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Thisis a book to read and study. GordonnNamhas provided atudy of OldTestament
ethics that strikes the balance, as wasllanybook could,between “law andjrace,” or the
demands of the covenant, as equalized by God'’s fatherly compassion toward his children.

1. Summary of Wenham’s Argument
Wenham epitomizes his thesis at the outset:

Obviously the behaviour of the chief actors [of the Old Testament
narratives] in many instances falls miserabhort of the ideal, andthey
often suffer in some way fdheir mistakes.Yet it is clear too that they are
not deserted byod despitaheir sinfulness. Sdhere is a padox in Old
Testament narrative ethiosn the onehand Gods terribly demanding, he
looks for nothing lessthan godlike perfecbehaviour,yet on the other,
despite humarfailings, he doesot forget his covenant loyalty to his
people,and ultimately brings hemthroughthe suffering thattheir sin has
brought aboutOld Testament etbs are therefore as much about grace as
about law: theydeclare thaGod, the all-holy, is alsoGod, the all-merciful

(p. 4).

Later on, Wenham addisat Isaac’dleathbedlessing of Genesis 4% an episode
that is most revealing inthe way it brings outthe viewpoints ofthe differentactors.
Moreover, “it is also one of many the Old Testamentvhich showthe depthof its moral
insight and itsavoidance ofsimple black-and-whitgudgements. ltdeals with aworld
wherethere ardew perfectsaints and fewnredeemablsinners: most of its heroes and
heroineshave bothvirtues andvices, they mix obedience andunbelief” (p. 15).
Complementary tdhis “real life” assessment of the Old Testameaints isWenham’s
equation of “perfect” with “blameless,” as per the example of Noah (p. 30).

The openingchapterestablisheghe categories ofimplied author” and “implied
reader,” which serve afundamental categoriefor Wenham’'s approach tthe Old
Testamentnarratives. To bellustrated bytwo particular books, Genesisand Judges,
Wenham seeks to argue that ethrealders should aito discoverthe views ofthe implied
author,and this requirethemto engagewith hisideas and to shareis stance on many
issues. To becomesnsitive readenvolves understandinthe impliedauthor’s outlook
and adapting oneself tbe impliedreader.Accordingly, the reader is not concerned with
the process of compositiomut with whatthe impliedauthor iscommunicating bytelling
the narrative. This involvesareful study of the final form of the differentbooks to
determine the message that they were attempting to communicate to their implied readers.

Wenham then turns to the rhetorical functidrGenesis. This is chapter chock-a-
block with insightsinto thefirst book of the Bible, including its relation to other Old
Testamentnarratives. The “ethics of Genesis” revolve around monotheism (which
functions as a persistentitique of Near Eastern theology) aride humanbeing as the
image ofGod. Over agast theBabyloniancreationand flood myths, Genesignvisions
God as the provider fdiumanneeds, nothe otherway aroundwith mankindproviding
“care and feeding for the gods.” ThusG@enesis a far morngositive view istaken of man
in the order of creation, withdam an Evaepresente@ds his image. lithe context of the



ancientNear East, the king was regularly called the “image” of thegods; but Genesis
democratizes the idea—"evehuman being is &ing and responsibléor managing the

world on God’sbehalf” (p. 25).1 The patriarchalnarratives confirmthat the task of

subduingthe earth idully operative even irthe aftermath of Adam’éall. Genesis thus
presentsa mixture ofrealism aml idealismin discussinghe creationmandatesjncluding

marriage and procreation, both of which have their happy and not so happy sides.

After Genesiscomes thehetoricalfunction of Judges.Again, the commentary on
the structure antheology ofthe book is rchly insightful andrewardscarefulreading. As
to theatmosphere ofudges, it igjuite differentfrom Genesis. Théatter begins with the
triumphant account of God creating the world in six days and ends with Joseph confidently
looking forward to his bual in the promisedland. By contrast, Juég openswith the
ineffective efforts of the Israelite tribes toncper the land andoncludesafter a dreadful
civil war, with the gloomy reflection’every man didwhat wasright in his own eyes.”
Moreover, whereas Genesis hafaidy positive dtitude towardsthe past, Judgekas a
much darker one. For Wenham, most of the stories in the book seem to be told to shock the
reader or at leashake thereaderask himself whatthe characters in thstories ought to
have done. In other words, the narrative embodies a set of values and ethical norms that the
reader mussomehowtune into if he is not to read tistories “againsthe grain,” i.e., in
waysthat arecontrary tothe nmessagehat theauthor intendd to convey. According to
Wenham, in Judges “we have fewer clues than usual in the Old Testament to give away the
author’'s assumptionsand this coupled with its portrayal of non-normative behaviour
makes it oneof the most difficult books inthe canon tointerpret from an ethical
perspective” (p. 45).

With some qualification, Wenham is sympathetic valfissifying Judgess part of
the “DeuteronomisticHistory,” i.e., the books from Deuteronomy to Xings, which
recount thehistory of Israel fromthe conquest tothe exile. His reservation is that a
recognition of deuteronomistelements in thé&ook does nomake itsimply onevolume
within that history, because deuteronomistic ideas pervideOld Testament asvahole.
Even so, read inthis way, Judges iseen to exemplifythe ideals of thebook of
Deuteronomy, particularly its messagehat disobedience tahe law leadsto divine
displeasure and suffering for the nation.

The “ethics ofJudges” consist irfidelity to Yahweh. The two prologues of the

book, 1:1-2:5 and 2:6-3:6, predict what the céghe book willdescribe: Israel has broken
the covenant by not expelling the Canaarates will go furtheby worshippingtheir gods;
in turn, the Canaanites will becomisrael’'s adversariesBut this gloomyscenario is
prefaced by a ray of hope: Will never break mycovenantwith you.” “Despite the
repeated tales of Israel’s faithlessness that are abougito, KBods loyalty to Israel is not
in doubt. So although the booklisrizon becomesver darker athe story progresses and
it ends withthe blackest okpisodes, God'promise gives hopef new andbetter days”
(p- 50). “As in Genesis human sinfulness doesnuditfy God’s graciousnesdsrael may
break the covenant, and suffer it, but Godwill still hear theirprayerwhen they repent.
God'’s readiness taanswerprayer runs throughthe book of Judgesand relieves its
otherwise gloomy message” (p. 58).

! The image lies at the heart ofd@nd New Testament ethicWenhantakes the nature of
the image tdoe “elusive”(p. 25). However, in aecentpaper,“The hasdedawid of Isa
55:3—A Response to HugWilliamson,” ProfessorPeter Gentry of SoutherrBaptist
TheologicalSeminaryhas showrthat “image,” in the setting othe ancienOrient, was a
behavioral concepthe king conductedchimselflike his god This makesperfectsense of
Adam asGod’s image—heand Evewere made to replicate God’s activity in the world.
Among other thigs, after theflood, man is allowed tcavenge themurder of fellow
humans just because he is God’s image (Genesis 9:6).



This fidelity versus idolatry theme has particular application in the case of the
judges andhe would-be kingAbimelech. Inall but one instanceQthniel, the various
savior-judgedall short of wholeheartedhllegiance to thé.ord andforeshadowthe time
when a king‘after God’sown heart” would ascendhe throne of srael. Jdges portrays
Israel becomingprogressivelymore lax in its Torah-observance arneler moreprone to
disunity betweerthe tribes. Inthe epilogue, both trendseach a climaxwith outright
idolatry among the Danites and a civil vilaat could have destroydake nation:The reader
is driven to conclude: this must not continue, if the nation is to enjoy harmony at home and
peace abroad. A new way of life under deadership igequired, iflsrael is tosurvive in
Canaan” (p. 69).

In sum, “as inthe book of Genesishe heroes of Judgeare by no meansinless:
yet despite the book’gortrayal of their manyaults it stll affirms that God in hisgrace
may use them to fulfil his purpose” (p. 69).

Wenham nexturns to “Ethical Ideals andegal Requirements.” In this chapter, he
proceeds to argue that obediencthorules is noa sufficient definition of OldTestament
ethics, but that muchore is lookedor from memiters of the covenamteople.Ethics is
more thankeeping thelaw, or, to put it in biblical terms,righteousnessmvolves more than
living by the Decalogue and the other laws in the Pentateuch. Thereafter follows a sketch of
the importance of virtue, community values, and the imitatioGad for an understanding
of the values of the biblical narrators.

The ensuing discussion is based on the premise that while laws generally set a floor
for behavior within society, they do not prescribe an ethical ceiling. Therdferstudy of
legal codes within the Bible reveal only the limits of the tolerance of the law-givers and may
not be an index to what they approve ofideal comuct (p. 80). Inthe OH Testament,
what takes us tthe heart of thethical ideal is theavoidance of idolatnand the love and
worship of the only God. In his wordie Bible goes beyoridgal sanctionsind negative
commands, because its ethico-religious ideal is wholly positive:

Israel is enjoined to love the LORD with all Hegart, souandstrength. To
walk after, cleave to, and tove him. Thoughit hasbeen correctly pointed
out that these are the mcts required ofoyal treatypartners,and that love
and fear of God is expressekliefly throughkeepinghis commandments, it
is wrong toreduce loveto obedience. It isobedience, buimore than
obedience. Thisovenantal loyaltys also the attitudelooked for within a
family, between children and parents, and betwsgusesisrael’s loyalty
to and affectiorfor her God shouldmirror his love forher. Inthe Psalms
there argglimpses ofthe human g@irit reaching outtowardsthis goal (p.
81).

Wenham maintainghat thefirst commandmentllustrateswhat hecalls the “gap
between lavand ethics(p. 82). Thelaw meely punishedextremeforms of disloyalty to
God, i.e.,apostasy and idolatry, amuohibited actionsuch asintermarriage thamight
lead tothe ultimatereligious disloyalty. But fearing,loving, cleaving to the_ord was not
fulfilled just by avoidingthe worship of other gods. The ethico-religious goalwas far
deeper and morembracing: itinvolved bothloyalty to God and an enjoyment of his
presence.

Wenham'’s gap between law and ethéc#lustrated bysexualethics.The lawitself
discriminated agast women andreated arenvironment inwhich marriages wereasily
terminated on the part of tmeale. However, just looking dhe law gives amisleading
view of what actually went on iancientlsrael anddoes nosshow howthe biblicalwriters
in fact hoped for a much highstandard of sexual léts thanthe lawinsistedon. After a
brief surveyof materials Wenhamsurmiseshat in the realm of marriage thesas a gap
between the ideals or hopes of the implied writers and the lesser demands of the law.



As this chapter continues tmfold, Wermamdiscusseghe issue of‘character and
virtue,” both of which consist imbedience to the declared will God asthe cardinal
religious and ethical ideal. Su@hillustratedby Noahand Abraham. As regardise latter,
Wenham ingjhtfully observes thathe patriarch’s career begins andends with “two
dramaticand costly examples ¢fis absoluteobedience to God’sommands, higeaving
home anchis sacrifice ofhis onlyson” (pp. 87-88). He then suggestsee maincriteria
for determining that a character’s behavior is regarded by the implied author as virtuous: (1)
The behavior pattern is repeated in a number of different con{@xt$hecharacter trait is
exhibited in a positiveontext;(3) outsidethe narrativenaterial of the Oldl'estament, the
legal codes, Psalmsndwisdombooksoften shedlight on thevarious attitudestoward
virtue and vice. However, even when the focushefstories is orindividual examples of
piety, the communal diension of Iblical ethics, especially familysolidarity, remains
foundational.

In sumthis chapterargues twopropositions. Onethe ethical expectations of the
Old Testament are higher than the leggés. Simply keejing thelaws isinsufficient. It is
not enougho avoid worshippingothergods—the Lordvantslisrael to lovehim with her
whole heart,mind, and strength. Likewise, it is nogood enough not tacommit
adultery—the Old Testament expects husbandsvares to lovecare forand protecteach
other. Two, By portrayinghe biblicalrepeatedly acting in certaimays, the narratives are
implicitly defining certainvirtues and vices, encouraging its readergnitate the former
and avoidthe latter. Thesgirtuescannot be defined by laalone: rathethe stories offer
paradigms of behavior that apply in various situations.

Yet foundational to theséwo prongs ofOld Testament ethics is the imitation of
God. The vertical dimension of man imitati@gd has iteffects inman’streatment of his
fellow man. The historical narrativesspeciallyGenesis, thuset out a very loftydeal of
humanbehavior. Itdoesnot show its heroessimply keepingthe law intheir individual
actions orllustrating typical humanvirtues. Rather, it setsut a visionof human beings
made in the image dBod and thus obligated toimitate God in their dealings with one
another and witlother creaturesSometimeshe stories show, for exampléje patriarchs
acting in exemplary fashion: they raily keep thdaw andmodelvirtue, but exhibit truly
godly charactestics as thosenade in the image dbod should.Sometimes thefall very
far short. But most oftentheir deportment isnixed, neither outstandinglyvirtuous nor
catastropic. Neverthelesgheir mixed ethical achievemerdoesnot generate aense of
complacency in the reader. On tuntrary, it serveasa reminder thatGod still keeps his
promises and is loyal to his people despite their shortcomings.

Before turning tahe New Testament, Weham concentrates ahe “Problematic
Tales” of therape ofDinah (Genesis 34jand the story of Gideon (Judges6-8). After a
thorough redation of thevarious solutions tdhe problems, Vénhamhimself concludes
that in the case of Dinah no one coroasof the episode vegredibly onthe Israeliteside,
let along theShechemite side. Eveso, Jacob and hisonsescapescot-free."Here as in
many otherOld Testamentstories Godtreats his people much more kindly than they
deserve in ordeto demonstraténis faithfulness tohis promises”(p. 119). As for the
Gideon-episodethere are many aspects @fideon’s characterand actions that raise
guestions: like the other judges he is not meant to be imitated in every detalil.

But he is a greagxample ofhow Godcan actthrough less thaperfect
people. The story of Gideonké therest of Judges,demonstratessod’s
power over Israel’snemies andheir gods. Itdemonstrateshe Lord’s
faithfulness tohis covenant despitdsrael’s infidelity and his patience
towards those whom he calls l&ad his people despite theown wavering
faith and obedience (p. 127)

The concluding chapter on“New TestamentPerspectives” isbased on the
proposition thathe New Testament,ilkke theOld, is telling a story. Weham ties into the



work of Ben Witherington, Paul's Narrative World of Thought2 According to
Witherington, inPaul’'svision of humanhistory there ardour major stories:(1) the story

of a world gonewrong, i.e.,the fall of Adamand the onsequencedescribedn Genesis
1-11; (2) the story of Israel in that world; (3) the stohChrist; (4) the story o€hristians,
including Paul himself, which arises out of all three of these previous storiesthadirist
full installment of thestory of aworld setright again. Paul’'sheology is set within the
framework of thisgrand narrative which begins with creationand ends with Christ’s
second advent andthe resurrection ofthe dead. For both Paul and his Jewish
contemporaries, the story of salvation began with the call of Abraham hivitbegan the
process of the retrieval of fallen mankind and the restoration of Eden. “When Paul thinks of
the humarbeginnings ofparadiseregained, he thinks of that firgteat example ofaith.
Paul does nobelieve that therare severaktories of God’'sredeemingwork; there is
essentially onlyone that leadsfrom Abraham toChrist and beyond{p. 130, quoting
Witherington). Over aganst the Jewish appeal to te®ries of Moses and David, says
Witherington, Paul chose toconcentrate orAdam and Abraham because otheir more
universal appeal to Gentiles.

Given thisnarrativecharacter oPaulinetheology,and that othe New Testament
as a whole, it followgrom the unity of God’s historicgburpose thathere is a unity of
ethic before and after Chriskhus, it islikely that Paul,amongothers,expected the same
principles togovern behawar of the people ofGod before andafter Christ. This is
buttressed by the way various partste New Testament appeal to the Old Testament as
modkls for Christian behavior. Using Hebrews as an examplenh&@mnotes that the
authorpresupposes ngust afamiliarity with the stories ofthe Old Testament, buthat
there is a continuity between those people ancteaders. “They arpart of theone people
of God sharing in one story of salvatiorhat iswhy the achievements dhe Israelites of
the past should inspire the Christians of the first century” (p. 134).

The questions, How canthis theologicalcontinuity be maitained in the realm of
ethics? Does not the New Testament advocate a quite different stasugd matters as the
food laws, marriage andivorce,and vidence? Inorder to resolvehe question,Wenham
surveys the Old Testamelatws petaining topurity, holinessandfood. As forpurity, in
and throughthe multitude ofregulations,the key pinciple is thatGod isthe sypremely
holy being, and anyone who wishes to come into his presence must heddfpliness
in the ritual systenstands oppsite uncleannessSinceGod isperfectly holy, the unclean
arethose opposed tGod or whofall short of hisperfection. Idtatry is oneof the most
severeforms of uncleanness: ipollutesthe idolater, the land, and thesanctuary. Such
pollution, heobserves, ishe opposite ofthe life of God. Godhimself is fulland perfect
life, so that death is theery antithesis oholiness. Fothis reason,corpseimpurity ranks
among the most polluting types of defilement.

If the quintessence afincleanness ideath, itbecomesclear why corpses
areregarded as s@olluting. Theseapparentlyharsh regulationsdeclare
very loudly oneaspect of God'scharacter: he idife, perfectlife, both

morally and physically. He is opposed to death: those who willingbven
involuntarly embraceactions hat lead todeath separathemselvesfrom

God (p. 138).

Thefood lawsfit into the broader framework otleanness andncleanness. The
distinctions made in thdood lawsbetweencleanand unclearfoods match thedivisions
among mankind, between Israel #lect nation anthe non-elecGentiles.They served to
remind Israebf her speciabtatus as Giis chosen peoplelust as Godhad selectedjust

2 Witherington,Paul’'s Narrative World of Thought: The TapestfyTragedy and'riumph
(Westminster: John Knox, 1994).



one people to be near him, so Israel had tedbective inher diet. Throughthis system of
symbolic lawsthe Israeliteswere renmded at everyneal oftheir redemption to b&od’s
people. Their diet was limited tertain meats in imitation of the@od, whohad restricted
his choice among thenations to Israel. Itserved alsoto bring to mind Isael’s
responsibilities to be a holy nation. As they distinguished between clean and undéan f
they wereremindedthat holiness wasnore thana matter ofmeatand drink buta way of
life characterized by pity and integrity.But theselaws rot only remindd Israel of her
distinctivenessthey servedto enforceit. Jews &ithful to thesdaws would tend to avoid
Gentile company, lest they were offered unclean food to eat.

This overview ofthe OldTestamenthinking about purity andincleanness allows
us to assess the Névestament approaahore clearly. The New Testament teaching fully
underlinesOld Testamentview of uncleanness, but ither respds transforms it.
Transformation,rather thansimple abrogation, isthe New Testament’s handling of
uncleanness caused Hiseasepodly dischargesandfood laws. Insead of keeping his
distancefrom those afflicted with uncleannessJesustouchesthem, thereby making
himself unclean.Thus hetouchedepers, awoman suffering from a flow oblood, and
even corpses, head) the forme, andbringing the latterback tolife (e.g., Mark 1:40-41;
5:21-43). Inrather stark contrastwith the Old TestamentJesusinaugurated the new
creationand theeschatologicateign of God, whenGod drewnear to thesufferers and
healed them personallilis miracleshad theeffect ofiincluding withinthe people of God
those who had formerly been outside.

Drawing on thework of N. T. Wright,3 Wenham maintains thathe healing
miracles are breaking in of the new order planmethe creator Godn which we glimpse
something beyonthe simplereconstitution of Israel, becauséen Israelwas restored,
the whole creationwould be restoredlThis new creationaccording to bibtal and first-
century Jewislthought, was teembrace nojust Jews butall nations. Jesusapparent
disregard forthe puity regulations signaled ndisrespectfor them, butratherwas a
declaration that theimostfundamentalvalues were beindulfilled. The purity laws bore
witness to gicture ofGod who waghe source ofperfect lifeand wholeness: only those
who enjoyedfull and perfect healthwere judgedfit to enterthe templeand experience
God'’s presence. Butow, with the new creationinaugurated bylesusthosehealed were
freed from uncleanness and were able to draw near to God.

These food laws reminded the Jews of their special statile asme peoplehosen
by God. Theclean(edible) creaturesymbolized Isael whereasthe uncleanprohibited)
foods symbolizedthe Gentilenations.But in thenew creation,the people ofGod are
comprised ofall nations;hence, it isinappropriatefor the food laws, which symbolized
Israel’'s segregation, to meaintainedIn Matthew and Mark, Jesus’critique of thefood
laws (Matthew 15:16-1Mark 7:1819) isimmediatelyfollowed by the story ofthe Syro-
Phoenician woman (describing hersadfa dog, i.eynclean),whose daughtepossessed
by an unclearspirit, was leated byJesus(Matthew 15:21-28;Mark 7:24-30). Thus, the
reappraisal othe dietarylaws, like hat of uncleanpersons, isnot seen by the New
Testament writers as contradicting the Oéstament so muchs reaffirming therealization
of its hopes withthe coming ofChrist andthe inauguration of enew creation, in which
there is neithedew nor Gentileandeveryone including theunclean,may be restored to
fulfill God’s purposes.

New creation isalso the key tounderstandingsuch particulars as the New
Testament'smodification of the OldTestamentregulations concerningnarriage and
divorce, especially in therevolutionary teaching of Jesus. Inthis respectJesus’
transformation of marriage is like his treatment of the purity code. On the fécehefre is
confrontation and abrogation of the old rules, but at a deeper level there is a reaffirmation of

3 Wright, Jesusand theVictory of God Christian Originsand the Question oBod 2
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996).



God’s original creative purposes for the human rébhe.same goes fafiolence, which is
anti-life.

In his Conclusions, Wéamunderscoreshe pointedlyeschatological character of
Christian ethics. AChristian ethic is eschatological intwo senses. Othe one sie, the
reign of God hasbegun withthe first advent ofChrist. Onthe otherside, the climactic
phase of the kingdom is outstanding, and it is to this leaidthe Gdl Testamennharratives
continue to find their relevance.

The coming of the kingdom may be maeparent in th&hristianera than
it was beforeChrist, but it is still partial. The Church today, like Israel of
old, still hopesand prays forthe consummation. Istill has to live in a
world distortedby hardness ofieart anchot as itwas inthe beginning. It
sill lives in aworld where sin and violence are endemic. Individual
Christians andhe Churchare afflicted byboth. They need théaws and
narratives ofthe Old Testament to remind thef the creator’s idals and
how to handlesituations whichfall short oftheseideals. Inthis way the
experience of the saints of the Old Testament has muglad¢hthose of the
New (p. 154).

The book ends with the two outstanding points developetdry as TorahFirst,
the Old Testamemnwitnesses to God'tolerance. The Lordirgeslisrael to loveGod and
neighbor with all one’s heart, soul, and migintd to be holy as he is halpeuteronomy
6:5; Leviticus 19:18; 11:45). But there igmeat gap between thesétyadeals andhe law.
People were nopunished fornot loving God with their whole heart,only for brazen
disloyalty expressed by active idolatry. Similarly, latkove towardsone’s neighbors did
not attract judicial sanction, only actions teatiously harmed therauch agheft, murder,
or adultery. On such deedise law camedown veryhard; butthough God wanted his
people to love him wholeheartedly and their neighbors as themselves, he put opebith
less.

Closelyrelated to thdirst point is the second:the narratives demonstrat8od’s
faithfulness tohis promises de#ip the unfaithfulness ofhis people.There are many
episodes in Genesis where itagparent that thpatriarchs do nobbey orshow the faith
they should; yet despite their slips, Gedains fahful and indeed resesthem from the
problems they create for themselves. This pattern is even more prominent in Judges.

God’s character as it emerges in the stmfaébe Old Testamenms thuspre-
eminently marked by teranceandfaithfulness.That iswhy StPaul could
assure hisreaders that‘whatever was written in former days was
written...that by the encouragement of gwiptures wemight have hope”
(Rom 15:4). Read sensitively they may still do the same today (p. 155).

2. Response

Wenham'’s book is a breath of fresh air in the study of Old TestameniNg@md estament)
ethics. Thecentral theses ofthe volume, as smmarized in theConclusions,are of
particular importanceand relevance intoday’s climate, particularly as egards the
justification/sanctificatiordebate And it is just here that Wehamstrikesthe all-important
balancebetween thedemands othe lawand thetolerance of thdaw-giver. As quoted
above, Wenham ehacterizesGod as teibly demanding,Jooking for nothing lessthan
godlike perfect behavior; yet despite human faillmg,doesot forget his covenant loyalty
to his people. Old Testament ethar®, therefore, as muelbout grace as about law: they
declare thaGod, the all-holy, is alsoGod, the all-merciful(p. 4). This is a pointwell
worth underscoring in view dhe tendency of Refored theologians to insishat the law
functioned as a kind of “covenant of works” that had to be kept perfectly in ordemé&n



in covenant standin‘b]nevitably, “perfectiori’ in this scenario, igefined in the modern,
not biblical, sense of “sinlessness.”
There is, to besure, such #hing asperfection. Butbiblically speakinbg,perfection

is a wholehearted commitment to honor the entirety oLtrd’s revealedwill. = Otherwise
put, perfection is simplya David-like desire to seeksod and follow hiscommandments
with all one’'sheart(Psalm119:2,10, 34, 69, 145)Perfection isexemplified bygodly
Zechariah and Elizabeth, “wereboth righteous beforeGod, walking in all the
commandments and ordinancéghe Lord blameles’s (Luke 1:6).Luke hardlypredicates
sinless perfection of the elderly couple. What is in vieaconformity oftheir lives to the
will of God as the expression of their fidelity to him.

Since, then, perfection and covenant faithfulreaesso closeljinked, the comfort
of a passage such as Romans 7:14-25 is that notwithstanding our many féwwess no
condemnation as long we as desirgetimain wthin the covenanbond, true toChrist the
Lord. In light of Wenham’sfindings, readers—andparticularly teachers—ofthe Old
Testament will want to turn to its historical narratit@find examples nainly of faith and
perseverance Ibwf godly living as well. As Wenham argues sopersuasively,these
narratives constitute story as Torah. But to reitgate from above, wecan be entirely
grateful for the reminder tht the Old Testamentorld is one in which“there are few
perfectsaints and fewunredeemablsinners: most ofts heroes and heroindmve both
virtues and vices, they mix obedience and unbelief” (p. 15).

The pastorahpplication ofWenham’s reading oOIld Testameninarrativeethics,
therefore, is tothe effect thata pietism thatburdensthe conscienceinnecessarily by
majoring on theobservance of comandments and minoring gerseverindaith is to be

resisted all costs’ The problem withthe variousancient Jevgh enclaveswas notthat
they were'legalistic” but pietistic The strenuoudaw-keepingof thesegroups, thabften
went beyond what is written, was grounded ipietism thattoo oftenhasbeenreplicated
in the history ofthe Christian church. If thessence o$in is idolatry, it follows that the
essence of righteousnesdidelity. God forgives our weaknesséisis only apostasyhat

makes it impossible to be restored to repentance (Hebrew7s 6:4).

Some readersnay besurprised aWenham’'sclaim of agap between law and
ethics. On asurfacereading, itmight seem implausible the storical narrativesvould
present a “higher ethic” than the law itself. But it makes sgive® his contention that law
functioned as aivil code as well aan ethicalcode: civillaw can beolerant ofbehavior
that an ideal ethicannot.That an idea ethic is placed in tfeem of story rather than
apodictic law is inkeeping withthe \ery character ofScripture as stg. The story line of

4 E.g., T. N. SchreineiThe Lawand Its Fulfilment: A Pauline Theology of LawGrand
Rapids:Baker, 1993) passim; M. A.Seifrid, “Righteousnesd.anguage in théHebrew
Scriptures anckarly Judaism,” Justification andVariegatedNomism. Volume 1. The
Complexities oSecondTemple Judaispeds. D. A. Carson, P. TO'Brien and M. A.
Seifrid (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001),435, 437; D. A. Carson, “The Vindication of
Imputation: On Fields of Discourse and Semantic Discoudsistification: Wiat's at Stake
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the Bible is the movement from creation to new creation, with the Christ-eventcastresd
and pivotal occurrence. Or, @therington characterizebe theology ofPaul, there is the
story of a world gone wrong, the stasf/Israel in that worldthe story of Christ,and the

story of Christians. From beginning toend, Scripture is structured in terms ofnaeta-
narrative (the big story), as subdivided thg various litle stories. Inotherwords, all the
tributaries of salvatiohistory flow into the mighty river ofivhat Godhas done in history
to effect anew creationout of thechaos ofsin. To switch metaphorsthis is the “big
umbrella” of the divinespeakingfirst to the fathers by therophets andhow to us in his
Son (Hebrews 1:1-2a).

With this study, Wenhamhasfully succeeded in whettingur appetitesfor more.
The books of Genesend Judgesre butsamples of Oldrestament narrativethics. It is
hoped, in time, that he willive usa volume encompassinghe remainder of the historical
portions of the Hebrew Bible and their relevance for Christian living.
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