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Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures

The Pentateuch

The Pentateuch, which consists of the first five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,

Numbers, Deuteronomy), enjoys particular prestige among the Jews as the "Law," or "Torah,"
the concrete expression of God's will in their regard. It is more than a body of legal doctrine,
even though such material occupies many chapters, for it contains the story of the formation of
the People of God: Abraham and the Patriarchs, Moses and the oppressed Hebrews in Egypt, the
birth of Israel in the Sinai covenant, the journey to the threshold of the Promised Land, and the
"discourses" of Moses.

The grandeur of this historic sweep is the result of a careful and complex joining of several
historic traditions, or sources. These are primarily four: the so-called Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly
and Deuteronomic strands that run through the Pentateuch. (They are conveniently abbreviated
as J, E, P and D.) Each brings to the Torah its own characteristics, its own theological viewpoint-
-a rich variety of interpretation that the sensitive reader will take pains to appreciate. A
superficial difference between two of these sources is responsible for their names: the Yahwist
prefers the name Yahweh (represented in translation as Lord) by which God revealed himself to
Israel; the Elohist prefers the generic name for God, Elohim. The Yahwist is concrete,
imaginative, using many anthropomorphisms in its theological approach, as seen, e.g., in the
narrative of creation in Genesis 2, compared with the Priestly version in Genesis 1. The Elohist is
more sober, moralistic. The Priestly strand, which emphasizes genealogies, is more severely
theological in tone. The Deuteronomic approach is characterized by the intense hortatory style of
Deuteronomy 5-11, and by certain principles from which it works, such as the centralization of
worship in the Jerusalem temple.

However, even this analysis of the Pentateuch is an over-simplification , for it is not always
possible to distinguish with certainty among the various sources. The fact is that each of these
individual traditions incorporates much older material. The Yahwist was himself a collector and
adapter. His narrative is made up of many disparate stories that have been reoriented, and given a
meaning within the context in which they now stand; e.g., the story of Abraham and Isaac in Gen
22. Within the J and P traditions one has to reckon with many individual units; these had their
own history and life-setting before they were brought together into the present more or less
connected narrative.

This is not to deny the role of Moses in the development of the Pentateuch. It is true we do not
conceive of him as the author of the books in the modern sense. But there is no reason to doubt
that, in the events described in these traditions, he had a uniquely important role, especially as
lawgiver. Even the later laws which have been added in P and D are presented as a Mosaic
heritage. Moses is the lawgiver par excellence, and all later legislation is conceived in his spirit,
and therefore attributed to him. Hence, the reader is not held to undeviating literalness in
interpreting the words, "the LORD said to Moses." One must keep in mind that the Pentateuch is
the crystallization of Israel's age-old relationship with God.

In presenting the story of the birth of the People of God, the Pentateuch looks back to the
promises made to the patriarchs, and forward to the continuing fulfillment of these promises in
later books of the Bible. The promises find their classic expression in Genesis 12:1ff. The "God
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of the Fathers" challenges Abraham to believe: the patriarch is to receive a people, a land, and
through him the nations will somehow be blessed.

The mysterious and tortuous way in which this people is brought into being is described: Despite
Sarah's sterility, Isaac is finally born--to be offered in sacrifice! The promises are renewed to him
eventually , and also to the devious Jacob, as if to show that the divine design will be effected,
with or without human cunning. The magnificent story of Joseph is highlighted by the theme of
Providence; the promise of a people is taking shape.

Israel is not formed in a vacuum, but amid the age-old civilization of Mesopotamia and the Nile.
Oppression in Egypt provokes a striking intervention of God.

Yahweh reveals himself to Moses as a savior, and the epic story of deliverance is told in Exodus.
This book also tells of the Sinai covenant, which is rightfully regarded as the key to the Old
Testament. Through the covenant Israel becomes Yahweh's people, and Yahweh becomes
Israel's God. This act of grace marks the fulfillment of the first promise; that Abraham will be
the father of a great nation, God's special possession. The laws in Exodus and Leviticus (P
tradition) are both early and late. They spell out the proper relationship of the federation of the
twelve tribes with the Lord. He is a jealous God, demanding exclusive allegiance; he cannot be
imaged; he takes vengeance upon the wicked, and shows mercy to the good. Slowly the Lord
reveals himself to his people; with remarkable honesty, Israel records the unsteady response--the
murmurings and rebellions and infidelities through the desert wanderings up to the plain of
Moab.

This sacred history was formed within the bosom of early Israel, guided by the spirit of God. It
was sung beside the desert campfires; it was commemorated in the liturgical feasts, such as
Passover; it was transmitted by word of mouth from generation to generation--until all was
brought together in writing, about the sixth century B.C., when the literary formation of the
Pentateuch came to an end.

The Book of Deuteronomy has a history quite peculiar to itself. Its old traditions and law code
(12-26) are put forth in the form of "discourses" of Moses before his death. The extraordinarily
intense and hortatory tone fits the mood of a discourse. The book contains possibly the preaching
of the Levites in the northern kingdom of Israel before its fall in 721 B.C. If this book is situated
in its proper historical perspective, its true impact is more vividly appreciated. It is the blueprint
of the great "Deuteronomic" reform under King Josiah (640-609 B.C.). This was an attempt to
galvanize the people into a wholehearted commitment to the covenant ideals, into an obedience
motivated by the great commandment of love (Deut 6:4ff). Israel has yet another chance, if it
obeys. The people are poised between life and death; and they are exhorted to choose life--today
(Deut 26:16-19; 30:15-20).

Exodus

The second book of the Pentateuch is called Exodus from the Greek word for "departure,"

because the central event narrated in it is the departure of the Israelites from Egypt. It continues
the history of the chosen people from the point where the Book of Genesis leaves off. It recounts
the oppression by the Egyptians of the ever-increasing descendants of Jacob and their miraculous
deliverance by God through Moses, who led them across the Red Sea to Mount Sinai where they
entered into a special covenant with the Lord.
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These events were of prime importance to the chosen people, for they became thereby an
independent nation and enjoyed a unique relationship with God. Through Moses God gave to the
Israelites at Mount Sinai the "law": the moral, civil and ritual legislation by which they were to
become a holy people, in whom the promise of a Savior for all mankind would be fulfilled.

The principal divisions of Exodus are:

I. The Israelites in Egypt (Exodus 1:1-12:36)
II. The Exodus from Egypt and the Journey to Sinai (Exodus 12:37-18:27)

III. The Covenant at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:1-24:18)
IV. The Dwelling and Its Furnishings (Exodus 25:1-40:38)

Leviticus

The name "Leviticus" was bestowed on the third book of the Pentateuch by the ancient Greek

translators because a good part of this book consists of sacrificial and other ritual laws prescribed
for the priests of the tribe of Levi.

Continuing the legislation given by God to Moses at Mount Sinai, Leviticus is almost entirely
legislative in character; the rare narrative portions are subordinate to the main legislative theme.
Generally speaking, the laws contained in this book serve to teach the Israelites that they should
always keep themselves in a state of legal purity, or external sanctity, as a sign of their intimate
union with the Lord. Accordingly, the central idea of Leviticus is contained in its oft-repeated
injunction: "You shall be holy, because I, the LORD, am holy."

The main divisions of Leviticus are:

I. Ritual of Sacrifices (Lev 1-7)
II. Ceremony of Ordination (Lev 8-10)

III. Laws regarding Legal Purity (Lev 11-16)
IV. Code of Legal Holiness (Lev 17-26)
V. Redemption of Offerings (Lev 27)

Numbers
The Book of Numbers derives its name from the account of the two censuses of the Hebrew

people taken, one near the beginning and the other toward the end of the journey in the desert
(chapters 1 and 26). It continues the story of that journey, begun in Exodus, and describes briefly
the experiences of the Israelites for a period of thirty-eight years, from the end of their
encampment at Sinai to their arrival at the border of the Promised Land. Numerous legal
ordinances are interspersed in the account, making the book a combination of law and history.

The various events described clearly indicate the action of God, who punishes the murmuring of
the people by prolonging their stay in the desert, at the same time preparing them by this
discipline to be his witnesses among the nations.

In the New Testament Christ and the Apostles derive useful lessons from such events in the
Book of Numbers as the brazen serpent (John 3:14, 15), the sedition of Korah and its
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consequences (1 Cor 10:10), the prophecies of Balaam (2 Peter 2:15, 16), and the water gushing
from the rock (1 Cor 10:4).

The chief divisions of the Book of Numbers are as follows:

I. Preparation for the Departure from Sinai (Numbers 1:1-10:10)
II. From Sinai to the Plains of Moab (Numbers 10:11-22:1)

III. On the Plains of Moab (Numbers 22:2-36:13)

Deuteronomy
The fifth and last book of the Pentateuch is called Deuteronomy, meaning "second law." In

reality, what it contains is not a new law but a partial repetition, completion and explanation of
the law proclaimed on Mount Sinai. The historical portions of the book are also a resume of what
is related elsewhere in the Pentateuch. The chief characteristic of this book is its vigorous
oratorical style. In a series of eloquent discourses Moses presents the theme of covenant renewal
in a vital liturgical framework. He exhorts, corrects and threatens his people, appealing to their
past glory, their historic mission, and the promise of future triumph. His aim is to enforce among
the Israelites the Lord's claim to their obedience, loyalty and love. The events contained in the
Book of Deuteronomy took place in the plains of Moab (Deut 1:5) between the end of the
wanderings in the desert (Deut 1:3) and the crossing of the Jordan River (Joshua 4:19), a period
of no more than forty days. The Book of Deuteronomy, written after the Israelites had for
centuries been resident in the Land of Promise, takes the form of a testament of Moses, the great
leader and legislator, to his people on the eve of his death. At the time of our Lord's coming, it
shared with the Psalms a preeminent religious influence among the Old Testament books. The
Savior quoted passages of Deuteronomy in overcoming the threefold temptation of Satan in the
desert (Mat 4; Deut 6:13, 16; 8:3; 10:20), and in explaining to the lawyer the first and greatest
commandment (Matthew 22:35-39; Deut 6:4).

The book is divided as follows:

I. Historical Review and Exhortation (Deut 1:1-4:43)
II. God and His Covenant (Deut 4:44-11:32)

III. Exposition of the Law (Deut 12:1-26, 19)
IV. Final Words of Moses (Deut 27:1-34:12)

Judges

The Book of Judges derives its title from the twelve heroes of Israel whose deeds it records.

They were not magistrates, but military leaders sent by God to aid and to relieve his people in
time of external danger. They exercised their activities in the interval of time between the death
of Joshua and the institution of the monarchy in Israel. Six of them-Othniel, Ehud, Barak,
Gideon, Jephthah and Samson-are treated in some detail and have accordingly been styled the
Major Judges. The other six, of whose activities this book preserves but a summary record, are
called the Minor Judges. There were two other judges, whose judgeships are described in 1
Samuel-Eli and Samuel, who seem to have ruled the entire nation of Israel just before the
institution of the monarchy. The twelve judges of the present book, however, very probably



Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 5

exercised their authority, sometimes simultaneously, over one or another tribe of Israel, never
over the entire nation.

The purpose of the book is to show that the fortunes of Israel depended upon the obedience or
disobedience of the people to God's law. Whenever they rebelled against him, they were
oppressed by pagan nations; when they repented, he raised up judges to deliver them (cf Judges
2:10-23).

The accounts of various events, whether written shortly after their occurrence or orally
transmitted, were later skillfully unified according to the moral purpose of the redactor some
time during the Israelite monarchy.

The book is divided as follows:

I. Palestine after the Death of Joshua (Judges 1:1-3:6)
II. Stories of the Judges (Judges 3:7-16:31)

III. The Tribes of Dan and Benjamin in the Days of the Judges (Judges 17:1-21:25)

Ruth

The Book of Ruth is named after the Moabite woman who was joined to the Israelite people by

her marriage with the influential Boaz of Bethlehem.

The book contains a beautiful example of filial piety, pleasing to the Hebrews especially because
of its connection with King David, and useful both to Hebrews and to Gentiles. Its aim is to
demonstrate the divine reward for such piety even when practiced by a stranger. Ruth's piety
(Ruth 2:11), her spirit of self-sacrifice, and her moral integrity were favored by God with the gift
of faith and an illustrious marriage whereby she became the ancestress of David and of Christ. In
this, the universality of the messianic salvation is foreshadowed.

In the Greek and Latin canons the Book of Ruth is placed just after Judges, to which it is closely
related because of the time of its action, and just before Samuel, for which it is an excellent
introduction, since it traces the ancestry of the Davidic dynasty. One might characterize the
literary form of this book as dramatic, since about two-thirds of it is in dialogue. Yet there is
every indication that, as tradition has always held, it contains true history.

There is no certainty about the author of the book. It was written long after the events had passed
(Ruth 4:7), which took place "in the time of the judges" (Ruth 1:1).
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The Historical Books

The historical books include 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra,

Nehemiah, 1 and 2 Maccabees. To these are added the special literary group of Tobit, Judith, and
Esther. The Books of Tobit, Judith, and 1 and 2 Maccabees, as well as parts of Esther, are called
deuterocanonical: they are not contained in the Hebrew canon but have been accepted by the
Catholic Church as canonical and inspired.

By means of a series of episodes involving the persons of Samuel, Saul, and David, a century of
history unfolds in 1 and 2 Samuel from the close of the period of Judges to the rise and
establishment of the monarchy in Israel. Most important is God's promise to David of a lasting
dynasty (2 Sam 7), from which royal messianism in the Bible developed.

In 1 and 2 Kings the religious history of Israel extends another four centuries, from the last days
of David to the Babylonian captivity and the destruction of Jerusalem (587 B.C.). The various
sources for these books are woven into a uniform pattern based on the principle of fidelity to
Yahweh for rulers and people alike. The sequence of regnal chronicles in both books is
interrupted by a cycle of traditions surrounding the prophets Elijah (1 Kings) and Elisha (2
Kings).

Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah form a historical work, uniform in style and basic ideas.
Chronicles records the long period from the reign of Saul to the return from exile, not so much
with exactitude of detail as with concern for the meaning of the facts which demonstrate God's
intervention in history. The Ezra-Nehemiah chronicle constitutes the most important source for
the formation of the Jewish religious community after the Babylonian exile; the two persons
most responsible for the reorganization of Jewish life were Ezra and Nehemiah.

1 and 2 Maccabees contain independent accounts of partially identical events which
accompanied the attempted suppression of Judaism in Palestine in the second century B.C.
Vigorous reaction to this attempt established for a time the religious and political independence
of the Jews. 1 Maccabees portrays God as the eternal benefactor of the Jews and their unfailing
source of help. The people are required to be devoted to his exclusive worship and to observe
exactly the law he has given them. 2 Maccabees, besides supplementing the former volume,
gives a theological interpretation of the history of the period and contains teaching on the
resurrection from the dead, intercession of the saints, and suffrages for the dead.

Tobit, Judith, and Esther are examples of free composition-the religious novel used for purposes
of edification and instruction. Interest in whatever historical data these books may contain is
merely intensified by the addition of vivid details. Judith is a lesson in Providence: a pious
reflection on the annual Passover observance to convey the reassurance that God is still the
master of history who saves Israel from her enemies. Esther's purpose is the glorification of the
Jewish people and the explanation of the origin, significance, and date of the feast of Purim. It is
a literary development of the principle of reversal of fortune through punishment of the
prosperous rich and reward for the virtuous who are oppressed.

Samuel to Maccabees demonstrates that before as well as during the millennium of history with
which it is concerned, Israel was a covenanted people, bound to Yahweh, Lord of the universe,
by the ties of faith and obedience. This required observance of the law and worship in his temple,
the consequent rewards of which were divine favor and protection. In this way these books
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anticipate and prepare for the coming of him who would bring type and prophecy to fulfillment,
history to term, and holiness to perfection: Christ, the Son of David and the promised Messiah.

The Books of Samuel
Originally but one book, the scroll of Samuel was early divided into two. The Greek translators
called these the first and second Books of Kingdoms, a title St. Jerome later modified to "Kings."
The Hebrew title, "Samuel" alludes to the leading figure in the first book, who was responsible
for the enthronement of David. It is David's history that the second book recounts.

This sacred work thus comprises the history of about a century, describing the close of the age of
the Judges and the beginnings of monarchy in Israel under Saul and David. It is not a complete
and continuous history, nor a systematic account of the period, but rather a series of episodes
centered around the persons of Samuel, Saul and David, the principal figures leading up to the
establishment of the royal dynasty of David.

The final editor is unknown, nor are we certain of the time at which the various strands of the
narrative were put together, though one may think of the period, perhaps late in the seventh
century B.C., when the other volumes of the "Former Prophets" from Joshua through Kings,
were built into a more or less continuous historical corpus. The Samuel-Saul-David narratives
clearly depend on several written sources: a Samuel cycle, two sets of stories about Saul and
David, and a family history of David. This last (2 Sam 9-20; 1 Kings 1-2), one of the most vivid
historical narratives surviving from ancient times, probably originated early in the reign of
Solomon.

One of the most significant theological contributions of the Old Testament is found in 2 Sam 7
the oracle of Nathan. David is here promised an eternal dynasty, and this becomes the basis for
the development of royal messianism throughout the Bible. With this promise to David one
should compare 2 Chron 17; Psalm 89:19-37; 132:11-13; Acts 2:30; Hebrews 1:5.

The contents of this work may be divided as follows:

I. History of the Last Judges, Eli and Samuel (1 Sam 1:1 - 1 Sam 7:17)

II. Establishment of the Monarchy in Israel (1 Sam 8:1 - 1 Sam 12:25)

III. Saul and David (1 Sam 13:1 - 2 Sam 2:7)

IV. The Reign of David (2 Sam 2:8 - 2 Sam 20:26)

V. Appendixes (2 Sam 21:1 - 2 Sam 24:25)

The Books of Kings

The two Books of Kings were originally, like 1 Sam; 2 Sam - a single historical work. In

conjunction with the Books of Samuel, they extend the consecutive history of Israel from the
birth of Samuel to the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. This combined work is designed as a
religious history; hence in Kings the temple, which is the chosen site for the worship of Yahweh,
occupies the center of attention.

The Books of Kings show clearly the theological bent of a Deuteronomic editor. In them, as
already in Judges, material from various sources, such as the "book of the acts of Solomon" (1
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Kings 11:41) and the "book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel" (1 Kings 14:19), is forged
into structural unity by an editor whose principal interest is in the fidelity to Yahweh of rulers
and people. The reigns of individual kings are adapted to an editorial framework consisting of a
presentation and an obituary notice for each, in stereotyped formulas. In between, the
achievements of the king are reported-above all, his fidelity or lack of fidelity to Yahweh. The
faithful prosper; the unfaithful pay for their defections. Since this is basically a narrative of sin
and retribution, it would not be inappropriate to entitle the Books of Kings "The Rise and Fall of
the Israelite Monarchy."

Without minimizing the complexity of the process by which this material was transmitted for
many centuries, one may speak of two editions of the Books: the first at some time between 621
B.C. and 597 B.C., and the second, final edition during the Exile; probably shortly after
Jehoiachin was released from his Babylonian prison (561 B.C.).

1 Kings carries the history of Israel from the last days and death of David to the accession in
Samaria of Ahaziah, son of Ahab, near the end of the reign of Jehoshaphat, king of Judah.
Judgment is passed on Ahaziah's reign but the details are given only later, in 2 Kings. We should
note the two large cycles of traditions which grew up around the great prophetic figures of Elijah
and Elisha, the former in 1 Kings and the latter chiefly in 2 Kings. These cycles, which interrupt
the sequence of regnal chronicles, were very probably preserved and transmitted by the prophetic
communities to which there are references in the same traditions. The Elijah cycle is the more
important since it dramatically underscores Israel's critical struggle with the religion of Canaan.

The principal divisions of the Books of Kings are:

I. The Reign of Solomon (1 Kings 1:1-11:43)

II. Judah and Israel to the Time of Ahab (1 Kings 12:1-16:34)

III. Stories of the Prophets (1 Kings 17:1-22:54)

IV. The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (2 Kings 1:1-17:41)

V. The Kingdom of Judah after 721 B.C. (2 Kings 18:1-25:30)

1 Chronicles

Originally the two books of Chronicles formed, with the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah, a single

historical work, uniform in style and basic ideas. The Greek title, paraleipomena, means "things
omitted, or passed over (in Samuel and Kings)." The Books of Chronicles, however, are more
than a supplement to Samuel and Kings; a comparison of the two histories discloses striking
differences in scope and purpose. The Books of Chronicles record in some detail the lengthy
span from the reign of Saul to the return from the Exile. Unlike the exact science of history
today, wherein factual accuracy and impartiality of judgment are the standards for estimating
what is of permanent worth, ancient biblical history, with rare exceptions, was less concerned
with reporting in precise detail all the facts of a situation than with explaining the meaning of
those facts. Such history was primarily interpretative and, in the Old Testament, its purpose was
to disclose the action of the living God in the affairs of men. For this reason we speak of it as
"sacred history"; its writer's first concern was to bring out the divine or supernatural dimension
in history.
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This is apparent when we examine the primary objective of the Chronicler in compiling his
work. In view of the situation which confronted the Jewish people at this time (the end of the
fifth century B.C.), the Chronicler realized that Israel's political greatness was a thing of the past.
It would be a people under God, or nothing. Yet Israel's past held the key to her future. The
Chronicler proposed to establish and defend the legitimate claims of the Davidic monarchy in
Israel's history, and to underscore the place of Jerusalem and its divinely established temple
worship as the center of religious life for the Jewish community of his day. If Judaism was to
survive and prosper, it would have to heed the lessons of the past and devoutly serve Yahweh in
the place where he had chosen to dwell, the temple of Jerusalem. From the Chronicler's point of
view, David's reign was the ideal to which all subsequent rule in Judah must aspire.

The Chronicler was much more interested in David's religious and cultic influence than in his
political power. There is little of royal messianism in his book. He apparently regarded as
something of the distant past the prophet Zechariah's abortive attempt to have the Davidic
kingdom reestablished in the time of Zerubbabel at the end of the sixth century B.C. (Zechariah
6:9-15). He saw David's primary importance as deriving from the establishment of Jerusalem and
its temple as the center of the true worship of the Lord. Furthermore, he presented David as the
one who had authorized the elaborate ritual (which, in point of fact, only gradually evolved in the
temple built by Zerubbabel) and who had also appointed Levites to supervise the liturgical
services there.

There are good reasons for believing that originally the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah formed the
last part of a single literary work that began with 1 and 2 Chronicles. Some authors even regard
Ezra himself as having been the anonymous Chronicler. In any case, the Chronicler's Hebrew as
well as his religious and political outlook points to c. 400 B.C. as the time of composition of this
work.

The Chronicler used sources in writing his history. Besides the canonical Books of Genesis,
Exodus, Numbers, Joshua and Ruth, and especially the Books of Samuel and Kings, he cites the
titles of many other works no longer extant. "The books of the kings of Israel," or "the books of
the kings of Israel and Judah," "the history of Samuel the seer," "the history of Nathan the
prophet," "the history of Gad the seer," "the commentary on the Books of Kings," are some of
the documents mentioned as historical sources.

In addition, the Chronicler's work contains early preexilic material not found in the Books of
Kings. At one time scholars discounted the value of this material, but modern research has
shown that, even though the Chronicler may have at times treated the material rather freely, he
derived it from authentic and reliable sources.

The principal divisions of 1 Chronicles are as follows:

I. Genealogical Tables (1 Chron 1:1-9:34)

II. The History of David (1 Chron 9:35-29:30)

2 Chronicles

The Second Book of Chronicles takes up the history of the monarchy where the First Book

breaks off. It begins with the account of the reign of Solomon from the special viewpoint of the
Chronicler. The portrait of Solomon is an idealized one; he appears as second only to David. The
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great achievement of the building of the temple and the magnificence of Solomon's court are
described in detail while the serious defects of his reign are passed over without comment. All
this is in keeping with the Chronicler's purpose of stressing the supreme importance of the
temple and its worship. He wishes to impress on his readers the splendor of God's dwelling and
the magnificence of the liturgy of sacrifice, prayer and praise offered there. Judah's kings are
judged by their attitude toward the temple and its cult. To this ideal of one people, united in the
worship of the one true God at the temple of Jerusalem founded by David and Solomon, the
restored community would have to conform.

In treating the period of divided monarchy, the Chronicler gives practically all his attention to the
kingdom of Judah. His omission of the northern Israelite kings is significant. In his view, the
northern tribes of Israel were in religious schism as long as they worshiped Yahweh in a place
other than the temple of Jerusalem. The Chronicler makes no mention of the important
sanctuaries of Yahweh at Dan and Bethel-as though they had never existed. Nevertheless he
retains the ancient ideal of "all Israel" (a phrase occuring forty-one times in Chronicles) as the
people of God. The condition he places for a united people is that "the whole congregation of
Israel" worship the Lord only in his temple at Jerusalem. This explains his praise of Kings
Hezekiah and Josiah for striving, after the fall of Samaria, to unite the remnants of the northern
tribes of Israel into the kingdom of Judah.

At the end of the fifth century B.C., during the Chronicler's own time, "the people of the land"
were the descendants of the people of all the tribes (including Judah) who had not gone into
exile. These had become intermingled with aliens and had evolved a religion of Yahweh very
different from the Judaism that developed during the Babylonian exile. Thus, religious and
political cooperation between the returned exiles and these "people of the land" was out of the
question for the Chronicler. This he clearly shows in the last part of his work, the Books of Ezra
and Nehemiah.

The Second Book of Chronicles is divided as follows:

I. The Reign of Solomon (2 Chron 1:1-9:31)

II. The Monarchy before Hezekiah (2 Chron 10:1-27:9)

III. Reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah (2 Chron 28:1-36:1)

IV. End of the Kingdom (2 Chron 36:2-23)

Ezra

The last four books of the Hebrew canon are Ezra, Nehemiah, 1 and 2 Chronicles, in that order.

Originally, however, Ezra and Nehemiah followed the Books of Chronicles, and formed with
them a unified historical work so homogeneous in spirit that one usually speaks of a single
author for the four books. He is called "the Chronicler." The treatment of Ezra-Nehemiah as a
single book by the earliest chroniclers was undoubtedly due to the fact that in ancient times the
two books were put under the one name-Ezra. The combined work Ezra-Nehemiah is our most
important literary source for the formation of the Jewish religious community after the
Babylonian exile. This is known as the period of the Restoration, and the two men most
responsible for the reorganization of Jewish life at this time were Ezra and Nehemiah.
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In the present state of the Ezra-Nehemiah text, there are several dislocations of large sections so
that the chronological or logical sequence is disrupted. The major instances are pointed out in the
footnotes. Although Ezra appears before Nehemiah in this work, it seems probable that
Nehemiah's activity preceded his.

What is known of Ezra and his work is due almost exclusively to Ezr 7-10 (the "Ezra Memoirs")
and to Neh 8-9. Strictly speaking, the term "Ezra Memoirs" should be used only of that section in
which Ezra speaks in the first person, i.e., Ezra 7:27-9:15. Compare the ""Nehemiah Memoirs'' in
Nehemiah 1:1-7:72a; 11:1, 2; 12:27-43; 13:4-31. The Chronicler combined this material with
other sources at his disposal. The personality of Ezra is less known than that of Nehemiah. Ben
Sirach, in his praise of the fathers, makes no mention of Ezra. The genealogy of Ezra (Ezra 7:1-
5) traces his priesthood back to Aaron, brother of Moses. This was the accepted way of
establishing the legality of one's priestly office. He is also called a scribe, well-versed in the law
of Moses (Ezra 7:6), indicating Ezra's dedication to the study of the Torah, which he sought to
make the basic rule of life in the restored community. It was in religious and cultic reform rather
than in political affairs that Ezra made his mark as a postexilic leader. Jewish tradition holds him
in great honor; the Talmud even regards him as a second Moses, claiming that the Torah would
have been given to Israel through Ezra had not Moses preceded him.

Ezra is sometimes accused of having been a mere legalist who gave excessive attention to the
letter of the law. His work, however, should be seen and judged within a specific historical
context. He gave to his people a cohesion and spiritual unity which prevented the disintegration
of the small Jewish community. Had it not been for the intransigence of Ezra and of those who
adopted his ideal, it is doubtful that Judaism would have so effectively resisted Hellenism, then
or in later centuries. Ezra set the tone of the postexilic community, and it was characterized by
fidelity to the Torah, Judaism's authentic way of life. It is in this light that we can judge most
fairly the work of Ezra during the Restoration.

The Book of Ezra is divided as follows:

1. The Return from Exile (Ezra 1:1-6:22)

2. The Deeds of Ezra (Ezra 7:1-10:44)

The following list of the kings of Persia, with the dates of their reigns, will be useful for dating
the events mentioned in Ezra-Nehemiah:

Cyrus 538-529 B.C.
Cambyses 529-521 B.C.
Darius I 521-485 B.C.
Xerxes 485-464 B.C.
Artaxerxes I 464-423 B.C.
Darius II 423-404 B.C.
Artaxerxes II 404-358 B.C.
Artaxerxes III 358-337 B.C.
Darius III 337-331 B.C. End of the Persian Empire with Darius III’s defeat
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Nehemiah

Problems common to the combined Books Ezra-Nehemiah have been pointed out in the

Introduction to the Book of Ezra. The achievements of the two men were complementary; each
helped to make it possible for Judaism to maintain its identity during the difficult days of the
Restoration. Nehemiah was the man of action who rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem and introduced
necessary administrative reforms. Ezra in turn was the great religious reformer who succeeded in
establishing the Torah as the constitution of the returned community.

The biblical sources for Nehemiah's life and work are the autobiographical portions scattered
through the book. They are called the "Memoirs of Nehemiah," and have been used more
extensively and effectively by "the Chronicler" than the "Memoirs of Ezra." No competent
scholar questions the authenticity of Nehemiah's memoirs. From these and other sources, the
picture emerges of a man dedicated to the single purpose of the welfare of his people. Despite
temperamental shortcomings, Nehemiah was a man of good practical sense combined with deep
faith in God. In view of his selfless service to a community capable of severely testing any
leader, we can be indulgent toward his numerous appeals to God to credit him with the work he
had done. Nehemiah was a layman, and his generous dedication of talents to the service of God
and of God's people remains an example of undiminished force for laymen today.

The Book of Nehemiah is divided as follows:

I. The Deeds of Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1:1-7:72)

II. Promulgation of the Law (Nehemiah 8:1-13:31)

Tobit

The Book of Tobit, named after its principal hero, combines specifically Jewish piety and

morality with oriental folklore in a fascinating story that has enjoyed wide popularity in both
Jewish and Christian circles. Prayers, psalms, and words of wisdom, as well as the skillfully
constructed story itself, provide valuable insights into the faith and the religious milieu of its
unknown author. The book was probably written early in the second century B.C.; it is not
known where.

Tobit, a devout and wealthy Israelite living among the captives deported to Nineveh from the
northern kingdom of Israel in 721 B.C., suffers severe reverses and is finally blinded. Because of
his misfortunes he begs the Lord to let him die. But recalling the large sum he had formerly
deposited in far-off Media, he sends his son Tobiah there to bring back the money. In Media, at
this same time, a young woman, Sarah, also prays for death, because she has lost seven
husbands, each killed in turn on his wedding night by the demon Asmodeus. God hears the
prayers of Tobit and Sarah, and sends the angel Raphael in disguise to aid them both.

Raphael makes the trip to Media with Tobiah. When Tobiah is attacked by a large fish as he
bathes, Raphael orders him to seize it and to remove its gall, heart, and liver because they make
"useful medicines." Later, at Raphael's urging, Tobiah marries Sarah, and uses the the fish's heart
and liver to drive Asmodeus from the bridal chamber. Returning to Nineveh with his wife and
his father's money, Tobiah rubs the fish's gall into his father's eyes and cures them. Finally,
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Raphael reveals his true identity and returns to heaven. Tobit then utters his beautiful hymn of
praise. Before dying, Tobit tells his son to leave Nineveh because God will destroy that wicked
city. After Tobiah buries his father and mother, he and his family depart for Media, where he
later learns that the destruction of Nineveh has taken place.

The inspired author of the book used the literary form of religious novel (as in Jonah and Judith)
for the purpose of instruction and edification. There may have been a historical nucleus around
which the story was composed, but this possibility has nothing to do with the teaching of the
book. The seemingly historical data-names of kings, cities, etc.-are used merely as vivid details
to create interest and charm.

Although the Book of Tobit is usually listed with the historical books, it more correctly stands
midway between them and the wisdom literature. It contains numerous maxims like those found
in the wisdom books (cf Tobit 4:3-19, 21; 12:6-10; 14:7, 9) as well as the customary sapiential
themes: fidelity to the law, the intercessory function of angels, piety toward parents, the purity of
marriage, reverence for the dead, and the value of almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. The book
makes Tobit a relative of Ahiqar, a hero of ancient Near Eastern folklore.

Written in Aramaic, the original of the book was lost for centuries. The Greek translation,
existing in three different recensions, is our primary source. In 1955, fragments of the book in
Aramaic and in Hebrew were recovered from Cave IV at Qumran. These texts are in substantial
agreement with the Greek recension that has served as the basis for the present translation.

The divisions of the Book of Tobit are:

I. Tobit's Ordeals (Tobit 1:3-3:6)

II. Sarah's Plight (Tobit 3:7-17)

III. Tobiah's Journey and Marriage to Sarah (Tobit 4:1-9:6)

IV. Tobiah's Return; Cure of Tobit's Blindness (Tobit 10:1-11:18)

V. Raphael Reveals His Identity (Tobit 12:1-22)

VI. Tobit's Song of Praise (Tobit 13:1-18)

VII. Epilogue (Tobit 14:1-15)

Judith

The Book of Judith is a vivid story relating how, in a grave crisis, God delivered the Jewish

people through the instrumentality of a woman. The unknown author composed this edifying
narrative of divine providence at the end of the second or the beginning of the first century B.C.
The original was almost certainly written in Hebrew, but the Greek text shows so much freedom
in adapting from the Septuagint the language of older biblical books that it must be regarded as
having a literary character of its own. It is this Greek form of the book, accepted as canonical by
the Catholic Church, which is translated here. St. Jerome, who prepared (with some reluctance) a
Latin text of Judith, based his work on a secondary Aramaic text available to him in Palestine,
combined with an older Latin rendering from the Greek. The long hymn of Jdt 16 he took in its
entirety from that earlier Latin text.
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Since it is no longer possible to determine with any precision the underlying events which may
have given rise to this narrative, it is enough to note that the author sought to strengthen the faith
of his people in God's abiding presence among them. The Book of Judith is a tract for difficult
times; the reader, it was hoped, would take to heart the lesson that God was still the Master of
history, who could save Israel from her enemies. Note the parallel with the time of the Exodus:
as God had delivered his people by the hand of Moses, so he could deliver them by the hand of
the pious widow Judith (see note on Judith 2:12).

The story can be divided into two parts. In the first (Jdt 1-7), Holofernes, commander-in-chief of
the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, leads an overwhelming Assyrian force in a punitive campaign
against the vassals who refused to help in the Assyrian war against the Medes. The Jewish
people stubbornly resist the enemy at Bethulia, guarding the route of access to Jerusalem.
Despite the warning of Achior that the Jews cannot be conquered unless they sin against God,
the proud general lays siege to the town and cuts off its water supply. After asiege of thirty-four
days, the exhausted defenders are desperate and ready to surrender.

At this point, the climax of the story, Judith (the name means "Jewess") appears and promises to
defeat the Assyrians. The rest of the story is too well known to repeat in detail. Having fasted
and prayed, Judith dresses in her finest garments and proceeds to the Assyrian camp, where she
succeeds in killing Holofernes while he lies in a drunken stupor. The Assyrians panic when they
discover this, and the Jews are able to rout and slaughter them. The beautiful hymn of the people
honoring Judith (Judith 15:9-10) is often applied to Mary in the liturgy.

Any attempt to read the book directly against the backdrop of Jewish history in relation to the
empires of the ancient world is bound to fail. The story was written as a pious reflection on the
meaning of the yearly Passover observance. It draws its inspiration from the Exodus narrative
(especially Exodus 14:31) and from the texts of Isaiah and the Psalms portraying the special
intervention of God for the preservation of Jerusalem. The theme of God's hand as the agent of
this providential activity, reflected of old in the hand of Moses and now in the hand of Judith, is
again exemplified at a later time in Jewish synagogue art. God's hand reaching down from
heaven appears as part of the scene at Dura-Europos (before A.D. 256) in paintings of the
Exodus, of the sacrifice of Isaac (Gen 22), and of Ezekiel's valley of dry bones (Eze 37).

The Book of Judith is divided as follows:

I. Peril of the Jews (Judith 1:1-7:32)

II. Deliverance of the Jews (Judith 8:1-14:10)

III. Victory (Judith 14:11-16:25)

Esther

The Book of Esther is named after its Jewish heroine. It tells the story of the plot of Haman the

Agagite, jealous and powerful vizier of King Xerxes (Ahasuerus) of Persia (485-464 B.C.), to
destroy in a single day all the Jews living in the Persian Empire. He is moved to this out of
hatred for the Jewish servant Mordecai, who for religious motives refuses to render him homage.
The day of the proposed massacre is determined by lot. Meanwhile Esther, niece and adopted
daughter of Mordecai, is chosen queen by King Xerxes in place of Vashti. She averts the pogrom
planned against her people and has the royal decree of extermination reversed against Haman
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and the enemies of the Jews. Mordecai replaces Haman, and together with Esther, works for the
welfare of their people. The event is celebrated with feasting and great joy, and the memory of it
is to be perpetuated by the annual observance of the feast of Purim (lots), when the lot of
destruction for the Jews was reversed for one of deliverance and triumph by Queen Esther and
her uncle Mordecai.

The purpose of the book is didactic: the glorification of the Jewish people and the explanation of
the origin, significance and date of the feast of Purim on the fourteenth and fifteenth of Adar
(February-March). The book was intended as a consolation for Israel, a reminder that God's
providence continually watches over them, never abandoning them when they serve him
faithfully or turn to him in sincere repentance. There is no justification for interpreting the story
in mythological or cultic terms, as though Mordecai and Esther represented Marduk and Ishtar in
their mythological triumph over two Elamite deities.

The Hebrew text of Esther is found in the Hebrew Bible, where it is the last of the five megilloth
(scrolls) read on special feasts of the Jewish liturgical year.

The book is a free composition-not a historical document, despite the Achaemenian coloring of
the narrative. Its time of composition may well have been at the end of the Persian Empire,
toward the close of the fourth century B.C. The author shows skill in developing his story and in
using the art of contrast for instruction and edification. The solution to the difficulties of the
book is to be found in its literary presentation rather than in a forced attempt to square detailed
data of the narrative with facts. The evident literary motif of the reversal of fortune of the
prosperous wicked and the oppressed virtuous through eventual punishment of the former and
triumph of the latter, finds parallels in the story of Joseph (Gn 37; 39-45) and of Judith (8-16).
The book is vindictive, but it should be remembered that the precept of love of enemies had not
yet been taught by the word and example of Christ.

The text of Esther, written originally in Hebrew, was transmitted in two forms: a short Hebrew
form and a longer Greek version. The latter contains 107 additional verses, inserted at
appropriate places within the Hebrew form of the text. A few of these seem to have a Hebrew
origin while the rest are Greek in original composition. It is possible that the Hebrew form of the
text is original throughout. If it systematically omits reference to God and his Providence over
Israel, this is perhaps due to fear of irreverent response (see note on 4, 14). The Greek text with
the above-mentioned additions is probably a later literary paraphrase in which the author seeks to
have the reader share his sentiments. This standard Greek text is pre-Christian in origin. The
church has accepted the additions as equally inspired with the rest of the book.

In the present translation, the portions preceded by the letters A through F indicate the
underlying Greek additions referred to above. The regular chapter numbers apply to the Hebrew
text.

The book may be divided as follows:

1. Prologue (A, 1-17)
2. Elevation of Esther (1, 1-2, 23)
3. Haman's Plot against the Jews (3, 1-13; B, 1-7; 3, 14-4, 8; B, 8; 4, 9-16; C, 1-D, 16; 5, 1-

14)
4. Vindication of the Jews (6, 1-8, 12; E, 1-24; 8, 13-10, 3)
5. Epilogue (F, 1-11)
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1 Maccabees

The name Maccabee, probably meaning "hammer," is actually applied in the Books of

Maccabees to only one man, Judas, third son of the priest Mattathias and first leader of the revolt
against the Seleucid kings who persecuted the Jews (1 Macc 2:4, 66; 2 Macc 8:5, 16; 10:1, 16).
Traditionally the name has come to be applied to the brothers of Judas, his supporters, and even
to other Jewish heroes of the period, such as the seven brothers (2 Macc 7).

The two Books of Maccabees, placed last in the Douai version of the Old Testament, contain
independent accounts of events in part identical which accompanied the attempted suppression of
Judaism in Palestine in the second century B.C. The vigorous reaction to this attempt established
for a time the religious and political independence of the Jews.

1 Maccabees was written about 100 B.C., in Hebrew, but the original has not come down to us.
Instead, we have an early, pre-Christian, Greek translation full of Hebrew idioms. The author,
probably a Palestinian Jew, is unknown. He was familiar with the traditions and sacred books of
his people and had access to much reliable information on their recent history (from 175 to 134
B.C.). He may well have played some part in it himself in his youth. His purpose in writing is to
record the salvation of Israel which God worked through the family of Mattathias (1 Macc 5:62)-
especially through his three sons, Judas, Jonathan, and Simon, and his grandson, John Hyrcanus.
Implicitly the writer compares their virtues and their exploits with those of the ancient heroes,
the Judges, Samuel, and David.

There are seven poetic sections in the book which imitate the style of classical Hebrew poetry:
four laments (1 Macc 1:25-28, 36-40; 2:8-13; 3:45), and three hymns of praise of "our fathers" (1
Macc 2:51-64), of Judas (1 Macc 3:3-9), and of Simon (1 Macc 14:4-15). The doctrine expressed
in the book is the customary belief of Israel, without the new developments which appear in 2
Maccabees and Daniel. The people of Israel have been specially chosen by the one true God as
his covenant-partner, and they alone are privileged to know him and worship him. He is their
eternal benefactor and their unfailing source of help. The people, in turn, must be loyal to his
exclusive worship and must observe exactly the precepts of the law he has given them.

There is no doctrine of individual immortality except in the survival of one's name and fame, nor
does the book express any messianic expectation, though messianic images are applied
historically to "the days of Simon" (2 Macc 14:4-17). In true deuteronomic tradition, the author
insists on fidelity to the law as the expression of Israel's love for God. The contest which he
describes is a struggle, not simply between Jew and Gentile, but between those who would
uphold the law and those, Jews or Gentiles, who would destroy it. His severest condemnation
goes, not to the Seleucid politicians, but to the lawless apostates among his own people,
adversaries of Judas and his brothers, who are models of faith and loyalty.

1 Maccabees has importance also for the New Testament. Salvation is paralleled with Jewish
national aspirations (1 Macc 4:46-14:41), in contrast to the universal reign of God taught by
Christ in the Gospel (Matthew 13:47-50; 22:1-14). Also, destruction of the wall of the temple
separating Jew from Gentile is an act of desecration in 1 Macc 9:54 but in Eph 2:14, an act of
redemption and unification of both through Christ. On the other hand, association, in 1 Macc
2:52, of Abraham's offering up of Isaac (Gen 22) with his justification by God (Genesis 15:6) is
reflected in John 2:21, 22 just as the Scriptures are regarded as a source of consolation in 1 Macc
12:9 and in Romans 15:4.
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The Books of Maccabees, though regarded by Jews and Protestants as apocryphal, i.e., not
inspired Scripture, because not contained in the Palestinian Canon or list of books drawn up at
the end of the first century A.D., have nevertheless always been accepted by the Catholic Church
as inspired, on the basis of apostolic tradition.

1 Maccabees is divided as follows:

I. Introduction: Hellenism in Asia Minor (1 Macc 1:1-9)
II. The Maccabean Revolt (1 Macc 1:10-2:70)

III. Leadership of Judas Maccabeus (1 Macc 3:1-9:22)
IV. Leadership of Jonathan (1 Macc 9:23-12:54)
V. Simon, High Priest and Ethnarch (1 Macc 13:1-16:24)

2 Maccabees
Although this book, like the preceding one, receives its title from its protagonist, Judas
Maccabee (or Maccabeus), it is not a sequel to 1 Maccabees. The two differ in many respects.
Whereas the first covers the period from the beginning of the reign of Antiochus IV (175 B.C.)
to the accession of John Hyrcanus I (134 B.C.), this present book treats of the events in Jewish
history from the time of the high priest Onias III and King Seleucus IV (c. 180 B.C.) to the
defeat of Nicanor's army (161 B.C.).

The author of 2 Maccabees states (2 Macc 2:23) that his one-volume work is an abridgment of a
certain five-volume work by Jason of Cyrene; but since this latter has not survived, it is difficult
to determine its relationship to the present epitome. One does not know how freely the
anonymous epitomizer may have rewritten his shorter composition, or how closely he may have
followed the wording of the original in the excerpts he made. Some parts of the text here, clearly
not derived from Jason's work, are the Preface (2 Macc 2:19-32), the Epilogue (2 Macc 15:37-
39), and probably also certain moralizing reflections (e. g., 2 Macc 5:17-20; 6:12-17). It is
certain, however, that both works were written in Greek, which explains why the Second Book
of Maccabees was not included in the canon of the Hebrew Bible.

The book is not without genuine historical value in supplementing I Maccabees, and it contains
some apparently authentic documents (2 Macc 11:16-38). Its purpose, whether intended by Jason
himself or read into it by the compiler, is to give a theological interpretation to the history of the
period. There is less interest, therefore, in the actual exploits of Judas Maccabeus than in God's
marvelous interventions. These direct the course of events, both to punish the sacriligeous and
blashphemous pagans, and to purify God's holy temple and restore it to his faithful people. The
author sometimes effects his purpose by transferring events from their proper chronological
order, and giving exaggerated figures for the size of armies and the numbers killed in battle; he
also places long, edifying discourses and prayers in the mouths of his heroes, and inclines to
elaborate descriptions of celestial apparitions (2 Macc 3:24-34; 5:2-4; 10:29, 30; 15:11-16). He is
the earliest known composer of stories that glorify God's holy martyrs (2 Macc 6:18-7:42; 14:37-
46).

Of theological importance are the author's teachings on the resurrection of the just on the last day
(2 Macc 7:9, 11, 14, 23; 14:46), the intercession of the saints in heaven for people living on earth
(15:11-16), and the power of the living to offer prayers and sacrifices for the dead (12:39-46).
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The beginning of 2 Maccabees consists of two letters sent by the Jews of Jerusalem to their
coreligionists in Egypt. They deal with the observance of the feast commemorating the central
event of the book, the purification of the temple. It is uncertain whether the author or a later
scribe prefixed these letters to the narrative proper. If the author is responsible for their insertion,
he must have written his book some time after 124 B.C., the date of the more recent of the two
letters. In any case, Jason's five-volume work very likely continued the history of the Jews well
into the Hasmonean period, so that 2 Maccabees would probably not have been produced much
before the end of the second century B.C.

The main divisions of 2 Maccabees are:

I. Letters to the Jews in Egypt (2 Macc 1:1-2:18)
II. Author's Preface (2 Macc 2:19-32)

III. Heliodorus' Attempt To Profane the Temple (2 Macc 3:1-40)
IV. Profanation and Persecution (2 Macc 4:1-7:42)
V. Victories of Judas and Purification of the Temple (2 Macc 8:1-10:8)

VI. Renewed Persecution (2 Macc 10:9-15:36)
VII. Epilogue (2 Macc 15:37-39)

The Wisdom Books

The Books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Wisdom, and Sirach, are

all versified by the skillful use of parallelism, that is, of the balanced and symmetrical phrases
peculiar to Hebrew poetry. With the exception of the Psalms, the majority of which are
devotional lyrics, and the Song of Songs, a nuptial hymn, these books belong to the general class
of wisdom or didactic literature, strictly so called because their chief purpose is instruction.

The wisdom literature of the Bible is the fruit of a movement among ancient oriental people to
gather, preserve and express, usually in aphoristic style, the results of human experience as an
aid toward understanding and solving the problems of life. In Israel especially, the movement
concerned itself with such basic and vital problems as man's origin and destiny, his quest for
happiness, the problem of suffering, of good and evil in human conduct, of death, and the state
beyond the grave. Originating with oral tradition, these formulations found their way into the
historical books of the Old Testament in the shape of proverbs, odes, chants, epigrams, and also
into those psalms intended for instruction.

The developed compositions of this literature form the sapiential books. The Book of Proverbs is
a collection of sentences or practical norms for moral conduct. The Book of Job is an artistic
dialogue skillfully handling the problem of suffering though only from the standpoint of
temporal life. Ecclesiastes examines a wide range of human experience only to conclude that all
things are vanity except the fear of the Lord and observance of his commandments, and that God
requites man in his own good time. Sirach gathers and presents the fruits of past experience, thus
preparing for the Book of Wisdom, which sees for the just man seeking happiness the full hope
of immortality (Wisdom 3:4).
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Those who cultivated wisdom were called sages. Men of letters, scribes, skilled in the affairs of
government, and counselors to rulers, they were instructors of the people, especially of youth
(Sirach 51:13-30). In times of crisis they guided the people by revaluating tradition, thus helping
to preserve unity, peace and good will. The most illustrious of the sages, and the originator of
wisdom literature in Israel, was Solomon. Because of his fame, some of the wisdom books of
which he was not the author bear his name.

Despite numerous resemblances, sometimes exaggerated, between the sapiential literature of
pagan nations and the wisdom books of the Bible, the former are often replete with vagaries and
abound in polytheistic conceptions; the latter remained profoundly human, universal,
fundamentally moral, and essentially religious and monotheistic. Under the influence of the Law
and the Prophets, wisdom became piety and virtue; impiety and vice were folly. The teachers of
wisdom were regarded as men of God, and their books were placed beside the Law and the
Prophets. The highest wisdom became identified with the spirit of God through which the world
was created and preserved (Proverb 8:22-31), and mankind was enlightened.

The limitations of Old Testament wisdom served to crystalize the problems of human life and
destiny, thus preparing for their solution through New Testament revelation. Ecclesiastes' vain
search for success and happiness on earth ends when the Savior assures these things to his
followers, not in this world but in the bliss of heaven. The anxiety in the Book of Job over
reconciling God's justice and wisdom with the suffering of the innocent is relieved by the
account of the Crucified and Risen Redeemer in the Gospel. By fulfilling all that the Psalms
foretold concerning him, Jesus makes the Psalter his prayer book and that of the Church for all
time. The love of God for the chosen people which underlies the Song of Songs is perfected in
the union of Christ with his Church. The personification of the wisdom of Proverbs, Wisdom and
Sirach shines forth in resplendent reality in the Word who was with God, and who was God, and
who became incarnate to dwell among us; cf John 1:2, 14.

Job
The Book of Job, named after its protagonist, is an exquisite dramatic poem which treats of the
problem of the suffering of the innocent, and of retribution. The contents of the book, together
with its artistic structure and elegant style, place it among the literary masterpieces of all time.

Job, an oriental chieftain, pious and upright, richly endowed in his own person and in domestic
prosperity, suffers a sudden and complete reversal of fortune. He loses his property and his
children; a loathsome disease afflicts his body; and sorrow oppresses his soul. Nevertheless, Job
does not complain against God. When some friends visit him to condole with him, Job protests
his innocence and does not understand why he is afflicted. He curses the day of his birth and
longs for death to bring an end to his sufferings. The debate which ensues consists of three cycles
of speeches. Job's friends insist that his plight can only be a punishment for personal wrongdoing
and an invitation from God to repentance. Job rejects their inadequate explanation and calls for a
response from God himself. At this point the speeches of a youth named Elihu (Job 32-37)
interrupt the development.

In response to Job's plea that he be allowed to see God and hear from him the cause of his
suffering, God answers, not by justifying his action before men, but by referring to his own
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omniscience and almighty power. Job is content with this. He recovers his attitude of humility
and trust in God, which is deepened now and strengthened by his experience of suffering.

The author of the book is not known; it was composed some time between the seventh and fifth
centuries B.C. Its literary form, with speeches, prologue and epilogue disposed according to a
studied plan, indicates that the purpose of the writing is didactic. The lesson is that even the just
may suffer here, and their sufferings are a test of their fidelity. They shall be rewarded in the end.
Man's finite mind cannot probe the depths of the divine omniscience that governs the world. The
problems we encounter can be solved by a broader and deeper awareness of God's power,
presence (Job 42:5) and wisdom.

The divisions of the Book of Job are as follows:

I. Prologue (Job 1:1-2:13)
II. First Cycle of Speeches (Job 3:1-14:22)

III. Second Cycle of Speeches (Job 15:1-21:34)
IV. Third Cycle of Speeches (Job 22:1-28:28)
V. Job's Final Summary of His Cause (Job 29:1-31:37)

VI. Elihu's Speeches (Job 32:1-37:24)
VII. The Lord's Speech (Job 38:1-42:6)

VIII. Epilogue (Job 42:7-17)

Psalms

The Hebrew Psalter numbers 150 songs. The corresponding number in the LXX differs because

of a different division of certain psalms. Hence the numbering in the Greek Psalter (which was
followed by the Latin Vulgate) is usually one digit behind the Hebrew. In the New American
Bible the numbering of the verses follows the Hebrew numbering; many of the traditional
English translations are often a verse number behind the Hebrew because they do not count the
superscriptions as a verse.

The superscriptions derive from pre-Christian Jewish tradition, and they contain technical terms,
many of them apparently liturgical, which are no longer known to us. Seventy-three psalms are
attributed to David, but there is no sure way of dating any psalm. Some are pre-exilic (before
587), and others are post-exilic (after 539), but not as late as the Maccabean period (ca. 165).
The psalms are the product of many individual collections (e.g., Songs of Ascents, Psa 120-134),
which were eventually combined into the present work in which one can detect five "books,"
because of the doxologies which occur at 41:14; 72:18-19; 89:53; 106:48.

Two important features of the psalms deserve special notice. First, the majority were composed
originally precisely for liturgical worship. This is shown by the frequent indication of liturgical
leaders interacting with the community (e.g., Psalm 118:1-4). Secondly, they follow certain
distinct patterns or literary forms. Thus, the hymn is a song of praise, in which a community is
urged joyfully to sing out the praise of God. Various reasons are given for this praise (often
introduced by "for" or "because"): the divine work of creation and sustenance (Psalm 135:1-12;
136). Some of the hymns have received a more specific classification, based on content. The
"Songs of Zion" are so called because they exalt Zion, the city in which God dwells among the
people (Psalm 47:96-99). Characteristic of the songs of praise is the joyful summons to get
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involved in the activity; Psa 104 is an exception to this, although it remains universal in its
thrust.

Another type of psalm is similar to the hymn: the thanksgiving psalm. This too is a song of
praise acknowledging the Lord as the rescuer of the psalmist from a desperate situation. Very
often the psalmist will give a flash-back, recounting the past distress, and the plea that was
uttered (Psa 30; 116). The setting for such prayers seems to have been the offering of a todah (a
"praise" sacrifice) with friends in the Temple.

There are more psalms of lament than of any other type. They may be individual (e.g., Psa 3-7;
22) or communal (e.g., Psa 44). Although they usually begin with a cry for help, they develop in
various ways. The description of the distress is couched in the broad imagery typical of the Bible
(one is in Sheol, the Pit, or is afflicted by enemies or wild beasts, etc.)--in such a way that one
cannot pinpoint the exact nature of the psalmist's plight. However, Psa 51 (cf also Psa 130)
seems to refer clearly to deliverance from sin. Several laments end on a note of certainty that the
Lord has heard the prayer (cf. Psa 7, but contrast Psa 88), and the Psalter has been characterized
as a movement from lament to praise. If this is somewhat of an exaggeration, it serves at least to
emphasize the frequent expressions of trust which characterize the lament. In some cases it
would seem as if the theme of trust has been lifted out to form a literary type all its own; cf. Psa
23, 62, 91. Among the communal laments can be counted Psa 74 and 79. They complain to the
Lord about some national disaster, and try to motivate God to intervene in favor of the suffering
people.

Other psalms are clearly classified on account of content, and they may be in themselves laments
or psalms of thanksgiving. Among the "royal psalms, that deal directly with the currently
reigning king, are Psa 20, 21, and 72. Many of the royal psalms were given a messianic
interpretation by Christians. In Jewish tradition they were preserved, even after kingship had
disappeared, because they were read in the light of the Davidic covenant reported in 2 Samuel 7.
Certain psalms are called wisdom psalms because they seem to betray the influence of the
concerns of the ages (cf. Psa 37,49), but there is no general agreement as to the number of these
prayers. Somewhat related to the wisdom psalms are the "torah" psalms, in which the torah
(instruction or law) of the Lord is glorified (Psa 1; 19:8-14; 119). Psa 78, 105, 106 can be
considered as "historical" psalms. Although the majority of the psalms have a liturgical setting,
there are certain prayers that may be termed "liturgies," so clearly does their structure reflect a
liturgical incident (e.g., Psa 15, 24).

It is obvious that not all of the psalms can be pigeon-holed into neat classifications, but even a
brief sketch of these types help us to catch the structure and spirit of the psalms we read. It has
been rightly said that the psalms are "a school of prayer." They not only provide us with models
to follow, but inspire us to voice our own deepest feelings and aspirations.

Proverbs
The first word of this book, MISHLE, has provided the title by which it is generally designated
in Jewish and Christian circles. The name "Proverbs," while not an exact equivalent of MISHLE,
describes the main contents satisfactorily, even though it is hardly an adequate designation for
such parts as Proverb 1:1-9:18 or Proverb 31:10-31. Among some early Christian writers the
book was also known by the name of "Wisdom," and in the Roman Missal it was referred to as a
"Book of Wisdom."
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The Book of Proverbs is an anthology of didactic poetry forming part of the sapiential literature
of the Old Testament. Its primary purpose, indicated in the first sentence (Proverb 1:2, 3), is to
teach wisdom. It is thus directed particularly to the young and inexperienced (Proverb 1:4); but
also to those who desire advanced training in wisdom (Proverb 1:5, 6). The wisdom which the
book teaches, covers a wide field of human and divine activity, ranging from matters purely
secular to most lofty moral and religious truths, such as God's omniscience (Proverb 5:21; 15:3-
11), power (Proverb 19:21; 21:30), providence (Proverb 20:1-24), goodness (Proverb 15:29), and
the joy and strength resulting from abandonment to him (Proverb 3:5; 16:20; 18:10). The
teaching of the entire book is placed on a firm religious foundation by the principle that "the fear
of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge" (Proverb 1:7; cf Proverb 9:10).

To Solomon are explicitly ascribed parts II and V of the book; he is the patron of Hebrew
wisdom. Of Agur (part VI) and Lemuel (part VIII), nothing further is known. Parts III and IV are
attributed to "the wise." The remaining parts are anonymous.

The manner of compilation is conjectural. Parts II and V may have circulated first as independent
collections, compiled before the fall of Jerusalem, as the references to Solomon (Proverb 10:1)
and Hezekiah (Proverb 25:1) suggest. Parts III, IV and VII would seem to belong together as a
third collection of a similar kind. The author of the first nine chapters, a religious sage familiar
with the earlier sacred books, was the editor of the whole as we have it, probably in the early part
of the fifth century B.C.

Christ and the Apostles often expressly quoted the Proverbs (John 7:38; Romans 12:20; James
4:6) or repeated their teaching; compare Luke 10:14, and Proverb 25:7; 1 Peter 4:8; James 5:20
and Proverb 10:12. The book has an important place in the Latin and Greek liturgies.

On the basis of titles, subject matter, and poetic structure the Book of Proverbs may be divided
as follows:

I. Introduction: The Value of Wisdom (Proverb 1:1-9:18)
II. First Collection of the Proverbs of Solomon (Proverb 10:1-22:16)

III. Sayings of the Wise (Proverb 22:17-24:22)
IV. Other Sayings of the Wise (Proverb 24:23-34)
V. Second Collection of the Proverbs of Solomon (Proverb 25:1-29:27)

VI. The Words of Agur (Proverb 30:1-6)
VII. Numerical Proverbs (Proverb 30:7-33)

VIII. The Words of Lemuel (Proverb 31:1-9)
IX. The Ideal Wife (Proverb 31:10-31)

Ecclesiastes
The title Ecclesiastes given to this book is the Greek translation of the Hebrew name Qoheleth
meaning, perhaps, "one who convokes an assembly." The book, however, does not consist of
public addresses, but is a treatise, more or less logically developed, on the vanity of all things.
Reflections in prose and aphorisms in verse are intermingled in Ecclesiastes, which contains,
besides, an introduction and an epilogue.
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The book is concerned with the purpose and value of human life. While admitting the existence
of a divine plan, it considers such a plan to be hidden from man, who seeks happiness without
ever finding it here below (Eccl 3:11; 8:7, 17). Ecclesiastes applies his "Vanity of vanities" to
everything "under the sun," even to that wisdom which seeks to find at last a semblence of good
in the things of the world. Merit does not yield happiness for it is often tried by suffering. Riches
and pleasures do not avail. Existence is monotonous, enjoyment fleeting and vain; darkness
quickly follows. Life, then, is an enigma beyond human ability to solve.

While Ecclesiastes concedes that there is an advantage for man in the enjoyment of certain
legitimate pleasures lest he lapse into pessimism and despair, he nevertheless considers this
indulgence also vanity unless man returns due thanks to the Creator who has given him all.
Under this aspect, earthly wisdom would rise to the higher level of true spiritual wisdom. This
true wisdom is not found "under the sun" but is perceived only by the light of faith, inasmuch as
it rests with God, who is the final Judge of the good and the bad, and whose reign endures
forever. The Epilogue gives the clue to this thought (Eccl 12:13, 14).

The moral teaching of the book is imperfect, like the Old Testament itself (Hebrews 7:19), yet it
marks an advance in the development of the doctrine of divine retribution. While rejecting the
older solution of earthly rewards and punishments, Ecclesiastes looks forward to a more lasting
one. The clear answer to the problem was to come with the light of Christ's teaching concerning
future life.

The author of the book was a teacher of popular wisdom (Eccl 12:9). Qoheleth was obviously
only his literary name. Because he is called "David's son, king in Jerusalem," it was commonly
thought that he was King Solomon. Such personation, however, was but a literary device to lend
greater dignity and authority to the book-a circumstance which does not in any way impugn its
inspired character. The Epilogue seems to have been written by an editor, probably a disciple of
Qoheleth. The entire work differs considerably in language and style from earlier books of the
Old Testament. It reflects a late period of Hebrew, and was probably written about three
centuries before Christ.

The Song of Songs
The Song of Songs, meaning the greatest of songs (Song 1:1), contains in exquisite poetic form
the sublime portrayal and praise of the mutual love of the Lord and his people. The Lord is the
Lover and his people are the beloved. Describing this relationship in terms of human love, the
author simply follows Israel's tradition. Isaiah (Isaiah 5:1-7; 54:4-8), Jeremiah (Jeremiah 2:2, 3,
32), and Ezekiel (Eze 16; 23) all characterize the covenant between the Lord and Israel as a
marriage. Hosea the prophet sees the idolatry of Israel in the adultery of Gomer (Son 1-3). He
also represents the Lord speaking to Israel's heart (Song 2:16) and changing her into a new
spiritual people, purified by the Babylonian captivity and betrothed anew to her divine Lover "in
justice and uprightness, in love and mercy" (Song 2:21).

The author of the Song, using the same literary figure, paints a beautiful picture of the ideal
Israel, the chosen people of the Old and New Testaments, whom the Lord led by degrees to an
exalted spiritual union with himself in the bond of perfect love. When the Song is thus
interpreted here is no reason for surprise at the tone of the poem, which employs in its
descriptions the courtship and marriage customs of the author's time. Moreover, the poem is not
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an allegory in which each remark, e. g., in the dialogue of the lovers, has a higher meaning. It is a
parable in which the true meaning of mutual love comes from the poem as a whole.

While the Song is thus commonly understood by most Catholic scholars, it is also possible to see
in it an inspired portrayal of ideal human love. Here we would have from God a description of
the sacredness and the depth of married union.

Although the poem is attributed to Solomon in the traditional title (Song 1:1), the language and
style of the work, among other considerations, point to a time after the end of the Babylonian
Exile (538 B.C.) as that in which an unknown poet composed this masterpiece. The structure of
the Song is difficult to analyze; here it is regarded as a lyric dialogue, with dramatic movement
and interest.

The use of marriage as a symbol, characteristic of the Song, is found extensively also in the New
Testament (Matthew 9:15; 25:1-13; John 3:29; 2 Cor 11:2; Eph 5:23-32; Rev 19:7-9; 21:9-11).
In Christian tradition, the Song has been interpreted in terms of the union between Christ and the
Church and, particularly by St. Bernard, of the union between Christ and the individual soul.
Throughout the liturgy, especially in the Little Office, there is a consistent application of the
Song of Songs to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

The Book of Wisdom
The Book of Wisdom was written about a hundred years before the coming of Christ. Its author,
whose name is not known to us, was a member of the Jewish community at Alexandria, in Egypt.
He wrote in Greek, in a style patterned on that of Hebrew verse. At times he speaks in the person
of Solomon, placing his teachings on the lips of the wise king of Hebrew tradition in order to
emphasize their value. His profound knowledge of the earlier Old Testament writings is reflected
in almost every line of the book, and marks him, like Ben Sira, as an outstanding representative
of religious devotion and learning among the sages of postexilic Judaism.

The primary purpose of the sacred author was the edification of his co-religionists in a time when
they had experienced suffering and oppression, in part at least at the hands of apostate fellow
Jews. To convey his message he made use of the most popular religious themes of his time,
namely the splendor and worth of divine wisdom (Wisdom 6:22-11:1), the glorious events of the
Exodus (Wisdom 11:2-16; 12:23-27; 15:18 19:22), God's mercy (Wisdom 11:17-12:22), the folly
of idolatry (Wisdom 13:1-15:17), and the manner in which God's justice is vindicated in
rewarding or punishing the individual soul (Wisdom 1:1-6:21). The first ten chapters especially
form a preparation for the fuller teachings of Christ and his Church. Many passages from this
section of the book, notably Wisdom 3:1-8, are used by the Church in her liturgy.

The principal divisions of the Book of Wisdom are:

I. Reward of Justice (Wisdom 1:1-6:21)
II. Praise of Wisdom by Solomon (Wisdom 6:22-11:1)

III. Special Providence of God during the Exodus (Wisdom 11:2-16; 12:23-27; 15:18-19:22)
with digressions on God's mercy (Wisdom 11:17-12:22) and on the folly and shame of
idolatry (Wisdom 13:1-15:17)
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Sirach
The Book of Sirach derives its name from the author, Jesus, son of Eleazar, son of Sirach (Sirach
50:27). Its earliest title seems to have been "Wisdom of the Son of Sirach." The designation
"Liber Ecclesiasticus," meaning "Church Book," appended to some Greek and Latin manuscripts
was due to the extensive use which the church made of this book in presenting moral teaching to
catechumens and to the faithful.

The author, a sage who lived in Jerusalem, was thoroughly imbued with love for the law, the
priesthood, the temple, and divine worship. As a wise and experienced observer of life he
addressed himself to his contemporaries with the motive of helping them to maintain religious
faith and integrity through study of the holy books, and through tradition.

The book contains numerous maxims formulated with care, grouped by affinity, and dealing with
a variety of subjects such as the individual, the family, and the community in their relations with
one another and with God. It treats of friendship, education, poverty and wealth, the law,
religious worship, and many other matters which reflect the religious and social customs of the
time.

Written in Hebrew between 200 and 175 B.C., the text was translated into Greek sometime after
132 B.C. by the author's grandson, who also wrote a Foreword which contains information about
the book, the author, and the translator himself. Until the close of the nineteenth century Sirach
was known only in translations, of which this Greek rendering was the most important. From it
the Latin version was made. Between 1896 and 1900, again in 1931, and several times since
1956, manuscripts were discovered containing in all about two thirds of the Hebrew text, which
agrees substantially with the Greek. One such text, from Masada, is pre-Christian in date.

Though not included in the Hebrew Bible after the first century A.D., nor accepted by
Protestants, the Book of Sirach has always been recognized by the Catholic Church as divinely
inspired and canonical. The Foreword, though not inspired, is placed in the Bible because of its
antiquity and importance.

The contents of Sirach are of a discursive nature, not easily divided into separate parts. Sir 1-43
deal largely with moral instruction; Sirach 44:1-50:24 contain a eulogy of the heroes of Israel
and some of the patriarchs. There are two appendices in which the author expresses his gratitude
to God, and appeals to the unlearned to acquire true wisdom.

The Church uses the Book of Sirach extensively in her liturgy.

The Prophetic Books
The prophetic books bear the names of the four major and twelve minor prophets, besides
Lamentations and Baruch. The terms "major" and "minor" refer merely to the length of the
respective compositions and not to any distinction in the prophetic office. Jonah is a story of the
mission of the prophet rather than a collection of prophecies. Lamentations and Daniel are listed
among the hagiographa in the Hebrew Bible, not among the prophetic books. The former
contains a series of elegies on the fate of Jerusalem; the latter is apocalyptic in character. Daniel,
who lived far removed from Palestine, was not called by God to preach; yet the book is counted
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as prophecy. Baruch, though excluded from the Hebrew canon, is found in the Septuagint
version, and the Church has always acknowledged it to be sacred and inspired.

The prophetic books, together with the oral preaching of the prophets, were the result of the
institution of prophetism, in which a succession of Israelites chosen by God and appointed by
him to be prophets received communications from him and transmitted them to the people in his
name (Deut 18:15-20). The prophets were spokesmen of God intermediaries between him and
his people. The communications they received from God came through visions, dreams, and
ecstasies and were transmitted to the people through sermons, writings, and symbolic actions.

The office of prophet was due to a direct call from God. It was not the result of heredity, just as it
was not a permanent gift but a transient one, subject entirely to the divine will. The prophets
preserved and developed revealed religion (1 Sam 12:6-25), denounced idolatry (1 Kings 14:1-
13), defended the moral law (2 Sam 12:1-15), gave counsel in political matters (Isaiah 31:1-3),
and often also in matters of private life (1 Sam 9:6-9). At times miracles confirmed their
preaching, and their predictions of the future intensified the expectation of the Messiah and of his
kingdom.

The prophetic literature in this volume contains the substance of the prophets' authentic
preaching, resumes, and genuine samples of such preaching. Some parts were recorded by the
prophets themselves, some by persons other than the prophets who uttered them.

The prophecies express judgments of the people's moral conduct, on the basis of the Mosaic
alliance between God and Israel. They teach sublime truths and lofty morals. They contain
exhortations, threats, announcements of punishment, promises of deliverance, made with solemn
authority and in highly imaginative language. In the affairs of men, their prime concern is the
interests of God, especially in what pertains to the chosen people through whom the Messiah is
to come; hence their denunciations of idolatry and of that externalism in worship which excludes
the interior spirit of religion. They are concerned also with the universal nature of the moral law,
with personal responsibility, with the person and office of the Messiah, and with the conduct of
foreign nations.

In content, the literary genre of prophecy uses warning and threat besides exhortation and
promise to declare in God's name events of the near and distant future (Isa 8-9). In form, the
divine source of prophetic declaration appears in: "The word (or oracle) of the Lord," or "Thus
says the LORD," followed by the announcement of a coming event and its moral cause (Hosea
4:7-10). Divine exhortation and promise are introduced by such forms as: "Hear this word, O
men of Israel, that the LORD pronounces over you" (Amos 3:1). Kindly and persuasive tones
pervade the promises of reward and even the threats of punishment (Amos 5:14-15).

Disregard for exact chronological perspective in the prophecies is an additional characteristic.

Predictions of the immediate and distant future are often interrelated, not on the basis of years
separating the events but on the analogy of the pattern joining present with very distant, though
similar, conditions and circumstances. This is prophetic compenetration, idealization in which
persons and things of the more immediate present, in the prophet's day, fade into a wider and
more perfect order of persons and things of the future; the former are figures and types of the
latter. Thus, some details of what the Psalmist said of the kingdom of David and Solomon (Psa
72) went beyond what was fulfilled in these men, as St. Thomas points out, and found their
realization only in the kingdom of Christ. St. Jerome before him, and still earlier the apostles
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themselves-Peter (Acts 2:14-36) and Paul (Gal 4:21-31)-taught us that through anticipation in
types we discover in Sacred Scripture the truth of things to come.

Thus the universal blessing for mankind, often promised by God through the mouths of his
prophets in figures and types, was in time to become personalized and to confer its full benefit on
us through the Word made flesh, who became for us the New Covenant through his life, death,
and resurrection, as the prophets had foretold.

Isaiah
The greatest of the prophets appeared at a critical moment of Israel's history. The second half of
the eighth century B.C. witnessed the collapse of the northern kingdom under the hammerlike
blows of Assyria (722), while Jerusalem itself saw the army of Sennacherib drawn up before its
walls (701). In the year that Uzziah, king of Judah, died (742), Isaiah received his call to the
prophetic office in the Temple of Jerusalem. Close attention should be given to Isa 6, where this
divine summons to be the ambassador of the Most High is circumstantially described.

The vision of the Lord enthroned in glory stamps an indelible character on Isaiah's ministry and
provides the key to the understanding of his message. The majesty, holiness and glory of the
Lord took possession of his spirit and, conversely, he gained a new awareness of human pettiness
and sinfulness. The enormous abyss between God's sovereign holiness and man's sin
overwhelmed the prophet. Only the purifying coal of the seraphim could cleanse his lips and
prepare him for acceptance of the call: "Here I am, send me!"

The ministry of Isaiah may be divided into three periods, covering the reigns of Jotham (742-
735), Ahaz (735-715), and Hezekiah (715-687). To the first period belong, for the most part, the
early oracles (Isa 1-5) which exposed the moral breakdown of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem.
With the accession of Ahaz, the prophet became adviser to the king, whose throne was
threatened by the Syro-Ephraimite coalition. Rejecting the plea of Isaiah for faith and courage,
the weak Ahaz turned to Assyria for help. From this period came the majority of messianic
oracles found in the section of Immanuel prophecies (Isa 6-12).

Hezekiah succeeded his father and undertook a religious reform which Isaiah undoubtedly
supported. But the old intrigues began again, and the king was soon won over to the pro-
Egyptian party. Isaiah denounced this "covenant with death" and again summoned Judah to faith
in Yahweh as her only hope. But it was too late; the revolt had already begun. Assyria acted
quickly and her army, after ravaging Judah, laid siege to Jerusalem (701). "I shut up Hezekiah
like a bird in his cage," boasts the famous inscription of Sennacherib. But Yahweh delivered the
city, as Isaiah had promised: God is the Lord of history, and Assyria but an instrument in his
hands.

Little is known about the last days of this great religious leader, whose oracles, of singular poetic
beauty and power, constantly reminded his wayward people of their destiny and the fidelity of
Yahweh to his promises.

The complete Book of Isaiah is an anthology of poems composed chiefly by the great prophet,
but also by disciples, some of whom came many years after Isaiah. In 1-39 most of the oracles
come from Isaiah and faithfully reflect the situation in eighth-century Judah. To disciples deeply
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influenced by the prophet belong sections such as the Apocalypse of Isaiah (Isa 24-27), the
oracles against Babylon (Isa 13-14), and probably the poems of Isa 34-35.

Isa 40-55, sometimes called the Deutero-Isaiah, are generally attributed to an anonymous poet
who prophesied toward the end of the Babylonian exile. From this section come the great
messianic oracles known as the songs of the Servant, whose mysterious destiny of suffering and
glorification is fulfilled in the passion and glorification of Christ. Isa 56-66 contain oracles from
a later period and were composed by disciples who inherited the spirit and continued the work of
the great prophet.

The principal divisions of the Book of Isaiah are the following:

A. The Book of Judgment
I. Indictment of Israel and Judah (Isaiah 1:1-5, 30)

II. Immanuel Prophecies (Isaiah 6:1-12:6)
III. Oracles against the Pagan Nations (Isaiah 13:1-23:18)
IV. Apocalypse of Isaiah (Isaiah 24:1-27:13)
V. The Lord Alone, Israel's and Judah's Salvation (Isaiah 28:1-33:24)

VI. The Lord, Zion's Avenger (Isaiah 34:1-35:10)
VII. Historical Appendix (Isaiah 36:1-39:8)

B. The Book of Consolation
I. The Lord's Glory in Israel's Liberation (Isaiah 40:1-48:21)

II. Expiation of Sin, Spiritual Liberation of Israel (Isaiah 49:1-55:13)
III. Return of the First Captives (Isaiah 56:1-66:24)

Jeremiah

The Book of Jeremiah combines history, biography, and prophecy. It portrays a nation in crisis

and introduces the reader to an extraordinary leader upon whom the Lord placed the heavy
burden of the prophetic office. Jeremiah was born about 650 B.C. of a priestly family from the
little village of Anathoth, near Jerusalem. While still very young he was called to his task in the
thirteenth year of King Josiah (628), whose reform, begun with enthusiasm and hope, ended with
his death on the battlefield of Megiddo (609) as he attempted to stop the northward march of the
Egyptian Pharaoh Neco.

The prophet heartily supported the reform of the pious King Josiah, which began in 629 B.C.
Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, fell in 612, preparing the way for the new colossus, Babylon,
which was soon to put an end to Judean independence.

After the death of Josiah the old idolatry returned. Jeremiah opposed it with all his strength.
Arrest, imprisonment, and public disgrace were his lot. Jeremiah saw in the nation's impenitence
the sealing of its doom. Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem and carried King Jehoiachin into
exile (Jeremiah 22:24).

During the years 598-587, Jeremiah attempted to counsel Zedekiah in the face of bitter
opposition. The false prophet Hananiah proclaimed that the yoke of Babylon was broken and a
strong pro-Egyptian party in Jerusalem induced Zedekiah to revolt. Nebuchadnezzar took swift
and terrible vengeance; Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 and its leading citizens sent into exile.
About this time Jeremiah uttered the great oracle of the "New Covenant" (Jeremiah 31:31-34)



Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 29

sometimes called "The Gospel before the Gospel." This passage contains his most sublime
teaching and is a landmark in Old Testament theology.

The prophet remained amidst the ruins of Jerusalem, but was later forced into Egyptian exile by
a band of conspirators. There, according to an old tradition, he was murdered by his own
countrymen. The influence of Jeremiah was greater after his death than before. The exiled
community read and meditated on the lessons of the prophet, and his influence can be seen in
Ezekiel, certain of the psalms, and the second part of Isaiah. Shortly after the exile, the Book of
Jeremiah as we have it today was published in a final edition.

It is divided as follows:

I. Oracles in the Days of Josiah (Jeremiah 1:1-6:30)
II. Oracles Mostly in the Days of Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 7:1-20:18)

III. Oracles in the Last Years of Jerusalem (Jeremiah 21:1-33:26)
IV. Fall of Jerusalem (Jeremiah 34:1-45:5)
V. Oracles against the Nations (Jeremiah 46:1-51:64)

VI. Historical Appendix (Jeremiah 52:1-34)

Lamentations

The sixth century B.C. was an age of crisis, a turning point in the history of Israel. With the

destruction of the temple and the interruption of its ritual, the exile of the leaders and loss of
national sovereignty, an era came to an end. Not long after the fall of Jerusalem (587) an
eyewitness of the national humiliation composed these five laments. They combine confession of
sin, grief over the suffering and humiliation of Zion, submission to merited chastisement, and
strong faith in the constancy of Yahweh's love and power to restore. The union of poignant grief
and unquenchable hope reflects the constant prophetic vision of the weakness of man and the
strength of God's love; it also shows how Israel's faith in Yahweh could survive the shattering
experience of national ruin.

As a literary work, the Book of Lamentations is carefully constructed according to a familiar
structural device. The first four poems are acrostics in which the separate stanzas begin with
successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet from the first to the last. Far from destroying the
spontaneous pathos of the songs, this literary feature permits a symbolic and disciplined
expression of the profound grief, the sinful responsibility, and the enduring hope of the suffering
community. The figure of Israel as the bride of Yahweh, familiar from the prophets, appears here
again; but now Zion is a desolate widow, the Judaea Capta of Titus' memorial coins, sustained
only by the faith that God's chastisement will eventually give place to his infinite compassion.

Baruch
The opening verses of this book ascribe it, or at least its first part, to Baruch, the well-known
secretary of the prophet Jeremiah. It contains five very different compositions, the first and the
last in prose, the others in poetic form. The prose sections were certainly composed in Hebrew,
though the earliest known form of the book is in Greek.
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An observance of the feast of Booths with a public prayer of penitence and petition (Baruch
1:15-3:8), such as is supposed by the introduction (Baruch 1:1-14), would not have been possible
during the lifetime of Baruch after the fall of Jerusalem; this indeed is suggested in the prayer
itself (Baruch 2:26). The prayer is therefore to be understood as the pious reflection of a later
Jewish writer upon the circumstances of the exiles in Babylon as he knew them from the Book of
Jeremiah. He expresses in their name sentiments called for by the prophet, and ascribes the
wording of these sentiments to the person most intimately acquainted with Jeremiah's teaching,
namely, Baruch. The purpose of this literary device is to portray for his own and later
generations the spirit of repentance which prompted God to bring the exile to an end.

The lesson thus gained is followed by a hymn in praise of Wisdom (Baruch 3:9-4:4), exalting the
law of Moses as the unique gift of God to Israel, the observance of which is the way to life and
peace. The ideal city of Jerusalem is then represented (Baruch 4:5-29) as the solicitous mother of
all exiles, who is assured in the name of God that all her children will be restored to her (Baruch
4:30-5:9).

The final chapter is really a separate work, with a title of its own (Baruch 6:1). It is patterned
after the earlier letter of Jeremiah (Jer 29), in the spirit of the warnings against idolatry contained
in Jer 10 and Isa 44. Its earnestness is impressive, but in restating previous inspired teachings at a
later day, it does so with no special literary grace.

Thus the principal divisions of the book are seen to be:

I. Prayer of the Exiles (Baruch 1:1-3:8)
II. Praise of Wisdom in the Law of Moses (Baruch 3:9-4:4)

III. Jerusalem Bewails and Consoles Her Captive Children (Baruch 4:5-29)
IV. Jerusalem Consoled: The Captivity about To End (Baruch 4:30-5:9)
V. The Letter of Jeremiah against Idolatry ((Bar) Let 6:1-7)

Ezekiel

Ezekiel's complex character makes him one of the most interesting figures in Israelite prophecy.

In many ways he resembles the more primitive type of prophet represented by Elijah and Elisha;
yet he clearly depends on all his predecessors in prophecy, and his teaching is a development of
theirs. His unique contribution to the history of prophetism lies in his manifest interest in the
temple and the liturgy, an interest paralleled in no other prophet-not even Jeremiah who, like
Ezekiel, was also a priest. Particularly because of this interest, Ezekiel's influence on postexilic
religion was enormous, and not without reason has he been called "the father of Judaism." This
has resulted in his prophecies reaching us with the evident marks of editing and addition by the
post-exilic circles that shared his intense interest. However, we may be sure that in this book we
have throughout what is in substance the prophet's own work.

Ezekiel became a prophet in Babylon-the first prophet to receive the call to prophesy outside the
Holy Land. As one of the exiles deported by Nebuchadnezzar in 597, his first task was to prepare
his fellow countrymen in Babylon for the final destruction of Jerusalem, which they believed to
be inviolable. Accordingly, the first part of his book consists of reproaches for Israel's past and
present sins and the confident prediction of yet a further devastation of the land of promise and a



Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 31

more general exile. In 587, when Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem, Ezekiel was vindicated
before his unbelieving compatriots.

After this time, Ezekiel's message changes. From now on his prophecy is characterized by the
promise of salvation in a new covenant, and he is anxious to lay down the conditions necessary
to obtain it. Even as Jeremiah had believed, Ezekiel thought that the exiles were the hope of
Israel's restoration, once God's allotted time for the Exile had been accomplished. His final eight
chapters are an utopian vision of the Israel of the future, rid of its past evils and reestablished
firmly under the rule of the Lord. The famous vision of the dry bones in chapter 37 expresses his
firm belief in a forthcoming restoration, Israel rising to new life from the graveyard of Babylon.
But Ezekiel's new covenant, like Jeremiah's, was to see its true fulfillment only in the New
Testament.

Perhaps no other prophet has stressed the absolute majesty of God as Ezekiel does. This appears
not only in the tremendous vision by the river Chebar with which his prophecy opens, but
throughout the book. Ultimately, says Ezekiel, whatever God does to or for man is motivated by
zeal for his own holy name. The new heart and the new spirit which must exist under the new
covenant cannot be the work of man; they too must be the work of God. By such teachings he
helped prepare for the New Testament doctrine of salvation through grace.

The Book of Ezekiel is divided as follows:

I. Call of the Prophet (Ezekiel 1:1-3:27)
II. Before the Siege of Jerusalem (Ezekiel 4:1-24:27)

III. Prophecies against Foreign Nations (Ezekiel 25:1-32:32)
IV. Salvation for Israel (Ezekiel 33:1-39:29)
V. The New Israel (Ezekiel 40:1-48:35)

Daniel

This Book takes its name, not from the author, who is actually unknown, but from its hero, a

young Jew taken early to Babylon, where he lived at least until 538 B.C. Strictly speaking, the
book does not belong to the prophetic writings but rather to a distinctive type of literature known
as "apocalyptic," of which it is an early specimen. Apocalyptic writing enjoyed its greatest
popularity from 200 B.C. to 100 A.D., a time of distress and persecution for Jews, and later, for
Christians. Though subsequent in time to the prophetic, apocalyptic literature has its roots in the
teaching of the prophets, who often pointed ahead to the day of the Lord, the consummation of
history. For both prophet and apocalyptist Yahweh was the Lord of history, and he would
ultimately vindicate his people.

This work was composed during the bitter persecution carried on by Antiochus IV Epiphanes
(167-164) and was written to strengthen and comfort the Jewish people in their ordeal.

The Book contains stories originating in and transmitted by popular traditions which tell of the
trials and triumphs of the wise Daniel and his three companions. The moral is that men of faith
can resist temptation and conquer adversity. The characters are not purely legendary but rest on
older historical tradition. What is more important than the question of historicity, and closer to
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the intention of the author, is the fact that a persecuted Jew of the second century B.C. would
quickly see the application of these stories to his own plight.

There follows a series of visions promising deliverance and glory to the Jews in the days to
come. The great nations of the ancient world have risen in vain against Yahweh; his kingdom
shall overthrow existing powers and last forever. Under this apocalyptic imagery are contained
some of the best elements of prophetic teaching: the insistence on right conduct, the divine
control over events, the certainty that the kingdom of God will ultimately triumph. The arrival of
the kingdom is a central theme of the synoptic gospels, and Jesus, in calling himself the "Son of
Man," reminds us that he fulfills the destiny of this mysterious figure in the seventh chapter of
Daniel.

The added episodes of Susanna, Bel, and the Dragon, found only in the Greek version, are
edifying short stories with a didactic purpose.

These three sections constitute the divisions of the Book of Daniel:

I. Daniel and the Kings of Babylon (Daniel 1:1-6:29)
II. Daniel's Visions (Daniel 7:1-12:13)

III. Appendix ((Dan)Sus 13; Bel 14)

Hosea

Hosea belonged to the northern kingdom and began his prophetic career in the last years of

Jeroboam II (786-746 B.C.). Some believe that he was a priest, others that he was a cult prophet;
the prophecy, our only source of information concerning his life, gives us no certain answer in
the matter. The collected oracles reveal a very sensitive, emotional man who could pass quickly
from violent anger to the deepest tenderness. The prophecy pivots around his own unfortunate
marriage to Gomer, a personal tragedy which profoundly influenced his teaching. In fact, his
own prophetic vocation and message were immeasurably deepened by the painful experience he
underwent in his married life.

Gomer, the adultress, symbolized faithless Israel. And just as Hosea could not give up his wife
forever even when she played the harlot, so Yahweh could not renounce Israel, who had been
betrothed to him. God would chastise, but it would be the chastisement of the jealous lover,
longing to bring back the beloved to the fresh and pure joy of their first love.

Israel's infidelity took the form of idolatry and ruthless oppression of the poor. No amount of
mechanically offered sacrifices could atone for her serious sins. Chastisement alone remained;
God would have to strip her of the rich ornaments bestowed by her false lovers and thus bring
her back to the true lover. A humiliated Israel would again seek Yahweh. The eleventh chapter of
Hosea is one of the summits of Old Testament theology; God's love for his people has never
been expressed more tenderly. Hosea began the tradition of describing the relation between
Yahweh and Israel in terms of marriage. This symbolism appears later on in the Old Testament;
and, in the New, both St. John and St. Paul express in the same imagery the union between Christ
and his Church.

The Book of Hosea is divided as follows:
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I. The Prophet's Marriage and Its Lesson (Hosea 1:1-3:5)
II. Israel's Guilt and Punishment (Hosea 4:1-14:9(10))

Joel

This prophecy is rich in apocalyptic imagery and strongly eschatological in tone. It was

composed about 400 B.C. Its prevailing theme is the day of the Lord.

A terrible invasion of locusts ravaged Judah. So frightful was the scourge that the prophet
visualized it as a symbol of the coming day of the Lord. In the face of this threatening
catastrophe, the prophet summoned the people to repent, to turn to the Lord with fasting and
weeping. They were ordered to convoke a solemn assembly in which the priests would pray for
deliverance. The Lord answered their prayer and promised to drive away the locusts and bless
the land with peace and prosperity. To these material blessings would be added an outpouring of
the spirit on all flesh. St. Peter, in his first discourse before the people at Pentecost (Acts 2:16-
21), sees in the coming of the Holy Spirit the fulfillment of this promise (Joel 1:1-3:5).

The concluding poem pictures the nations gathered in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, where the Lord
is about to pass judgment. Israel's enemies are summoned to hear the solemn indictment; their
evil deeds are at last requited. The tumultuous throng assembled in the valley of decision is made
up of the enemies of God and they face inevitable destruction. The oracle changes abruptly from
the terrifying image of judgment to a vision of Israel restored and forever secure from her
enemies. God is both the vindicator of his people and the source of their blessing (4:1-21).

Amos

Amos was a shepherd of Tekoa in Judah, who exercised his ministry during the prosperous

reign of Jeroboam II (786-746 B.C.). He prophesied in Israel at the great cult center of Bethel,
from which he was finally expelled by the priest in charge of this royal sanctuary. The poetry of
Amos, who denounces the hollow prosperity of the northern kingdom, is filled with imagery and
language taken from his own pastoral background. The book is an anthology of his oracles and
was compiled either by the prophet or by some of his disciples.

The prophecy begins with a sweeping indictment of Damascus, Philistia, Tyre, and Edom; but
the forthright herdsman saves his climactic denunciation for Israel, whose injustice and idolatry
are sins against the light granted to her. Israel could indeed expect the day of Yahweh, but it
would be a day of darkness and not light. When Amos prophesied the overthrow of the
sanctuary, the fall of the royal house, and the captivity of the people, it was more than Israelite
officialdom could bear. The priest of Bethel drove Amos from the shrine-but not before hearing a
terrible sentence pronounced upon himself.

Amos is a prophet of divine judgment, and the sovereignty of Yahweh in nature and history
dominates his thought. But he was no innovator; his conservatism was in keeping with the whole
prophetic tradition calling the people back to the high moral and religious demands of Yahweh's
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revelation. In common with the other prophets, Amos knew that divine punishment is never
completely destructive; it is part of the hidden plan of God to bring salvation to men. The
perversity of the human will may retard, but it cannot totally frustrate, this design of a loving
God. The last oracle opens up a perspective of restoration under a Davidic king.

The Book of Amos may be divided as follows:

I. Judgment of the Nations (Amos 1:1-2:16)
II. Words and Woes for Israel (Amos 3:1-6:14)

III. Symbolic Visions: Threats and Promises (Amos 7:1-9:8, 9)
IV. Epilogue: Messianic Perspective (Amos 9:8c-15)

Obadiah

The twenty-one verses of this book contain the shortest and sternest prophecy in the Old

Testament. Nothing is known of the author, although his oracle against Edom, a long-standing
enemy of Israel, indicates a date of composition sometime in the fifth century B.C. During this
period the Edomites had been forced to abandon their ancient home near the Gulf of Aqaba and
had settled in southern Judah, where they appear among the adversaries of the Jews returning
from exile. The prophecy is a bitter cry for vengeance against Edom for its heinous crimes. The
mountain of Esau will be occupied and ravaged by the enemy but Zion shall remain inviolate.
Judah and Israel shall again form one nation; and that triumphant refrain of Israelite eschatology
will be heard once more: "The Kingdom is the Lord's!" Many of the verses in this prophecy can
be paralleled in Jeremiah 49:7-22 but it is difficult to determine the precise relationship between
these similar passages.

Jonah

Written in the postexilic era, probably in the fifth century B.C., this book is a didactic story with

an important theological message. It concerns a disobedient prophet who attempted to run away
from his divine commission, was cast overboard and swallowed by a great fish, rescued in a
marvelous manner, and sent on his way to Nineveh, the traditional enemy of Israel. To the
surprise of Jonah, the wicked city listened to his message of doom and repented immediately.
All, from king to lowliest subject, humbled themselves in sackcloth and ashes. Seeing their
repentance, God did not carry out the punishment he had planned for them. Whereupon Jonah
complained to God about the unexpected success of his mission; he was bitter because Yahweh,
instead of destroying, had led the people to repentance and then spared them.

From this partly humorous story, a very sublime lesson may be drawn. Jonah stands for a narrow
and vindictive mentality, all too common among the Jews of that period. Because they were the
chosen people, a good many of them cultivated an intolerant nationalism which limited the
mercy of God to their nation. It was abhorrent to their way of thinking that nations as wicked as
Assyria should escape his wrath.
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The prophecy, which is both instructive and entertaining, strikes directly at this viewpoint. It is a
parable of mercy, showing that God's threatened punishments are but the expression of a
merciful will which moves all men to repent and seek forgiveness. The universality of the story
contrasts sharply with the particularistic spirit of many in the postexilic community. The book
has also prepared the way for the gospel with its message of redemption for all, both Jew and
Gentile.

Micah

Micah was a contemporary of Isaiah. Of his personal life and call we know nothing except that

he came from the obscure village of Moresheth in the foothills. His were the broad vistas of the
Judean lowland and the distant sea on the western horizon. With burning eloquence he attacked
the rich exploiters of the poor, fraudulent merchants, venal judges, corrupt priests and prophets.
To the man of the countryside the vices of the nation seemed centered in its capitals, for both
Samaria and Jerusalem are singled out for judgment. An interesting notice in Jeremiah 26:17, 18
informs us that the reform of Hezekiah was influenced by the preaching of Micah.

The prophecy may be divided into three parts: I: The impending judgment of the Lord, followed
by an exposition of its causes, Israel's sins. Censure of Judah's leaders for betrayal of their
responsibility. (Micah 1:1-3:12) II: The glory of the restored Zion. A prince of David's house
will rule over a reunited Israel. (St. Matthew's Nativity narrative points to Christ's birth in
Bethlehem as the fulfillment of this propehecy.) A remnant shall survive the chastisement of
Judah and her adversaries shall be destroyed. (Micah 4:1-5:14) III: The case against Israel, in
which the Lord is portrayed as the plaintiff who has maintained fidelity to the covenant. The
somber picture closes with a prayer for national restoration and a beautiful expression of trust in
God's pardoning mercy. (Micah 6:1-7:20)

It should be noted that each of these three divisions begins with reproach and the threat of
punishment, and ends on a note of hope and promise.

Nahum

Shortly before the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C., Nahum uttered his prophecy against the hated

city. To understand the prophet's exultant outburst of joy over the impending destruction it is
necessary to recall the savage cruelty of Assyria, which had made it the scourge of the ancient
Near East for almost three centuries. The royal inscriptions of Assyria afford the best
commentary on the burning denunciation of "the bloody city."' In the wake of their conquests,
mounds of heads, impaled bodies, enslaved citizens, and avaricious looters testified to the
ruthlessness of the Assyrians. Little wonder that Judah joined in the general outburst of joy over
the destruction of Nineveh!

But Nahum is not a prophet of unrestrained revenge. God's moral government of the world is
asserted. Yahweh is the avenger but he is also merciful, a citadel in the day of distress. Nineveh's
doom was a judgment on the wicked city. Before many years passed, Jerusalem too was to learn
the meaning of such a judgment.
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The Book is divided as follows: The Lord's Coming in Judgment (Nahum 1:2-2:1, 3) The Fall of
Nineveh (Nahum 2:2-3:19)

Habakkuk

This prophecy dates from the years 605-597 B.C., or between the great Babylonian victory at

Carchemish and Nebuchadnezzar's invasion of Judah which culminated in the capture of
Jerusalem. The situation of Judah was desperate at this time, with political intrigue and idolatry
widespread in the small kingdom. The first two chapters consist of a dialogue between the
prophet and the Lord. For what may be the first time in Israelite literature, a man questions the
ways of God, as Habakkuk calls him to account for his government of the world. To this
question God replies that he has prepared a chastising rod, Babylon, which will be the avenging
instrument in his hand. There is added the divine assurance that the just Israelite will not perish
in the calamities about to be visited on the nation.

The third chapter is a magnificent religious lyric, filled with reminiscences of Israel's past and
rich in literary borrowings from the poetry of ancient Canaan, though still expressing authentic
Israelite faith. God appears in all his majestic splendor and executes vengeance on Judah's
enemies. The prophecy ends with a joyous profession of confidence in the Lord, the Savior.

Zephaniah

The title of the prophecy informs us that the ministry of Zephaniah took place during the reign

of Josiah (640-609 B.C.). The protest against the worship of false gods, and the condemnation of
the pro-Assyrian court ministers who served as regents during Josiah's minority, allow us to
place the work in the first decade of the reign. Accordingly, the prophecy of Zephaniah comes
rightly before that of Jeremiah, who was probably influenced by it in both language and ideas.

The age of Zephaniah was a time of religious degradation, when the old idolatries reappeared
and men worshiped sun, moon, and stars. Rites completely alien to the pure monotheism taught
by Moses flourished in Jerusalem. To the corrupt city Zephaniah announced the impending
judgment, the day of the Lord. The prophecy may be divided into three sections, corresponding
to the three chapters of the book:

The day of the Lord: A day of doom. The last few verses of this oracle give the classic
description of the day of the Lord as an overwhelming disaster. The Christian hymn Dies Irae is
based on this passage (Zephaniah 1:2-18)

The day of the Lord: A day of judgment of the nations, traditional enemies of God's people
(Zephaniah 2:1-15)

Reproach and Promise for Jerusalem: Despite Judah's infidelities, the Lord in his mercy will
spare a holy remnant, which will finally enjoy peace. The prophecy closes with a hymn of joy
sung by the remnant restored to Zion (Zephaniah 3:1-20)
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Haggai

Postexilic prophecy begins with Haggai, who received the word of the Lord in the second year

of Darius (520 B.C.). The Jews who returned from the exile in Babylonia had encountered
formidable obstacles in their efforts to re-establish Jewish life in Judah. The Samaritans had
succeeded in blocking the rebuilding of the temple; but after Darius acceded to the throne (522),
permission was given to resume the work. At this critical moment, when defeatism and a certain
lethargy had overtaken his repatriated countrymen, Haggai came forward with his exhortations to
them to complete the great task. The first oracle, an appeal to the Jews, is contained in Hag 1. To
this appeal Haggai added a short oracle of encouragement (Haggai 2:1-9) for the sake of those
who gloomily contrasted the former magnificence of Solomon's temple with the second temple:
the Lord would be present in this new abode, and its glory, enhanced by the offerings of the
Gentiles, would surpass the ancient splendor.

The prophecy may be divided into five oracles:

 The call to rebuild the temple. The economic distress so apparent in Judah is due to the
Jews' neglect of the Lord while they provide for their own needs (Haggai 1:1-15).

 The future glory of the new temple, surpassing that of the old (Haggai 2:1-9).

 Unworthiness of a people, who may be the Samaritans, to offer sacrifice at the newly
restored altar. This oracle is cast in the literary form of a torah, an instruction given the
people by a priest (Haggai 2:10-14).

 A promise of immediate blessings, which follows upon the undertaking (Hag 1) to
rebuild the temple (Haggai 2:15-19).

 A pledge to Zerubbabel, descendant of David, repository of the messianic hopes (Haggai
2:20-23).

Zechariah

Zechariah's initial prophecy is dated to 520 B.C., the same year as that in which Haggai received

the prophetic call. The first eight chapters of the Book of Zechariah contain oracles which
certainly belong to him while the last six (sometimes called "Deutero-Zechariah") represent the
work of one or more unknown authors. In the prophecies proper to Zechariah eight symbolic
visions are recorded, all meant to promote the work of rebuilding the temple and to encourage
the returned exiles, especially their leaders, Joshua and Zerubbabel. In the final chapter of this
first division Zechariah portrays the messianic future under the figure of a prosperous land to
which the nations come in pilgrimage, eager to follow the God of Israel.

The second part of Zechariah is divided into two sections, each with its own introductory title.
The first (Zec 9-11) consists of oracles whose historical background, date and authorship are
extremely difficult to determine. With Zechariah 9:9 begins the messianic vision of the coming
of the Prince of Peace. The verses describing the triumphant appearance of the humble king are
taken up by the four Evangelists to describe the entry of Christ into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.
Zec 12 is introduced by an oracle proclaiming the victory of God's people over the heathen. The



Introduction to the Hebrew Scriptures 38

prophecy closes by describing in apocalyptic imagery, the final assault of the enemy on
Jerusalem, after which the messianic age begins.

Malachi

This work was composed by an anonymous writer shortly before Nehemiah's arrival in

Jerusalem (445 B.C.). Because of the sharp reproaches he was leveling against the priests and
rulers of the people, the author probably wished to conceal his identity. To do this he made a
proper name out of the Hebrew expression for "My Messenger" (Malachi), which occurs in
Malachi 1:1; 3:1. The historical value of the prophecy is considerable in that it gives us a picture
of life in the Jewish community returned from Babylon, between the period of Haggai and the
reform measures of Ezra and Nehemiah. It is likely that the author's trenchant criticism of abuses
and religious indifference in the community prepared the way for these necessary reforms.

The chosen people had made a sorry return for divine love. The priests, who should have been
leaders, had dishonored God by their blemished sacrifices. In his first chapter, the writer foresees
the time when all nations will offer a pure oblation (Malachi 1:11)-a prophecy whose fulfillment
the Church sees in the Sacrifice of the Mass. The author then turns from priests to people,
denouncing their marriages with pagans and their callous repudiation of Israelite wives. Imbued
with the rationalist and critical spirit of the times, many had wearied God with the question,
"Where is the God of justice?" To this question the prophet replies that the day of the Lord is
coming. But first the forerunner must come, who will prepare the soil for repentance and true
worship. The Gospel writers point to John the Baptizer, as the forerunner ushering in the
messianic age, the true day of the Lord. When the ground is prepared God will appear,
measuring out rewards and punishments and purifying the nation in the furnace of judgment. He
will create a new order in which the ultimate triumph of good is inevitable.


