Reflections on the
Hebrew Bible and the
New Testament
James D. Tobor
I have been thinking lately about the essential differences
betweenJudaismand Christianity,or more properly, the kind of
religion reflectedin the Hebrew Bible and that of the Greek Ncw
Testament.I have long ago rejectedas personaloptionsthe major
contemporarymanifestationsof Judaismand Christianity - by
that I meanthe Mishnaic-Talmudicforms of the ClassicalJewish
faith that developedafter SecondTempletimes,and the Orthodox
Catholic versionsof Christianitythat developedin the West and
Eastafter Constantine.I am interestedin religiousand philosophical truth, but my training is that of an historian,so perhapsrhatis
why I am drawn to the more ancient forms of thesetwo faiths.
i.e., the Hebrew faith as formulated by the Prophetsand final
redactorsof the Hebrew Bible, and earliestChristianity as reflected in the New Testament.
- In consideringthesetwo "religions" or ways of thinking about
God, the world and human pu{pose,I find that I am much more
drawn to the former than the latter. Whv is that so? What is it
aboutthe HebrewBible, evenon a purely-mythologicallevel, that
seemsto draw me so? Conversely,what is it about earlv Christianity, especially the systematii interpretationsof Paul or the
Gospelof John,that puts me off so?
The Hebrew Bible's Ambiguity
As for the Hebrew Bible, the whole notion of the One, true and
living Creator,the God of Abrahamis most appealing.Humans
are seenas mortal, madeof dust. Consequently,
deathand human
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history are taken very seriously. They are made in the image of
God, capableof reasonand free choice,of good as well as evil.
God revealsDivine laws, the "Way" for humankind;a way that
brings blessingsnot curses.The human race is seen starkly in its
wayward and sinful condition,yet there are those who love and
follow this true God in the midst of it all. Their missionis to be a
witness to the "nations" (non-believers)and to bring about the
justice, and peaceon the earth.
establishmentof righteousness,
On an individual level, as in the Psalmsor Job, there is a lot of
questingafter God. The ways of God are far from clear. There is
certainly expectationof intervention,a longing for God's help and
care, but any simplistic view of things is rejected.
The Hebrew canon (with the exceptionof Daniel) essentially
closeswith this kind of ambiguity.Humansare to seek God, to
live the ways of God on the earth, but much is left open, whether
individual ideasof immortality or broaderschemesof historical
plans and purposes.The essentialidea of the Shemais the heartof
it all: God's people are to acknowledgeGod's nature, to love
God, and to follow the ways of God revealed in the Torah and
Prophets.Ecclesiastesshows clearly how many questionsare
simply left unanswered.True, the Prophetsdo offer many predictions of a restorationof Israel and even a transformedage to
come. However,the texts themselvesexpresslament-full doubts
about when, and even whether,this will ever come (e.g., Psalm
89; Habakkuk). The Hebrew canon closes with II Chronicles
36:23 - "Let him go up" - which could bear some symbolic
meaning.It comesat the very beginningof the SecondTemple
period: all is open,Israel's future is still unwritten,and individuals are called to respond.

cosmos.The whole complex of ideasabout multiple levels of
heavens,fate, angels,demons,miraclesand magic abound.It is
as if all the questionsthat the Hebrew Bible only begins to explore
- questions about theodicy, justice, human purpose, history,
death,sin - are all suddenlyansweredwith a loud and resounding "Yes!" There is little, if any, struggle left. There are few
hauntingquestions,and no genuinetragedyor meaninglesssuffering. All is guaranteed;all will shortlybe worked oul
Of course,various attemptsare made to reinterpretthis early
Christianitvfor our time. usuallyin termsof ethics or someexistential cor6 of truth. But early Christianityrestson two essential
points, both of which resist easy demythologization:it is a religious movementbuilt upon an apocalypticview of history; and an
evaluationof Jesusas a Hellenisticdeity, i.e., a pre-existent
divine Savior God in whom all ultimate meaningrests.If theseare
unacceptablein the modem world, or incompatible with the fundamentalHebrew view of things, then the whole systembecomes
difficult, if not superfluous.
This is not to say that there are no similar problems with the
Hebrew Bible, but fundamentally things are different. Even
Daniel, which begins down the path of fantastic apocalyptic
answersto hard human questionsabout the meaning of history, is
somewhatvague about it all. That is one good reasonDaniel was
never included among the Prophetsin the Jewish canon.
Of course, the Hebrew Bible, like the New Testament, is
"interventionist" to the core, and that is a problem for modern
interpretation.God calls Abraham, delivers Israel from Egypt,
revealsthe Torah at Sinai, gives the Land to the Israelites,expels
them, promisesto bring them back, etc. It is an interventionist
story. And yet, there are many dark areas,many unanswered
queries,and much doubt and debateexpressedabout it all, even
within the texts themselves.But more important,the two major
problems for the later Hellenistic age - human mortality and the
questionof final historical purpose- are left open and vague.
This is the main differencebetweenthesetwo canons.

The New Testament's Answers
The New Testamentcomes out of a whollv different milieu.
First, it is part and parcel of the broad chinges in religious
thoughtthat we know as "Hellenization."It is characterizedbya
vast and expandeddualistic cosmos,an emphasison immortality
and personalsalvation,i.e., on escaping this world for a better
heavenlylife. At the same time, and to be more specific, it is
absolutelyand completely dominatedby an apocalyptic world
view of things,wherebyall will be soonresolvedby the decisive
intervention of God, the End of the Age, the last great Judgment,
and the eternalKingdom of God. In addition, the Christology that
develops,even in the first century, is thoroughly "Hellenistic,"
with Jesusthe human transformedinto the pre-existent,divine,
Son of God, who sits at the right hand of God and is Lord of the
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My Attachment to Both Canons
By why bother with either, with any? I find myself drawn to
thesetexts, theseideasand images,even if only on a mythological level. For example,my commitmentto vegetarianism,though
resting on other grounds,is reinforcedby the ideal picture in Genesis 1, where humansand beastsare given only "green herbs" to
eat. It is only after the Flood that meat is allowed, when sin and
violence had filled the earth. Are we to re-presentto the world in
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this small way, this way of peacefrom which we have fallen? It is
a powerful idea, as Isaiah himself knew when he spoke of the
child's leading the lion, the infant's playing at the nest of the
scorpion- "They will not hurt nor destroyon all My holy mountain, saysthe LORD" (Isa. 1l:9).
Yet we still must dailv face the stark realitv of life on rhis
planet, with its inevitabl'eways, "red in tooth-and claw." One
could go on and on with this. The imagesare powerful - but are
they really necess:uy,and are they the bestor most truthful ones?
Why are they so much of my life? Why do I eventhink of them as
somekind of a "message"deservingof proclamation?
Do we needsuchmyths?What aboutsimply statedphilosophical statements?Isn't lhat enough?Certainly-all languageabout
God and the great religious questionsis necessarilyanthropomorphic and analogical.We should not naively imagine that we live
without myth and symbol. But to what degree are we able to
affirm honestly the divinity of JesusChrist, his resunection from
the dead,the SecondComing, or - even more fundamentallythe Creationaccountsof Genesisand the Sinai revelation?Much
of the time I am inclined to leaveit behind.However,I still find
myself picking up the Bible, mostly the Hebrew Bible, and reading it with somesenseof its value and power. I want to shareit
with my children,to talk aboutthosestoriesand ideas,so couched
and formed by the world view of an agelong past.
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