-
ther “a selection of key issues which should aid us in understanding and interact-
ing ministerially with the scattered peoples of the world” (xviii). In 2016, the 
Global Diaspora Network was responsible for developing Scattered and Gathered: 
A Global Compendium of Diaspora Missiology (Wipf and Stock, 2016). It is a wide-
ranging collection of essays from scholars and practitioners from across the globe 
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in the field of diaspora missiology. It includes entire sections on the phenomeno-
logical issues of global diaspora, theological foundations, strategic directions, the 
mission of the church in diaspora, ministry models, and case studies. In my 2019 
dissertation, Scattered and Gathered was undoubtedly the most helpful resource 
in the field of diaspora missiology. 

I was excited and surprised, then, when less than four years later a revised 
and updated edition of Scattered and Gathered was published. This new edition 
was published during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the authors note this. “The 
global church and all its agencies must now recalibrate diaspora missiology and 
design new strategies to reach out to the ‘stay put’ migrants and the new wave of 
returnees and reverse migrants.” This statement was written in April 2020 before 
any valuable conclusions could be drawn about the impact of the virus. This new 
edition, therefore, does not provide the needed recalibration. A new edition in 
mid-2021 could have explored this recalibration as many agencies have navi-
gated (and continue to navigate) the necessary changes. 

Further and surprisingly, very little in the rest of the collection has been 
changed. I contacted the editors and Dr. Tira graciously responded and ex-
plained the reasoning for the new edition. Three factors came into play. First, 
publishing deadlines in 2016 forced the editors to rush more than they wanted, 
and therefore not all the formatting was up to the standards they preferred. Sec-
ond, the original publisher did not want to produce an ebook. Third, the editors 
wanted to find a publisher who could sell the work for a more reasonable price 
(the original sold for $70-$100). So, publishing rights were obtained by Langham 
Global, all authors were given a chance to edit their original chapters, and the 
book was republished in nearly identical form. Two new appendices (only two 
pages each) have been added to the end. Each of these describe a new resolution 
by a conference of scholars and does not make a significant contribution to the 
new edition. Minor typographical errors have been corrected, the font has been 
enlarged, and the cover has been made more attractive. The second chapter, 
which is most focused on demographics and therefore might have been most in 
need of an update, remains identical to the 2016 edition. While I will briefly dis-
cuss the content below, I will note that if you already own the 2016 edition, pur-
chasing the revised and updated edition is an unnecessary expense. However, 
because only a small number were printed in 2016 and therefore very few are on 
bookshelves, obtaining the updated edition is a necessary purchase for anyone 
interested in mission to, through, and beyond diaspora peoples. 

Without question, Scattered and Gathered is the seminal work in diaspora 
missiology. The following sections cover an expansive list of regional case stud-
ies and topics: section 3, “Towards Strategic Directions for Diaspora Missions”; 
section 4, “The Mission of the Church in Global Diaspora”; section 5, “Regional 
and National Case Studies in Diaspora Missions”; and section 6, “Issues in Global 
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Diaspora Missiology.” Few will read every chapter, but most will find several of 
the thirty-three chapters in these sections to be of interest. Topics range from 
ministry to diaspora people working on ships to caring for Syrian refugees. Most 
diaspora ministry situations that one might experience will be addressed in 
these sections. 

Section 1, “Phenomenological Realities and Trends of Global Diaspora,” and 
section 2, “Biblical and Theological Foundation for Diaspora Missiology,” are 
worth the price of the book. The chapters in these sections serve as a valuable 
introduction to the field of diaspora missiology from both a theological and 
practical perspective. These chapters both inform and inspire, leaving the reader 
with an understanding of the academic and theological backgrounds to the field 
while also urging the reader to participate in the mission that is described. While 
the whole collection of essays is valuable, Remigio’s first chapter introducing 
diaspora realities and ministry and Carroll’s fifth chapter exploring Old Testa-
ment texts related to the subject should be required reading in any introductory 
course in missiology that wants to include a section on diaspora missiology.  

Who will find this collection of essays the most helpful? For graduate stu-
dents conducting research in the field of diaspora missiology, Scattered and 
Gathered is a must-read. The bibliographies found in each chapter are invaluable 
in the process of gathering resources. Further, for missions faculty that want to 
include a unit on diaspora missiology in a course, I recommend this work above 
all others. For a course solely on diaspora missiology, Scattered and Gathered 
would be an obvious requirement for a textbook. Finally, for missions adminis-
trators and church leaders concerned about reaching diaspora populations, Scat-
tered and Gathered would be an excellent resource for both theological and prac-
tical guidance. Scattered and Gathered is an invaluable resource in the field of 
diaspora missiology.   

Matt Cook 

Freed-Hardeman University 
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