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INTRODUCTION 

WHY A STUDY ON MONOTHEISM IN THE OLD TESTAMENT? 

 

 

Islam, Christianity, and Judaism all share one common feature; they all embrace a 

monotheistic view of the divine world. The belief in the existence of one deity alone is 

often taken for granted and assumed to have been in existence either for all time, or 

immediately upon the exclamation of the Shema at the foot of Mount Sinai: “Listen 

Israel: Yahweh is God, Yahweh alone!”  Roland Murphy calls this “instant monotheism” 

and offers an alternative point of view that suggests rather that the adoption of 

monotheism as a belief system was a “long historical and theological development.”
1
 

Murphy is correct and it is the goal of this study to explore the strategies utilized by the 

Old Testament writers to implement Yahweh’s will of moving the nation of Israel from a 

popular acceptance of polytheism/henotheism to a worldview dominated by monotheism. 

At the time of the Sinai event, the known world was dominated by an established 

polytheism.
2
 This view concerning the world of the gods was foundational to the ancient 

Near Eastern worldview. In other words, the world of the divine in Egypt, Mesopotamia, 

and Canaan was inhabited by multiple deities and it was into this world that Israel settled. 

This polytheistic foundation of Israel’s neighbors implied something far more than one 

option among many religious possibilities. In truth, there was no other option visible in 

these nations’ or in Israel’s experience. Polytheism was the only known view regarding 

the world of the divine. 

It is inconceivable for any nation, under these circumstances, to immediately 

adopt a new religious view. It is more incredible however, to consider such a thing when 

the nation is one of recently escaped slaves of 400 years who have been wandering in the 

wilderness for a generation.
3
 While it is unclear from biblical material whether Israel ever 

accepted a full blown form of polytheism, it does appear that they practiced a limited 

form of it entitled henotheism.
4
 

 Scripture makes it clear that this was not the desire of Yahweh. Passages 

such as Deuteronomy 4:35; 4:39; Isaiah 45:5; 45:6; 45:21-22; 46:9; and Joel 2:27 make it 

                                                 
1
 Roland E. Murphy, The Gift of the Psalms (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 2000), 32. 

2
 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11

th
 ed. defines polytheism as the “belief in or  

worship of more than one god.” 
3
 During their 400 years in Egypt, the Hebrews may have lived separately from the Egyptians, in  

the land of Goshen, but Joshua 24 makes it clear that they had adopted pluralistic and polytheistic practices 

by worshipping foreign gods and even as they prepared to enter the promised land they still had these gods 

in their midst. “He said, "Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and incline your hearts to the 

LORD, the God of Israel" (NRSV). 
4
 Though he disagrees with defining Israel’s religion as henotheism, John Bright quotes the New  

Standard Dictionary of the English Language (Funk & Wagnalls, 1955) in defining it as, “the exclusive 

worship of a tribal-national deity which did not deny the reality of patron deities of other peoples.” A 

History of Israel (4
th

 ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 145. 
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clear that besides Yahweh “there is no other god.”  The henotheism mentioned above was 

not to be the final theology that Israel was to affirm. 

 

Evolutionary Theory of Monotheism’s Development 

 

 As a result, this has led some to define Israel’s process in terms of a natural 

evolutionary process. “Older handbooks commonly describe the religion of Israel in 

terms of an evolutionary development from lower forms to higher.”
5
 In this argument, 

Israel’s religion moved through different understandings of the divine from animism 

through polytheism, henotheism, and finally arriving at monotheism. This is all seen as a 

natural occurrence that every religion must go through in order to arrive at the final 

monotheistic outcome. 

 

Students of comparative religion have suggested that the religions of 

mankind evolved from lower stages to ever higher stages, the highest of 

all being monotheism. They have proposed that Israelite religion began as 

animism, the belief that every natural object is inhabited by a 

supernatural spirit. After animism, we are told, the idea developed in 

Israel that some spirits were more powerful than others and deserved to 

be called “gods.”  Eventually the most powerful of all became preeminent 

above the others, and the people believed in his supreme authority and 

worshipped him alone. Finally, Israel became willing to admit that the 

lesser gods had no existence whatever. Comparative religion, then, often 

teaches that Israel’s religion underwent a process of evolution from 

animism to polytheism to henotheism to monotheism.
6
 

 

Yet there has never been any evidence to support such a supposition. This theory implies 

that all religions will naturally evolve along this pattern, gradually reducing the number 

of deities within its pantheon until arriving at only one god. Yet it has never been shown 

that polytheistic religions always develop in this manner. For example, the Hindu 

pantheon (which is innumerable) seems to be increasing rather than decreasing.
7
 “Since a 

religion may add more and more deities as its followers become aware of more and more 

natural phenomena to deify, it is just as plausible to assume that polytheism is the end 

product of evolution from an original monotheism as it is to assume the reverse.”
8
 

 

Evidence of Henotheism in the Old Testament 

 

 This is not to argue against the idea that Israel’s understanding of Yahweh’s 

existence was somehow in process. The witness of the Old Testament leaves this beyond 

question. For example, the verses listed above make it clear that it was Yahweh’s desire 

for Israel to understand that he is the sole deity in existence; he is the God of the universe 

                                                 
5
 Bright, 145. 

6
Ronald Youngblood, “Monotheism” Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker  

Book House, 1984): 731. 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Ibid. 
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and besides him there is no other. There is also evidence in the scriptures, however, to 

suggest that the general populace did not accept the truth of this statement until much 

later in the life of Israel. As Jean Bottéro points out, even the Decalogue is not explicitly 

monotheistic.
9
 By stating that the people shall have no other gods before Yahweh, the 

first commandment actually acknowledges the fact that, in the very least, the people 

believe there are other gods that exist. 

 Other examples permeate the Old Testament. They exist in every period of 

Israel’s history. During the patriarchal period there is the story of Rachel stealing her 

father’s household gods (Gen. 31) which, among others, Jacob lays to rest at the foot of 

the sacred grove (Gen. 35). Even the story of Joseph in Egypt hints at non-monotheistic 

activities when referring to the cup that he hides in his brother Benjamin’s bag of grain 

(Gen. 44). The cup is apparently used for acts of divination (see especially verses 5 and 

15). During their wilderness wandering the men of Israel run after the Baal of Peor 

shortly after receiving the law, and the call to acknowledge only one God (Numb. 25). As 

the Hebrews prepare to take the Promised Land, Joshua points out that they still have 

foreign gods in their midst (Joshua 24, esp. v. 23). The time of the judges is one of the 

darkest in Israel’s history. During this time a recurring cycle of apostasy unfolds 

involving the following six elements: 

 

1. Israel does evil in the eyes of Yahweh and worships foreign gods 

2. Yahweh punishes Israel by handing them over to an oppressor 

3. Israel repents and cries out to Yahweh 

4. Yahweh sends a deliverer/judge to subdue the oppressor and restore 

Israel 

5. Israel lives in shalom for a generation 

6. When the deliverer/judge dies, Israel once again does evil in the eyes 

of Yahweh which returns the story to number 1 above. 

 

In the book of Judges, the cycle repeats itself no fewer than ten times (Judg 2:11ff; 3:7ff; 

3:12ff; 4:1ff; 6:1ff, 10:6, 13:1ff; etc.)
10

 The author then suggests that things will be better 

if Israel has a king (Judg 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 

 Regrettably this is not the case. During the period of the monarchy, the kings 

continue to prove themselves as the weak link in the furthering of monotheism’s 

acceptance. Solomon worships the foreign gods of his wives (1 Kings 11:5-8) and even 

David, the “man after Yahweh’s own heart,” had household gods in his own home albeit 

before he was crowned king of Israel (1 Samuel 19:13, 16). During the divided monarchy 

this issue worsened. The story of Elijah illustrates the rampant explosion of Baal and 

Asherah worship that occurred in Israel under the rule of Ahab (1 Kings 18). King 

Manasseh not only erected altars to Baal, practiced witchcraft, used divination, and dealt 

with mediums and spiritists, but he also set up a carved image of Asherah in the very 

house of Yahweh (2 Kings 21). Jeremiah identifies the reason for Jerusalem’s eventual 

fall as Judah’s service to foreign gods in the very land that Yahweh had given to the 

                                                 
9
 Jean Bottéro, The Birth of God (trans. Kees W. Bolle; University Park, Pennsylvania: The  

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 26. 
10

 Ibid., 10. 
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Hebrews (Jer. 5:19). The period of the monarchy rivaled the period of the judges for 

apostasy and non-monotheistic activity.
11

 

 

Theories Regarding the Acceptance of Monotheism 

 

While the religious journey of Israel was a process, it was not a natural 

evolutionary one as students of comparative religion suggest. Yahweh is portrayed as 

having a method of working with humanity. He does not dictate beliefs to his created 

people, nor does he enslave them to his desires by demanding they accept what he 

teaches. Humanity is free to choose whether it will abide by his wishes or not. This was 

aptly illustrated by his allowance for humanity to choose whether it would listen to 

Yahweh’s voice or the serpent’s voice in the Garden of Eden. Instead of mandating 

obedience, Yahweh chooses to patiently work within the limitations of humanity to teach 

that which it needs to know. It is for this reason that Israel was not forced by Yahweh to 

immediately put into practice the message of his uniqueness. Yahweh was prepared to 

work with the limitations of the Hebrews and patiently wait for their understanding and 

acceptance. The process of Israel’s religion was intentional and the writers of the Old 

Testament employed purposeful strategies to bring it about.
12

 

Furthermore, though scholars disagree on when and how monotheism emerged in 

ancient Israel, most agree that there was some sort of “momentous” event or significant 

person which brought it about. For example according to Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Izhak: 

                                                 
11

 Even this extensive list of scriptural references is not exhaustive of the many non-monotheistic  

activities that Israel took part in. Among other things, this list does not take into account further references 

to idolatry within the borders of Israel. This is due to the difficult nature of defining which acts of idolatry 

are referring to the physical manifestation of foreign gods and which refer to a physical manifestation of 

Yahweh. Both are banned in the Decalogue, but only the former is relevant to this study. While these 

references have been left out, the list given is sufficient to illustrate the magnitude of non-monotheistic 

activities that did exist throughout Israel’s history. 
12

 It has been pointed out to me that the curse language in Deut. 27 sounds like constraining  

language and may contradict what I am saying. This is not necessarily the case. It is true enough that the 

curses in Deut. 27 suggest that God has expectations for his people and consequences for not fulfilling 

them. However, it is important to note three details. First, the context of Deut. 27 is that of covenant 

between God and his people. This means that Israel had freely entered into an agreement with God. 

“Though the LORD chose the Israelites to be his people, at no stage were they forced against their will to 

accept him as their God. At Sinai and on the plains of Moab they are invited to enter freely into a covenant 

relationship with the LORD. However, once they entered into such an agreement, they were committed by 

the terms of the covenant to remain loyal to the LORD” T. D. Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised 

Land (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2002), 273. In fact, by using such a device as the covenant 

formula God further illustrates his willingness to use a limited human mechanism in order to have a 

relationship with humanity. Secondly, there is a difference between belief and obedience. Even within the 

terms of the covenant, Israel is not called to disbelieve in the existence of foreign gods; God knew this was 

not possible in their context. Instead, they are asked to do two things. (1) Not to put these other gods before 

God (Exod. 20:3). (2) Not to worship or bow down to these gods (Deut. 29:26). If Israel practiced either of 

these activities, she would be breaking the covenant that she had entered into with God. As Alexander 

states, “once they entered into such an agreement, they were committed by the terms of the covenant to 

remain loyal to the LORD” (Ibid., 273). Thirdly, the very existence of the curses further supports my thesis. 

By stating the consequences for disobedience the idea is disclosed that disobedience is possible. Once 

again, God shows that he is willing to work within the limitations of humanity though there are 

consequences. These ramifications may result in blessings or curses, but they will be a result of humanity’s 

choices. 
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1040-1105 CE) monotheism came into existence with the patriarch Abraham. Albert Alt 

offered a modern variation of Rashi’s theory by suggesting that “prior to the cult of 

Yahweh, which united the Hebrew tribes into a nation conscious of itself as a single 

people, there existed tribal forms of monotheism which predate the cult of Yahweh.”
13

 In 

1940, William F. Albright refined Rashi’s theory further by suggesting that Moses 

introduced a distinctive form of monotheism, but it was developed from a preexisting 

form.
14

 

Yehezkel Kaufmann also suggests that Moses was the author of Israel’s 

monotheistic religion, though he sees no connection with preexisting tribal forms of the 

doctrine. In Kaufmann’s view the catastrophic event that began the monotheistic 

revolution for Israel was the revealing of Yahweh’s name to Moses at the burning bush.
15

 

In addition, he believes that the entire doctrine of monotheism was received and accepted 

by Moses and the Israelites at the Mt. Sinai event. 

Before Kaufmann and Albright, there was Julius Wellhausen who declared that it 

was the classical prophets beginning with Amos and Hosea who brought about the 

acceptance of monotheism by Israel. More recently, scholars such as Frank Moore Cross, 

Noel Freedman, and R. P Carroll have suggested that the Hebrews did not become 

monotheistic until they returned from the Babylonian exile and set up the second 

commonwealth. In this theory the dramatic event that brought forth the acceptance of 

monotheism was Israel’s actual exile from their homeland and the return to it.
16

 

While these scholars disagree on when and how monotheism emerged, none 

suggest that its emergence was a natural evolutionary process. Rather it was instigated by 

a revelation of Yahweh either to a specific individual or by a specific spectacular event. 

 The problem was that monotheism was competing with such an established 

polytheism that it was impossible for the Hebrews to immediately grasp. As Bottéro 

points out, “no people in the world will willingly change its gods.”
17

 There has to be a 

reason for a people to change allegiance from one deity to another and natural evolution 

does not provide this. The concept of monotheism which Yahweh was calling his people 

to was so innovative, revolutionary and foreign to the Hebrews that they naturally 

resisted it. Or if they did accept it, in time they slid away from it to their default position 

of worshipping foreign gods. This is what the scriptural references listed above illustrate. 

John Bright suggests that Israel’s faith was monotheistic in the only possible way 

that would make sense in their context. While they did not deny the existence of other 

gods, they effectively denied the other gods status as gods.
18

 In one sense, Bright is 

correct. Israel had entered into a covenant relationship with Yahweh and was therefore 

forbidden to worship other gods. If, however, Bright is suggesting that the entire nation 

of Israel denied foreign gods the status of gods, he is mistaken. 

Solomon did not deny these foreign gods the status of deity when he worshipped 

and burned incense to them (1 Kings 11:5-8). Manasseh did not deny Baal the status of 

                                                 
13

 Michael J. Carella & Ita Sheres, “Hebraic Monotheism: The Evolving Belief, The Enduring  

Attitude,” Judaism 37, no. 2 (1988): 230. 
14

 Ibid., 231. 
15

 Yehezkel Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1960),  

225. 
16

 Carella & Sheres, 234-235. 
17

 Bottéro, 20. 
18

 Bright, 160. 
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deity when he built altars to him or Asherah when he erected a graven image of her in the 

temple of Yahweh (2 Kings 21). Ahab certainly did not deny god status to the foreign 

gods when he encouraged the worship of Baal and Asherah (1 Kings 16).  

 While the kings were a weak link in Israel’s monotheistic chain of understanding, 

they were not the only ones. There is evidence that implicates the majority of Israel’s 

population as accepting and worshipping other gods. The story of Elijah’s confrontation 

with the priests of Baal and Asherah tells us that the worship of these two foreign gods 

had a fairly extensive following with the populace. Edward M. Curtis states, “1 Kings 

18:19 reports that there were 850 prophets of Baal and Asherah on Mt Carmel with 

Elijah. In the midst of Elijah’s discouragement, God declares that there were 7, 000 who 

had not bowed down to Baal. If the number is not a figurative one, it would represent a 

fairly small portion of the population that had remained loyal to Yahweh.”
19

  According 

to the Old Testament, Israel not only, granted other gods the status as gods, but she also 

ran after them regularly.  

 There was, however, a section of Israel’s population that had accepted 

monotheism during Israel’s history. These are the people that Jean Bottéro labels the 

spiritual elite.  

 

Certainly, such abandonment of Yahweh was not the act of the people in 

its entirety, but of the mass of the more dull-minded and fickle. In 

response to that considerable mass of humanity, there arose a kind of elite 

that was fervidly attached to Yahweh, to Yahweh alone, and that 

forcefully defended His absolute Preeminence, invoking the early 

Covenant by which Israel unanimously swore to serve none but Him, and 

the successes experienced by remaining faithful to Him.
20

 

 

While there would be others counted in this number, the writers of the Old Testament 

were definitely among this elite. Bottéro continues to speak about the importance that 

these elite would hold in the development of Israel’s future; “in their midst would arise 

the spiritual leaders, the great religious thinkers whom we shall meet, who would guide 

the entire history and leave their mark on it.”
21

 These are the people that fulfilled Bright’s 

assumption. They are the ones who had denied the foreign gods the status of deity. They 

are the ones who have adopted a form of monotheism and stand out from the nation of 

Israel as the leaders and teachers of their days. 

 

Strategies of Implementing Monotheism 

 

 With the sharp contrast that monotheism provided the polytheistic religions of 

Israel’s surrounding nations, it was not sufficient to simply declare monotheism. While 

the Hebrews were new-comers to this area, most of the neighboring nations had settled 

there long ago. Their religion and tradition had been established for some time and, at 

least in the minds of these people, had proven themselves. The spiritual elite of Israel had 

to discredit the claims of these nations. They had to develop and employ strategies to 

                                                 
19

 Edward M. Curtis “IDOL, IDOLATRY,” ABD 3:380. 
20

 Bottéro, 38. 
21

 Ibid. 
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persuade the people of Israel that monotheism was not only reasonable, but also true. Far 

from being a natural process, this was a deliberate attempt at displacing one notion of the 

divine with an alternative one. 

 

Purpose and Method 

 

 It is the purpose of this thesis to demonstrate the reality that there were conflicting 

views regarding how the nature of the divine world was viewed. The premise that Israel’s 

surrounding nations were polytheistic is quite readily accepted by most scholars. To 

suggest that something similar existed within the borders of Israel, however, often draws 

concern from lay people. Regrettably this statement is more true to scripture than any 

alternate one. The majority of people that made up Israel’s population were not 

monotheistic. From the patriarchal era throughout her history, the populace of ancient 

Israel engaged in non-monotheistic practices. During these times Israel’s religion more 

resembled henotheism, with Yahweh being their patron deity and occupying the highest 

position in the hierarchy of gods, than monotheism.
22

 

The spiritual elite that Bottéro talks about were the exception. These elite who 

eventually became Israel’s theologians and scribes understood, at least in part, Yahweh’s 

desire to move his people to a monotheistic stance. For the most part these elite had 

experienced some sort of event which had opened their eyes to Yahweh’s desire.
23

 Why 

the Israelites did not have their eyes opened through the crossing of the Reed Sea or the 

Mt. Sinai event is unknown, but they needed something more. This thesis will explore 

this need by highlighting some of the rhetorical mechanisms that the Israelite theologians 

developed in order to persuade the Hebrews to embrace true monotheism. 

While Bottéro has no intention of providing such an interpretation, the use of the 

word elite could be misconstrued.  It is possible to interpret these spiritual elite as 

originating in the upper echelon of society. This is not the case. While these theologians 

did occasionally originate in wealthier families, they also did so in the farming 

communities, etc. To avoid this erroneous interpretation I have chosen to use the term 

Yahweh Theologians, though I am referring to the same group as Bottéro. 

While the school of comparative religions has suggested that the natural 

evolutionary process of all religions is from polytheism towards monotheism, this has 

been shown not to be the case.
24

 Instead, “strict monotheism comes into existence only as 

a protest against polytheism.”
25

 It is this thought that this study seeks to explore. What 

mechanisms did the ancient Israelite theologians use to protest the dominant polytheism 

of their day? 

 Furthermore, these mechanisms unite to create an overall strategy by the Old 

Testament writers. While a study of this size could never cover the entire strategy used by 

                                                 
22

 When this stopped being the case is not a question that this study endeavors to answer. Rather, it  

is the process that the spiritual elite led Israel through that is being studied. 
23

 Abraham had a direct experience with Elohim and proved his faith through the offering of his  

son, Isaac; Moses had the burning bush incident followed by numerous events including his confrontation 

with Pharaoh, the crossing of the Reed Sea, and consummating in the Mt. Sinai event; most of the prophets 

had a traumatic call experience; and Ezra lived through the exile and the traumatic return to Israel’s 

homeland.  
24

 See page 3 above. 
25
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these writers, it will explore the polemical and pedagogical approaches of Genesis 1, 

Isaiah 45, and Psalm 8. These passages were chosen for a number of reasons. First they 

appear to be key texts in the Old Testament corpus. Genesis 1 lays the foundation for all 

further creation theology. It is quoted and referred to repeatedly throughout scripture. 

Isaiah 45 is an example of Yahweh’s mysterious ways of working. In this pericope, 

Yahweh goes outside of Israel’s borders to raise up a messiah who will free the Hebrews. 

Psalm 8 clarifies the essential position of humanity in the created cosmos. They exist “a 

little lower than God.” 

 A second reason for these choices is the genres that they represent. In this body, 

there is a narrative passage, a prophetic passage, and a poetic passage. To study only one 

type of genre would only explain the strategies used by writers who were using that form 

of writing. By varying the genres for this study it is hoped that a greater representation of 

the Old Testament will be attained.
26

 

The recurring motif of creation was the third criterion used for choosing these 

passages. While Genesis 1 lays the foundation for all subsequent creation theology, Isaiah 

draws on this motif to provide evidence for Yahweh’s choice of his Gentile messiah. 

Likewise Psalm 8 draws upon the creation motif to illustrate Yahweh’s right to raise 

humanity to a new level of importance in the cosmos. Psalm 8 then goes further in using 

the creation motif to illustrate the actual position that humanity occupies. 

Creation becomes central to the choosing of these passages for yet one further 

reason. This theological understanding of creation that Israel’s theologians put forth 

flowered in a very different understanding of the ancient Near Eastern world. For one to 

truly appreciate what these writers were stating, it is imperative to understand the context 

in which they wrote. Therefore, the second chapter of this study involves a look at how 

the ancient Near Eastern people surrounding the nation of Israel, viewed the world of the 

gods. Creation stepped upon this view in a powerful way which is seldom recognized in 

modern readings. Chapter 2 strives to remedy this by giving the reader a basic 

understanding of the mythology that pre-existed the Old Testament. A good reading of 

this chapter is essential to understanding the following ones. 

The sixth chapter draws some conclusions regarding the strategies that the Old 

Testament writers made use of in implementing monotheism. By drawing upon the 

conclusions of the three preceding chapters, it outlines these strategies and explains their 

relevance for the ancient Israelites. While chapters 3-5 are strictly exegetical, chapter 6 

begins to answer some of the questions that have been presented. In this chapter a biblical 

theology of monotheism is presented.
27

 

 Chapters 3-5 take a strictly exegetical approach. A brief background to the text is 

offered followed by the exegetical analysis. Another short section of theological 

reflections is offered in each of the chapters, but the majority of these will be presented in 

the final chapter. While dating and authorship are discussed in two of the chapters, these 

questions bear limited significance to our discussions. That is not to say that dating and 

                                                 
26

 However, for such a study to be complete there would have to be a sampling of other genres  
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27

 To claim that this is a complete Biblical Theology would be presumptuous. The room given to  

writing a master’s level thesis is limited and does not allow for the exploration of all the passages that 

would be necessary to accomplishing this task. However, care has been given to take a sampling of texts 

from different genres in order to minimize this concern as much as possible. 



Introduction  Wiebe 9 

 

authorship are unimportant to the study of the Old Testament. Rather, for the discussion 

regarding these specific passages’ consequences on the discussion of monotheism, dating 

and authorship bring little to the conversation. Furthermore, as these scriptures have been 

handed down from generation to generation as a complete package, it is best to accept 

them as a theological whole. More will be said on this in the exegetical sections of this 

paper. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The emergence of monotheism is important to both the Old Testament and the 

New. Such a topic requires careful theological reflection. Theories abound as to when 

monotheism emerged and was accepted. To date there still is no satisfactory resolution to 

this question, nor is it this thesis’ desire to provide one. Instead this study endeavors to 

explore how monotheism emerged, looking first and foremost to scripture as the witness 

of this event. 
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THE WORLD OF THE GODS 

AN ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIAN UNDERSTANDING 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to give the reader some background in the area of how a 

typical ancient Near Eastern person would view the world of the divine. This is important 

since no biblical passage can be interpreted or studied without an understanding of the 

historical context in which its audience lived. Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart state: 

 

The historical context, which will differ from book to book, has to do 

with several things: the time and culture of the author and his readers, that 

is, the geographical, topographical, and political factors that are relevant 

to the author’s setting; and the occasion of the book, letter, psalm, 

prophetic oracle, or other genre. All such matters are especially important 

for understanding.
28

 

 

David Ewert adds, “the message of the Bible is for all times, but it has come to us in 

ancient clothing….we must take careful account of the Bible’s ancient dress.”
29

  The 

ancient clothes which are most important for this type of study are the many mythologies 

that existed in Israel’s neighboring nations. It is for this reason that no discussion of 

monotheism can take place apart from the dominant polytheistic mythologies of Israel’s 

neighboring nations. 

 Undoubtedly the people of Israel were influenced by the established nations of 

Canaan.
30

  The important question that needs to be asked is in what way did this happen? 

For the purpose of this study, this question will be focused towards the world of the gods. 

How did the nations surrounding Israel view the world of the gods during Israel’s 

conquest and subsequent settlement of the Promised Land? How did these nations view 

themselves in light of this divine world? In what way does the biblical view of the divine 

world differ from that of the ancient Near East? It is the first two questions that are dealt 

with in this chapter. The third is dealt with later in this study. 

 

                                                 
28

 Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible For all its Worth (Grand Rapids:  

Zondervan, 1982), 23. 
29

 David Ewert, How to Understand the Bible (Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 2000), 126. 
30

 One only needs to read the book of Judges to observe how Israel was influenced by the  

surrounding nations. Almost immediately upon inhabiting the land of Canaan, the worship of foreign gods 

infiltrated the society of Israel or perhaps they brought it with them as they already had interactions with 

those same nations during their wilderness wanderings. 
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Ancient Mesopotamia 

 

 To accomplish this objective we will focus on ancient Mesopotamia.
31

  With the 

possible exception of Egypt, Mesopotamia was the first area of the Fertile Crescent to 

become heavily populated.
32

 From approximately 3500 to 2000 B.C.E. the nation of 

Sumer occupied the relatively small land mass situated between the Tigris and Euphrates 

Rivers and stretched from the Persian Gulf northward approximately to modern 

Baghdad.
33

  These people represented the dominant cultural group of the ancient Near 

East. By the end of the third millennium B.C.E., however, Sumer had ceased to exist as a 

political entity.
34

  Yet this did not end this nation’s influence in Mesopotamia. The 

Sumerians had a strong influence on Mesopotamia in many areas including “writing, the 

city-state, the accumulation of capital, the wheel, the potter’s wheel, monumental 

architecture, the sexagesimal number system, written legal documents, schools, and the 

cylinder seal.”
35

  It is generally accepted that though the nation of Sumer no longer 

existed, the Sumerians greatly influenced the other developing nations around her, i.e. 

Babylon and Assyria.
36

 

 William C. Gwaltney Jr. states, “When analyzing three thousand years of 

Mesopotamian culture, it becomes difficult to distinguish between what is Sumerian, 

what is Babylonian, and what is Assyrian.”
37

  Therefore, even though Sumer had no 

direct influence upon Israel it did have a great impact upon Assyrian and Babylonian 

mythology, which in turn had an impact upon Canaan, which in turn influenced Israel. 

Gwaltney goes on to identify specific elements of Assyrian culture and religion in order 

to identify who the ancient Assyrians were. For our purpose the overlap in Mesopotamian 

mythology merits amalgamating it together under the banner of Akkadian mythology.
38

 

 The relevance of Assyria and Babylon to Israel is evident in the historical events 

which overlapped between these nations. After Israel split into two nations, Israel in the 

north and Judah in the south, Assyria eventually sacked the northern kingdom and sent 

her into exile in 722 B.C.E. Babylon repeated the event for the southern nation in 587 

B.C.E. The intermingling of these and other nations enabled the sharing of myths and 

religion. Moreover, as Gordon Wenham asserts, even the Hebrew patriarchs already had 

links with Mesopotamia and therefore it is unlikely that during any of her existence, 

Israel was unfamiliar with Mesopotamian mythology.
39

 

 We will begin by looking at two ancient Mesopotamian mythologies that illustrate 

certain aspects regarding the world of the ancient gods. While there are a great many 

myths coming out of ancient Mesopotamia, these two have been central in scholarly 
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discussions for some time. Enuma Elish is the Akkadian creation account and gives a 

good window into how the ancients perceived the Mesopotamian pantheon and 

humanity’s position in relation to it. The Babylonian flood story will be the second myth 

explored. This narrative is also known as the Myth of Atrahasis and reveals a further 

aspect regarding how the Mesopotamians viewed humanity in light of the gods. After 

reading these myths we will identify what these myths tell us about the gods. Finally we 

will explore how this view of the divine world affected the earthly realm and its 

inhabitants, i.e. humanity and how they viewed themselves in light of the gods. 

 

Polytheism: The Accepted Worldview of the Day 

 

 While there are still polytheistic religions in existence today, monotheism 

definitely dominates the scene. This is different from the time of ancient Israel’s 

patriarchs, judges, and kings. At that time, the majority of the known world was 

polytheistic. While today we are able to perceive the existence of polytheism from history 

and modern religions such as Hinduism, and Buddhism, the ancient world of the Fertile 

Crescent had no examples of monotheism. From the somewhat isolated Egypt to the land 

of Mesopotamia and everything in between, the entire Fertile Crescent was polytheistic. 

There was no way for the ancient Hebrew to imagine anything remotely monotheistic.
40

 

 The world of the ancient Near East was dominated by the gods, and humans 

simply had to find their place in the midst of these gods. Livingston states, “In the ancient 

Near East, practically all of daily life was tied with religious practice.”
41

  Practically all 

of daily life was tied in with the gods. 

 The pantheon of gods in Mesopotamia numbered in the thousands. They were a 

blend of Sumerian and Semitic deities and identified themselves with natural 

phenomena.
42

  For example, Marduk was god of the storm or the winds and rains, Sin 

was the moon god, and Shamash was the sun god. Enuma Elish tells us that Apsu was the 

god of fresh water while Tiamat was the god of salt water. Many of the natural elements 

in ancient Mesopotamia were seen as having a god in charge of them.
43

 

 The first myth we will look at is the Akkadian creation account. Enuma Elish 

derives its title from the first words of the myth, which are “when on high.” While there 

is no complete agreement upon the dating of this ancient text, James B. Pritchard states:  

 

                                                 
40
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None of the extant texts antedates the first millennium B.C. On the 

internal evidence, however, of the context and the linguistic criteria, the 

majority of the scholars would assign the epic to the Old Babylonian 

period, i.e. the early part of the second millennium B.C. There does not 

appear to be any convincing reason against this earlier dating.
44

 

 

In keeping with Pritchard’s approach, we will consider Enuma Elish to predate the 

creation story in Genesis 1. 

 Benjamin R. Foster suggests that this myth should not be considered a 

Mesopotamian creation story but rather as a story elevating the city of Babylon to the 

center of the universe, and Marduk, as the god of Babylon, to the head of the pantheon.
45

   

While this may be true, for our purposes Enuma Elish will illustrate well how the general 

population of its time viewed the world of the gods. In order to accomplish this, a 

summary of the myth is presented in the following section. 

 

Enuma Elish 

 

 Before anything or anyone existed, there existed Tiamat (Mother Ocean) and 

Apsu (Fresh Water). These two mingled together to produce the first gods. Firstborn were 

Lahmu and Lahamu closely followed by Anshar and Kishar. Anshar & Kishar bore Anu 

who bore Nudimmud, also known as Ea. 

 The children gods of Tiamat and Apsu become noisy and boisterous. Tiamat 

accepts this though she doesn’t like it. Apsu does not accept this for he is tired and wants 

to get some sleep but his offspring are stopping him from doing so. Therefore he goes 

with his advisor (Mummu) to Tiamat and suggests getting rid of the children. Tiamat 

angrily disagrees, but Apsu is encouraged by his advisor who states, “Put an end here and 

now, father, to their troublesome ways! By day you should have rest, at night you should 

sleep.”
46

 

 Apsu agrees with Mummu and makes plans to kill the noisy gods, but they hear of 

his plans and Ea arises as a champion using a magical spell to put Apsu to sleep. While 

Apsu sleeps, Ea kills him and locks up Mummu eternally. Ea and his wife Damkina then 

build their dwelling within Apsu (fresh water). From this union Marduk is borne and he is 

the glory of the other gods. In celebration, his grandfather, Anu forms the four winds 

which cause Tiamat to churn, which in turn causes the gods that live within her to be 

unable to sleep. This makes them angry, thus they begin to plot Ea’s demise. They 

manipulate Tiamat into deciding to kill Ea. 

 Tiamat creates all sorts of evil monsters including serpents, dragons, scorpion 

men, demons, fish men, bull men, etc. These monsters obey her every command. Then 

she raises her son Qingu to a position of prominence or kingship among the Anunna-

gods. 

 Tiamat arranges her creatures against Ea and informs him that she is ready for 

battle. This horrifies Ea who runs to his grandfather, Anshar, and asks for advice. Anshar 

flies into a rage and accuses Ea of causing all these problems when he murdered Apsu. 
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Ea reminds Anshar that he had been in favor of Ea’s plan when it was presented to him 

and neither of them had foreseen what was now happening. Anshar agrees and 

encourages Ea to go and destroy Tiamat as he did Apsu.  

 This Ea attempts to do, but when he sees the strength of Tiamat he becomes 

frightened. The magic spell that worked so well on Apsu has no effect on Tiamat and Ea 

flees back to Anshar. Anshar then sends his son, Anu out to destroy Tiamat, but he also is 

stricken with horror and flees back to Anshar. Now the gods sit in hopelessness, for there 

seems to be no one who can stand against Tiamat and her army. 

 At this moment Ea summons his son Marduk and encourages him to present 

himself as the gods’ champion and destroy Tiamat. Marduk consents and the other gods 

accept his offer to be their champion. Marduk, however, has ulterior motives and before 

agreeing to perform this task, he negotiates his terms. In order for him to accept such a 

challenge, the other gods must grant him supremacy over them for all time. Marduk 

wishes to be the Almighty.  

 

“If indeed I am to champion you, 

“Subdue Tiamat and save your lives, 

“Convene the assembly, nominate me for supreme destiny! 

“Take your places in the Assembly Place of the Gods, all of you, in joyful 

mood. 

“When I speak, let me ordain destinies instead of you. 

“Let nothing that I shall bring about be altered, 

“Nor what I say be revoked or changed.”
47

 

 

Anshar sends his advisor to his peers, Lahmu and Lahamu, with orders to tell them all 

that has transpired and to invite them to an assembly of the gods in which they will 

consider Marduk’s conditions. All the gods gather, feast, drink beer, and grant Marduk 

his demands. 

 After his coronation, Marduk rides out to confront Tiamat. He accuses her of 

trying to kill her children and placing Qingu in a position that he does not deserve. 

Marduk challenges Tiamat to a duel which drives her mad and she consents. Marduk 

encircles Tiamat with his net and drives a wind against her. When she opens her mouth to 

swallow he drives another wind into her mouth so she cannot close it and it swells her 

belly. He then unleashes an arrow from his bow which pierces her stomach and hits her 

heart killing her. He then dispatches her forces, smashing their weapons and imprisoning 

them, and tramples the evil creatures that she had created. 

 Marduk then cuts Tiamat’s body in half and uses one half to create the sky. He 

then goes on to order the universe, causing stars and planets to mark off years, creating 

the clouds, rainfall, snow, etc. Finally Marduk creates the city of Babylon as the earthly 

counterpart to Esharra (the place of the gods in heaven). Babylon is to be the place where 

the gods are to rest during their time upon the earth. 

 Marduk, then turns to creating artful things and decides to create humanity in 

order that they can do the gods’ work and grant the gods rest from their labors of 

providing for themselves. He approaches the rebel gods and demands that they reveal to 

him the leader of their resistance. They identify Qingu and hand him over to Ea who 
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spills Qingu’s blood and creates humanity from it. Humanity is then given the burden of 

caring for the gods. 

 Marduk then divides the gods up setting some in heaven and some in the 

netherworld. The gods are so thankful for what Marduk has done for them that they build 

him a temple or ziggurat in the city of Babylon. Enuma Elish ends with a lengthy section 

explaining the fifty names of Marduk.
48

 

 Before discussing various aspects of the divine world that this myth reveals, we 

will now look at a second narrative which continues to reveal the Mesopotamian world of 

the gods. The Babylonian flood story or Myth of Atrahasis dates back to the 17
th

 century 

B.C.E. and illustrates not only the existence of many gods, but also shows a clear 

hierarchy which existed in the Mesopotamian pantheon. 

 

The Myth of Atrahasis 
 

 When the gods were like mankind (in that they had to work hard) but before 

mankind existed, they grew weary of all the work they had to do. The High gods, or the 

Anunna-gods had laid a heavy burden upon the lesser gods, or the Igigi-gods. The Igigi-

gods cried out under their burden and complained that their work was too much. 

Eventually they rallied together and rebelled. They took up weapons and marched to their 

counselor god, Enlil who was one of the Anunna-gods. They marched to his city in order 

to kill him and therefore free themselves from their hard labor. When Enlil saw them he 

did not know what to do for he was loathe to do battle with his own offspring.  

 Enlil called for a council of the Anunna-gods to seek guidance. Anu suggested 

that they ask the Igigi-gods what the problem is, which they did. The answer they 

received was that the work the Anunna-gods required from them was too difficult for the 

Igigi-gods. The council of Anunna-gods discussed this and came up with a solution. The 

solution was that Mami, the midwife of the gods, should create humanity so that 

humanity could take on the burdensome work of the Igigi-gods. 

 

They summoned and asked the goddess,  

The midwife of the gods, wise Mami, 

“Will you be the birth goddess, creatress of mankind? 

“Create a human being that he bear the yoke, 

“Let him bear the yoke, the task of Enlil, 

“Let man assume the drudgery of god.”
49

 

 

So Mami agreed and, by killing Aw-Ilu and mixing his flesh and blood with clay, she 

created humanity. 

 Shortly after humanity was created and taught to reproduce, they were put to work 

for the gods: 
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“They made n[e]w hoes and shovels, 

They built the big canal banks. 

For food for the peoples, for the sustenance of [the gods]”
50

 

 

Unfortunately for the gods, humanity continued to reproduce and Enlil became frustrated 

with all the noise that humanity was creating because it was keeping him awake. 

Therefore he decided to send a plague upon humankind in order to destroy it. 

 Fortunately for the human race, there was a devout man who conversed regularly 

with his god, Ea or Enki (two names for the same god). This man was Atrahasis. 

Atrahasis pleaded with Ea to take away the plague, so Ea told Atrahasis to instruct the 

other humans not to worship their gods; instead they were to give a sacrifice, a gift of 

bread, to Namtar, who was the god of death by plague. This worked and the plague was 

lifted from the people which enraged Enlil who then sent a famine upon the land. Again 

Atrahasis was told by Ea how to remove the famine. The people were not to pray to their 

regular gods, but were to give a sacrifice, a gift of bread, to Adad (the god of the storm or 

rain) who was:  

 

… shamed by the gift and suspended his hand.  

He rained down mist in the morning,  

He stealthily rained down dew in the night,  

[The fields just as] stealthily bore ninefold.”
51

 

 

The famine left them. Again, Enlil was enraged. This time he proposed to the Anunna-

gods a flood that would destroy the human race and tried to bind Ea by an oath not to 

reveal his plan. 

 Ea broke this oath and sent a dream to Atrahasis telling him to build a boat 

because there is a flood coming. The flood came and destroyed all of civilization except 

for Atrahasis, his family, and the animals that he had taken on the boat. Mami repented of 

this evil storm and regretted ever agreeing to it, but the Anunna, “were sitting in thirst 

and hunger.”
52

 

 When Enlil sees Atrahasis’ boat he raged, but it was too late.
53

 

 

The Divine World of Mesopotamia 

 

 These two Mesopotamian myths suffice to illustrate how their hearers perceived 

the world of the gods. Where they lack, other myths may be referred to as need arises. 

 The first thing one notices about the gods is that they were lazy. Enuma Elish 

makes it clear that Apsu desired to sleep. His advisor, Mummu, reinforced this thought 

by stating that Apsu deserved to sleep; not only during the night, but also during the day. 

So important was Apsu’s desire for sleep that it was reason enough for him to kill his 

offspring. Later one sees the gods inside of Tiamat’s stomach were frustrated at the four 

winds that Anu created because they were not allowing the gods to rest. Again this 
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frustration was enough to persuade the gods to plot the murder of their kin, Anu. The 

Myth of Atrahasis furthers this notion by revealing that Enlil was frustrated with all the 

noise that humanity was making because it was keeping him awake.
54

 

 Secondly the gods were fickle. This plays out in a number of ways. First we see 

this in Enuma Elish when Ea fled to his grandfather, Anshar, and informed him that 

Tiamat had created an army of monsters and was waging war upon him and his allies. His 

grandfather, who originally was in favor of Ea’s plan to kill Apsu, now held Ea 

responsible for the predicament of the gods. Their plight was due to Ea’s murderous 

actions in regards to Apsu. The point is that when it served his purpose, Anshar supported 

the murder of Apsu, but when it did not he forgot about his supporting role in the action. 

Fickle gods are unreliable, unpredictable, and inconsistent.  

 Thirdly, the gods fought like children. They were constantly trying to achieve 

supremacy over the others. This is revealed by the actions of Marduk in Enuma Elish. It 

seems as if he had a plan from the very beginning to earn himself a place at the top of the 

pantheon. It is noteworthy that the divine world was seen to be in a constant state of flux. 

As C. J. Gadd suggests, “The sovereign over all gods ought to enjoy unchallenged 

authority, but this is so seldom realized in the world that it was not easily managed in 

heaven.”
55

  Gadd brings out an important point. Much of the Mesopotamian mythology 

draws an earthly element to the heavenly or supernatural. For example, if it is 

inconceivable for an earthly king to be unchallenged, then it must be impossible for a 

supreme god to experience this security as well. 

 Another element of these godly fights is that the gods were violent. This is 

impossible to miss when one considers the graphic telling of how Marduk killed Tiamat. 

Furthermore, he sliced her body in two using half to create the sky. Her husband Qingu 

was killed by Ea and it was his blood that created humanity. In the world of the gods, a 

god had to be alert or they could find themselves being gutted like a fish. Once again, it is 

possible that this violence is humanity’s projection of their world upon that of the gods. 

 A fourth point that we notice from these Mesopotamian myths is that the world of 

the gods was hierarchical. There is a supreme god, followed by a small group of the high 

gods or Anunna-gods. After these gods came the worker gods or the Igigi-gods which 

were larger in number and responsible for doing the Anunna-gods’ work. Humanity was 

much further down than these Igigi-gods. The point to take notice of is that there was a 

definite hierarchical structure in the Mesopotamian divine world which was imperative 

for the structure of human society. Gadd suggests that every polytheistic nation of 

antiquity had a hierarchical view of their pantheon.
56

 

 

The Role of Humanity in Relation to the Divine World 

 

 Now that we have looked at how the ancient Mesopotamians viewed the divine 

world, we need to translate that into how it affected actual human society. It has been 
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noted that the activities of the gods are often defined by activities of the earthly realm as 

in the constant threat to the high god’s position. The same can be observed in the 

opposite direction. Much of how the divine world was perceived also affected humanity’s 

perception of itself. In other words, what we need to do now is explore how the ancient 

Mesopotamian’s notion of the divine affected his/her earthly worldview. 

 The laziness of the gods is one side of a coin. Flipping that coin over one sees that 

the laziness of the gods means slavery for humanity. It stands to reason that if the gods 

were originally doing the work and they stopped, someone still had to do the work. Since 

humanity fell on the bottom rung of the hierarchical ladder it becomes obvious who will 

be doing that work. Humanity was slave labor for the gods. Their purpose was to serve 

the gods; to feed, house, and relieve them of any necessity to work. 

 This service to the gods had two features. The first was to do the work that the 

gods had originally been doing. Therefore farming and cultivating the land became tasks 

that humanity did for the gods. The second aspect involved the caring for the gods 

themselves. 

 

The Mesopotamian peoples believed their divine images needed precise, 

daily care. After an image was fashioned, it was put into service by means 

of a “mouth-washing” ceremony. It was then alive. Daily they had to be 

washed, dressed, and perfumed with proper rites. Food and drink 

offerings had to be given them; music and dancing had to amuse them. 

Beds and bed partners had to be provided. Incense and sprinkling purified 

the temple for their presence.
57

 

 

Human beings had no other identity except that of a slave for the gods.
58

 

 This concept of slavery to the gods was not a bad thing for the earthly 

governments. When a nation is run with a king at the top followed by a small number of 

royal advisors, etc. and finally a large majority of subjects who are working as slaves for 

the king, it is helpful to have a religious outlook that justifies the system. The divine 

hierarchy supplied this. 

 Additionally the kings were often seen as inextricably connected to the gods. For 

example, when the king was not present in the land there may have been some feeling 

that the god was no longer present either.  

 

The exile of the gods was a time of weakness and confusion. Marduk, or 

%�O��µWKH�/RUG¶��ZDV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�%DE\ORQ��DQG�WKH�NLQJ�ZDV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�
the god, for when the king was not present in Babylon at the New Year 

festival ‘Marduk went not forth…’ and the ceremonies were incomplete, 

even though The Babylonian Creation may have been chanted; so history 

and the poem are linked together.
59

 

 

                                                 
57

 Livingston, 109. For a more in depth explanation of these activities see A. Leo Oppenheim, 

Ancient Mesopotamia (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964), 183-198. 
58

 For further examples regarding humanity’s existent purpose of serving the gods see Samuel  

Noah Kramer, History Begins at Sumer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981), 101. 
59

 Sandars, 15. 



The World of the Gods  Wiebe 19 

 

 The role of the general populace in regards to the king was only one way that this 

hierarchical structure played out. Another way that the people felt their insignificance 

was when they compared their position to that of the gods, which was high above that of 

humanity. This played out in a number of ways. First the gods were not particularly 

inclined to protect humans from whatever dangers may be present. The myth of Atrahasis 

gives an example of a time when one god was concerned about the well-being of a 

human, but the rest of the gods were not. The majority of writings show that the gods 

cared little about humanity’s comfort. More often the gods were more worried about their 

own luxury and saw humanity as a threat to it. This usually resulted in the gods’ desire to 

destroy humanity. In light of this, Mesopotamians saw themselves as powerless against 

the gods. 

 Another way that this huge inequality played out between humanity and the gods 

is in the fickleness of the gods. Much as a child is confused when parents act in ways that 

the child is told inappropriate; the ancient Mesopotamians also were confused by the 

actions of their gods. They were two-faced on many levels. “The gods may lie, cheat, 

steal, and deceive each other, the very actions that human beings may be punished for.”
60

 

 This seemingly double-dealing characteristic of the gods led to an uncertainty and 

doubt in the lives of the ancient Mesopotamian population. More so the gods rarely 

revealed what they desired from humanity as far as rituals and obedience. Therefore, 

humanity could not be certain how to serve the gods properly. In the myths presented, we 

see that although the gods were holding multiple councils, they rarely informed humanity 

of their intentions. This is a characteristic that becomes more evident as one continues to 

read further mythological literature of Mesopotamia; however the myth of Atrahasis 

alone shows that the gods decided to destroy humanity with a famine, a plague, and 

finally a flood, without ever explaining to them why. In addition, it was quite common 

for the gods to be divided in their opinion concerning humanity’s actions. This is 

revealed nicely in the story of Adapa.
61

 

 In this story the hero, Adapa, who is mortal and a servant of the god Ea, is invited 

to eat with the god Anu. When a mortal eats food of the gods, he/she becomes immortal. 

Anu knew this and was offering a gift to Adapa. Ea, however, who was very fond of 

Adapa, did not want him to be immortal so he convinced Adapa not to eat from Anu’s 

table. Adapa accepted Ea’s advice and by doing so lost the opportunity of immortality.
62

 

 Here is a good illustration of a god who although fond of a human, did not want 

the best for that human. In the myth of Atrahasis, this dichotomy is seen in the supportive 

actions of the god Enki versus the attempts at humanity’s destruction by Enlil. Logically 

this uncertainty led to insecurity, fear, and anguish; for one could never tell when disaster 

or affliction might strike, or what the reasons for it were. As Foster correctly points out, 

justice and equity were not inherent in creation, nor seen as important by most of the 

gods. Humanity had to work out what justice meant for themselves.
63

 

 Interestingly this left open a need for diviners and prophets which proved to be a 

lucrative career in ancient Mesopotamia. “In no age or place has there been a lack of 

knowledge upon earth of what was willed in heaven; at least, there have always been 
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persons able to inform their fellows upon this important matter, and generally willing to 

reinforce their doctrine by every sort of persuasion necessary to ensure its reception.”
64

 

 The many forms of divination that existed in the ancient Near East are irrelevant 

to the purpose of this paper and will not be explored here. It is important, however, to 

understand that divination arose out of the ambiguity which existed as a direct result of 

ancient Mesopotamian perception of the divine world. 

 Divination was a practice employed in order to avoid similar incidents as Adapa 

experienced. As Oppenheim puts it:  

 

Divination represents a technique of communication with the supernatural 

forces that are supposed to shape the history of the individual as well as 

that of the group. It presupposes the belief that these powers are able and, 

at times, willing to communicate their intentions and that they are 

interested in the well-being of the individual or the group – in other 

words, that if evil is predicted or threatened, it can be averted through 

appropriate means.
65

 

 

Perhaps if he had known Anu’s intentions, Adapa would not have been duped by Ea. 

 Oppenheim subtly hints at another aspect of the Mesopotamian divine worldview 

that we will only touch on briefly. “if evil is predicted…it can be averted through 

appropriate means.” There may be many appropriate means, but one of those available to 

humanity is that of magic. Magic, simply stated is the manipulation of the gods. We have 

already noted that there is a mysterious connection between the divine world and the 

earthly realm. Events happening in one sphere can affect the other. Taking note of this, 

the industrious human is able to realize that if he/she can only discern what event on earth 

will affect the godly realm to act upon earthly activities, then he/she will be able to 

manipulate both the gods and earthly activities. In other words, if a human can cause the 

gods to take action that will result in earthly consequences, either good or bad, one can 

force the gods to do one’s own biddings. Thus enters the science of magic. As with 

divination, the numerous ways of practicing magic is irrelevant to this paper. The 

widespread and constant existence of magic within ancient Mesopotamia is relevant, as is 

the reason for its existence; namely the widespread uncertainty regarding where humanity 

stood in relation to the gods.
66

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The effect that this view of the divine world had upon the perceptions of 

Mesopotamia’s population is paramount. The life of the ancient Near Eastern person was 

saturated with hopelessness. If humanity is enslaved by the gods, but given no idea 

concerning how to properly serve the gods, and if punishment may be rained down upon 

humanity at any time for the smallest of transgressions; what optimism can there be? 

What hope for the future can be found? Additionally, if these gods are the high gods, then 

humanity has no other friends who can stand against these beings. The outlook is bleak. 
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 Based upon Mesopotamian mythology we have discovered how an ancient 

Mesopotamian would view his world, both in the earthly realm as well as in the divine. 

There are a number of thoughts that need to be kept in mind while reading the following 

chapters. 

 For example, while modern day readers may be able to imagine different types of 

religions that are both polytheistic and monotheistic, in the ancient Near East, people 

lacked this ability. For those living in Mesopotamia, there was no means of imagining a 

faith that was monotheistic. Secondly, humanity was at the mercy of the gods. They were 

fickle and committed to their own pleasures and upward mobility within the pantheon. If 

humanity got in the way regarding either of these pursuits there were dire consequences; 

even the utter destruction of the human species. The gods were violent and unpredictable. 

 Humanity was enslaved to the gods. It was for this reason alone that they were 

created and why they were kept alive. There were no other beings in the universe that 

would befriend humanity and help them from their predicament; therefore there was no 

hope for a better life. Humans were powerless in their situation. They had to accept their 

lot in life and hope that they didn’t unknowingly offend the gods. 

 It is also important to remember the centrality of the divine world in the ancient 

Mesopotamian’s life. Almost all aspects rested upon the world of the gods as can be seen 

by the gods’ ownership of natural phenomena. When rain was needed for agriculture, the 

rain god had to be encouraged to help. If there was another element needed for growing 

crops perhaps the grain god needed to be prayed to, or the fertility god, or whoever the 

farmer thought could help him most. All aspects of ancient life revolved around the 

divine world and its interaction with the earthly realm. 

This is the world in which the nation of Israel was born. There is no way of 

discussing monotheism without first understanding the prevalent polytheism that existed 

all around Israel and at times permeated the Hebrew nation as well. It is for this reason 

that this chapter begins this study.  
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GENESIS 1 

IN THE BEGINNING, GOD 

 

 

 Now that an understanding regarding the concept of the divine in the ancient Near 

East has been established, it is time to focus attention on the first of the three texts that 

will be explored in this study. The creation story found in Genesis 1:1 – 2:4 will be 

explored in light of what it has to say to a people group who was significantly influenced 

by the myths discussed in the previous chapter. 

 The creation account in Genesis has been used to argue many things during the 

past century. These range from oppressing women to suppressing Darwin’s evolutionary 

theory. None of these reflect the aim of this study. The intention of this chapter is to 

explore how the Genesis creation account views the world of the divine, how that view 

differs or compares with the Mesopotamian myths discussed, and what all of this means 

in terms of the uniqueness or monotheistic nature of God. This approach desires to 

maintain integrity with the original author’s purpose rather than jumping directly to 

perceived solutions in regards to contemporary concerns such as evolution. 

 While Genesis 1 has been one of the most misinterpreted and abused passages of 

the Old Testament, it is foundational to the concept of monotheism and explicitly attacks 

the gods of Israel’s neighboring nations. The idea that the creation of the cosmos was the 

act of one god rather than the cooperative effort of a pantheon of gods is central to 

Genesis 1. This is only seen, however, when one is familiar with the existent literature of 

its day, i.e. Mesopotamian mythology. This makes it the perfect passage with which to 

begin this study. 

 

Background to the Text 

 

 

Date and Authorship 

 

 The date and authorship of Genesis has been the subject of much debate. Most 

conservative scholars argue for a Mosaic authorship which, by default, signifies a dating 

shortly after the exodus of Israel from Egypt. A myriad of other dates and authors has 

been suggested by numerous scholars. Of these, the most widely accepted is the theory 

put forth in the Documentary Hypothesis.
67

 Simply stated, it suggests that a Priestly 

redactor wrote the book of Genesis from sources which were at his disposal. 

Unfortunately, there is little agreement upon the dating of the Priestly source which 

therefore places the writer of Genesis in a number of different time periods. One of these 
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suggestions is sometime during the early monarchy period.
68

 Another places the author 

somewhere within the exilic period.
69

 

 In all honesty, the discussion of date and authorship are extraneous to this study. 

In honor of 2000 years of Jewish and Christian tradition, the final form of this text will be 

accepted as inspired and whole, for as Wenham states: 

 

For at least two millennia, the Synagogue and then the Church read only 

the final form of the text. The final form was seen as the canonical and 

inspired text, on which the godly meditated and modeled their lives. The 

JEP versions of Abraham’s life or the story of creation were known only 

as they were combined. It is the final text of Genesis that has inspired the 

faithful down the ages and fueled the imagination of poets and other 

writers, so it is essential to begin here.
70

 

 

Furthermore, for the purpose of this study it is unimportant whether Genesis 1 was 

written before during or after the exile.
71

 Regardless of whether the author was Moses, an 

exile in Babylon, or a scribe who lived during the divided monarchy period of Israel’s 

history all would have been familiar with the Mesopotamian mythology discussed in the 

previous chapter:  

 

…the known links of the Hebrew patriarchs with Mesopotamia and the 

widespread diffusion of cuneiform literary texts throughout the Levant in 

the Amarna periods (late 15
th

 century) make it improbable that the writers 

of Genesis were completely ignorant of Babylonian and cognate 

mythology. Most likely they were conscious of a number of accounts of 

creation current in the Near East of their day…
72

 

 

Moses is the earliest proposed author of Genesis. According to Wenham, the 

Israelites would have been aware of these mythologies already at this time and 

even before. If the author was a scribe, living during the time of the divided 

monarchy the same is true; as it is if the author were an exile living in Babylon or 

at the very least beside a neighbor from a foreign land. Dating and authorship are 

significant to many discussions including, at times, this one; however the main 

findings of this study do not rest wholly upon these two academic and largely 

unsolvable debates. 
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Method 

 

 Too often the creation story of Genesis has been subject to incorrect exegesis; 

being made to say something that it never could have said to its original hearers. Such an 

approach is seldom held up as laudable, or even trustworthy, when scholars are 

investigating other sections of scripture. Unfortunately when the creation account is being 

scrutinized, regular principles of exegesis often become forgotten. For example, when the 

original context of Genesis 1 is ignored and it is literally applied to contemporary theories 

of evolution, it no longer is being understood as the writer intended. The approach to 

scripture is important. 

 This study will first perform a close reading of the passage. This will provide 

valuable information to further the discussion regarding monotheism, though it may not 

always appear to be accomplishing this task. A second step will then be taken which will 

include stepping back from the text to look at the story as a whole. This study will try to 

understand what the original audience understood from this narrative regarding their 

relationship with God. 

 

Text Unit 

 

 To accomplish this, Genesis 1:1 – 2:4a will be the unit explored. Not all scholars 

agree on the exact parameters of this literary unit. Walter Brueggemann, Claus 

Westermann, and Conrad Hyers all agree that verse 4a should be included in the unit, 

while Derek Kidner, Gordon Wenham, and John H. Sailhamer disagree. The essential 

element for this discussion is the use of the word “W$GO$7” which is translated as 

“generations” (KJV, NRS) and as “account” (NIV, NASB). Kidner and Wenham argue 

that the phrase “this is the generations” is always a heading or an introduction to a new 

cycle of narratives and in an unsigned article, the Theological Wordbook of the Old 

Testament agrees.
73

 Brueggemann and Westermann disagree by including 2:4a in their 

commentaries on Genesis one but give no reason for doing so.
74

 Only Hyers adds an 

endnote with reasons as to why he believes that 2:4a should be grouped with verses 1-3.
75

 

 The statement that “W$GO$7” always introduces a new cycle of narrative is 

incorrect as can be seen from its use in Genesis 10:32 where it sums up the genealogies 

of Noah. Since there is no evidence to categorically support Kidner et al., the inclusio that 

this verse makes with 1:1 will be accepted as reason enough to include 2:4a within the 

passage being studied. 
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Structural Outline 

 

 Genesis 1 structures itself logically in the structure of a week. After an important 

introduction, the first day witnesses Elohim creating light and separating it from darkness 

(vv. 3-5). This is followed up by the creation of the sky and oceans, or the waters above 

and the waters below, on the second day (vv. 6-8). Elohim then creates dry land by 

separating the water from the land, and creates all manners of vegetation on the third day 

(vv. 9-13). The luminaries are fashioned on the fourth day (vv. 14-19) and fish of the 

waters and birds of the air are created on the fifth (vv. 20-23). On the sixth and final day 

of creation, Elohim fashions land animals and humanity (vv. 24-31). On the seventh day, 

Elohim rests (2:1-4a).  

This structure is important to the understanding of Genesis 1. If nothing else, it 

alerts the reader that the author is using rhetorical mechanisms even in the actual 

structuring of the pericope. Genesis 1 was meant to be read as a unit. By doing so, the 

original audience would have immediately recognized that the first six days could be 

divided into two groups of three. Days four through six directly correspond with days one 

through three. For example, the creation of the sun on day four directly corresponds to 

the creation of the light on day one and the same is true of the moon and stars. The birds 

created on day five are directly connected with the creation of the waters above (sky) and 

the same is true of the fish and the creation of water. Finally, the creation of land animals 

and humanity on day six, directly connect with the creation of dry land and vegetation on 

day three (see figure 1).  

 

Figure 1:
76

 
 

Day  Day  
    

1 light 

darkness 
4 sun 

moon & stars 
    

2 waters above (Sky) 

waters below (Oceans) 
5 birds 

fish 
    

3 dry land 

vegetation 
6 land animals 

humanity 
 

Day 7 : The Sabbath 

 

 Additionally, this structure illustrates that the author is not giving a scientific 

account in reference to how the earth was created. The structure is more poetic and is 

utilized by the author to communicate truth about the creator. This leads the discussion to 

the importance of genre. 
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Genre and Purpose of the Text 

 

 Genesis 1 is a narrative, though it combines devices common to both prose and 

poetry. The repetition of phrases such as “there was evening and there was morning, day 

X”, the presence of a definite rhythmic stamp within the individual sentences of Genesis 

1, and the structure shown above all reveal a poetic element. It is this element that gives 

the reader the first clues as to how to interpret Genesis 1. Whether it is a fully developed 

poem or a narrative with some poetic devices, it is a narrative that was written to 

communicate truth to its audience. The truth that it communicates, however, is different 

than that which 20
th

 Century scholars have tried to reveal. With surrounding nations that 

approached life from a polytheistic religious stance, and with that stance infiltrating into 

Israel’s borders, it was important to communicate to Israel that there was no other God 

than the one who created all things. This is the truth that Genesis 1 communicates. As 

Hyers states, “attempting to be loyal to the Bible by turning the creation accounts into a 

kind of science or history is like trying to be loyal to the teachings of Jesus by arguing 

that his parables are actual historical events and are only reliable and trustworthy when 

taken literally as historical reports.”
77

 

 To say that Genesis 1 is narrative is not to say that it has no purpose other than 

telling a story. The narrative is both polemical and pedagogical. Much has been made in 

historical studies of Genesis’ creation account regarding the possible borrowing of 

Genesis from other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts. As Henri Blocher points out, 

the fact that similarities exist between the different literatures is not to suggest a 

borrowing, but rather illustrates that “their purpose is polemical.”
78

 Wenham echoes this 

sentiment. 

 

Genesis 1 is a deliberate statement of Hebrew view of creation over 

against rival views. It is not merely a demythologization of oriental 

creation myths, whether Babylonian or Egyptian; rather it is a polemical 

repudiation of such myths…The author of Gen 1 therefore shows that he 

was aware of other cosmologies, and that he wrote not in dependence on 

them so much as in deliberate rejection of them.
79

 

 

 If the Genesis creation account is polemical in nature, then it is also pedagogical. 

If the writer wrote in order to deliberately reject other cosmologies, then an alternative 

must be given to the audience. To do otherwise, would in turn suggest atheism as an 

appropriate alternative and this was not the goal of the author. If the genre and structural 

outline of Genesis 1 are taken serious, then the purpose of Genesis 1 was not to explain 

the empirical events that occurred in the creation of the physical world, but rather to teach 

something else. Genesis 1 was written to teach Israel something about God, humanity, 

and the false teachings that existed within the ancient cosmologies that prevailed both 

outside as well as inside Israel’s society. The aim was to refute some of the false 

ideologies that were present in Israel’s pop culture and, in turn, to give correct ones. It is 

for this reason that the second chapter of this thesis is so important. For as, Victor P. 
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Hamilton suggests, “one does not need an extensive or even a superficial knowledge of 

mythology in order to understand the message of Genesis 1 – 2. And yet I am persuaded 

that the implications of the creation story of Genesis emerge most dramatically when it is 

compared with the creation literature of, for example, Mesopotamia.”
80

 Most likely it is 

the lack of knowledge in this area that has opened the creation account up to the many 

incorrect interpretations. 

 The Mesopotamian notion regarding the world of the gods defined society and 

humanity’s role within that society. The writer of Genesis recognized this and 

prophetically offered an alternate approach to understanding the divine world; which, in 

turn, led to an alternative understanding of humanity’s role within society. It is with this 

presupposition that this study now turns to the actual text of Genesis 1. 

 

Exegetical Analysis 

 

 The reader is immediately introduced to the central actor in the narrative. As 

Derek Kidner points out, “It is no accident that God is the subject of the first sentence of 

the Bible, for this word dominates the whole chapter and catches the eye at every point of 

the page: it is used some thirty-five times in as many verses of the story.”
81

 

Contemporary readers often gloss over verse 1 in such a way that the ultimate shock is no 

longer realized. Remember, however, that the ancient Hebrew had been flooded with the 

idea that is reflected in the polytheistic myths of Mesopotamia. After believing for so 

long that the universe came into being as a result of multiple gods fighting in the heavens, 

what a wonder it would be to hear that “In the beginning Elohim created the heavens and 

the earth.” What a revelation to receive that when on high, were not Tiamat and Apsu, but 

rather Elohim. 

 The use of the Hebrew word “a\KOD” �
�OxKÈP��requires some attention. It is a 

common masculine noun which occurs in plural form, often used with a singular form of 

a verb. The logical translation would then be “gods”; however it is not translated this way 

in English Bibles unless the context clearly calls for it (i.e. if it is referring to heathen 

deities).
82

 The question remains why a plural noun is used referring to the creator in this 

text unit if the purpose of the text, as is being argued, is a polemic against polytheistic 

ideologies? 

 Hamilton and Kidner suggest that both the use of Elohim and the use of plural 

pronouns in verse 26 (i.e. us, our) illustrate the triune nature of God, though Hamilton is 

quick to state that this fact is awaiting the “preachment of the New Testament 

revelation.”
83

 This perspective unfortunately reads too much of the New Testament into 

the Old and must be denied. E. Kautzsch states that plurals are not always used the same 

in ancient Hebrew as they are in English. Especially in poetic literature, there exists what 

he calls “plurals of amplification” i.e. plurals that are used to intensify the idea of the 
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stem. Closely related to the plural of amplification, is the Hebrew use of plurality to 

emphasize the summing up of the several characteristics belonging to the idea that that 

plural noun is trying to capture as well as an intensification of the original idea.
84

 

 For example, the Hebrew words “a\PY” �VK�PD\LP� and “a\P”��PD\LP�� mean 

“heavens or sky” and “waters” respectively. They are both plural forms of nouns which 

refer to a single idea, though that idea involves such a large notion, that the plural is used 

to intensify the awesomeness of the sky or of the water. In the case of Elohim, the use of 

the plural is used to further indicate the numerous characteristics which belong to the idea 

of “God.”  This is sometimes referred to as a “plural of majesty.”  Martin Rose adds to 

this that the plural form of Elohim is an intensifying and absolutizing technique to 

illustrate that Elohim is the “‘God of gods,’ ‘the highest God,’ ‘quintessence of all divine 

powers,’ ‘the only God who represents the divine in a comprehensive and absolute 

way.’”
85

 Wenham suggests that it is none of the above. “It is simply the ordinary word for 

God: plural in form but singular in meaning.”
86

 

 Wenham is correct. Elohim is the ordinary word for God; however Kautzsch 

gives the linguistic evidence to say, that the original Hebrew listener of this story would 

not have thought of Elohim as representing a pantheon of gods as the neighboring nations 

would have. Genesis 2 clearly connects the title “Elohim” with the name “Yahweh” 

which leaves no room for a polytheistic understanding of “God” despite the plurality of 

the term. 

 A more pertinent question to ask is why does Genesis 1 use this plural term 

instead of the more personal form of “Yahweh”? The source critic would answer this 

with the reply that Genesis 1 was written by the Priestly source and “‘Yahweh’ never 

appears in the [Priestly] material preserved by Genesis.”
87

 Wenham offers a better 

suggestion. “Certainly in this chapter a\KOD is a more appropriate word to use than 

“KZK\” (the LORD): it implies that God is the sovereign creator of the whole universe, 

not just Israel’s personal God.”
88

 When investigated, the different terms used for God 

begin to take on unique uses. Since the time that Moses was given the name “KZK\” to 

identify which god was freeing Israel from Egypt, it had been held up as the personal 

name for that God which was Israel’s patron deity. Therefore its use held certain 

ramifications that seemed to exclude non-Hebrew nations. The term Elohim, on the other 

hand, was more generic in its function and encompassed more than just the Hebrews. By 

using Elohim rather than God’s personal name, the writer of Genesis was emphasizing 

that this God created not only the nation of Israel, but the entire cosmos. 

 Verse two brings in the idea of “the deep.” In Hebrew the word is “a$K7”�
�W�KÎP�. The similarity between this word and the mother goddess of the Akkadian 

Enuma Elish, “Tiamat” is striking. In the past this similarity has caused speculation that 

the two words were derived, one from the other. This lead to further speculation 

suggesting that in Genesis one there is an implied battle in which the Spirit of God 
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attacks and subdues the chaos monster of Tiamat. This has since been proven incorrect on 

linguistic grounds. “Actually Tiamat and W�KÎP�come from the same root. The root 

referred merely to deep waters and this meaning was kept in Hebrew as a noun for water 

in the deep ocean and deep in the ground. But in the animistic thought of Akkadian it 

became divinized into the goddess of the ocean, Tiamat.”
89

 

 Important to this discussion is the author’s use of rhetorical mechanisms in 

Genesis 1. Often he uses a word that would summon a thought in the hearer’s mind 

without actually naming the concept that he desires the hearer to have. He does this 

especially when referring to ancient Near Eastern deities as can be observed from this 

verse. By using the term “W�KÎP” the hearer would make two connections with “Tiamat.” 

First the audience would hear the similarities in sound. Second, and more importantly, the 

audience would understand that the referent for both words is the same, i.e. the depths of 

the oceans, or salt waters. Any further pursuit of this parallel down the path of an implied 

fight between Yahweh and Tiamat would be contrived. Rather the use of the word 

“W�KÎP” was intentional and was done so to symbolize Elohim’s sovereignty over the 

depths. The ancient Hebrew would make the connection between these depths and 

Tiamat and would understand the writer’s strategy of removing any significance that 

Tiamat was thought to hold by refusing to verbalize her name. 

 After the introduction, Elohim begins creating. One may notice that the question 

of whether Elohim created ex nihilo or out of nothing is not dealt with here. While it may 

prove to be a very interesting and valuable debate, the answer is not to be found in 

Genesis 1.
90

 On the first day Elohim creates light. Many scholars have spent much time 

on trying to explain how light could be created when the sun, moon, and stars are not 

created for another three days. Several creative explanations have been championed for 

this discrepancy.
91

 Once again, this discussion bears little relevance to this study. Simply 

stated the aim of the author is to communicate to a people surrounded by polytheistic 

worldviews that Elohim, and no other deity, created light. Nor is light itself a deity; it is 

nothing more than a created natural element under the command of Elohim himself. With 

this the narrator concludes the first day. 

 The second day involves the creation of the expanse or sky, and the separation of 

the waters below and above. Again, scholarly discussions abound regarding the physical 

nature of the firmament or expanse, however this is not the desire of Genesis’ author. As 

Wenham notes, the purpose here is not to define the nature of the expanse, but rather to 

show Elohim’s power over the waters.
92

 This becomes significant when we remember 

that the waters are represented in the Mesopotamian myths by Tiamat and Apsu. 

 Day three reinforces Elohim’s sovereignty over the Mesopotamian gods by 

limiting the ability of the sea (Tiamat) and by stating that it was Elohim who created the 

land and all vegetation. As such it is Elohim who maintains the well-being of that 

vegetation, not Marduk, Ishtar, Tammuz, Dagan, or any other god of fertility, rain, storm, 

etc. 
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Verses 14 – 19 are particularly important to understanding this pericope. Together 

they consist of day four and reveal a distinct chiastic pattern which points to the 

importance, or lack thereof, regarding the sun, moon, and stars. 

 

 A. Lights are created to separate day and night and be signs for the seasons v. 14 

  B. Lights created “in expanse of heaven.” Light to the earth v. 15 

   C. Sun, moon, and stars created v. 16 

  B1. Luminaries placed “in expanse of the heavens.” Light to the earth v. 17 

 A1. Lights are to govern Day and night and separate day and night. V. 18 

 

 Immediately noticeable is the creation of the sun, moon, and stars located at the 

center of this chiasm. This is a significant point, particularly when one notes that the 

Hebrew word for sun “YPY” �VKHPHVK��and moon “[U\” �\�U|D�� are never used in 

these verses. If the author had chosen to use these words it is very likely that they would 

have been associated with the Mesopotamian sun-god (Shamash) and the Canaanite 

moon-god (Yarih).
93

 At first glance it may seem that the author’s point could have been 

clearly made if he had identified these luminaries with their proper names; however, as 

we have already seen, the author chooses to use rhetorical mechanisms to make his 

points. Reminiscent of the author’s use of W�KÎP instead of Tiamat, the author now 

chooses not to name the ancient Near Eastern deities for sun and moon. No doubt the 

original reader of this story understood the point, for even in the 21
st
 Century one is able 

to deduce that the greater light is the sun and the smaller one is the moon. In agreement, 

G. F. Hasel adds that astral worship was widespread throughout the ancient orient, 

therefore, “Gen. 1 avoids the names ‘sun’ and ‘moon’ undoubtedly because these 

Common Semitic terms are at the same time names for deities.”
94

 The writer of Genesis 

is making a significant anti-polytheistic statement by stating that Elohim “created the 

greater and the lesser light.” 

 Furthermore, Wenham states that “the stars were often credited with controlling 

human destiny.”
95

 Hasel adds, “The order of the heavenly bodies in Enuma Elish is stars-

sun-moon whereas Genesis follows the well-known order sun-moon-stars.”
96

 He goes on 

to suggest that the stars likely held the first position in Enuma Elish due to the importance 

they held in the “astronomically and astrologically minded Babylonians.”
97

 Additionally, 

in Enuma Elish, Marduk is illustrated as structuring the cosmos: “He constructed stations 

for the great gods, Fixing their astral likenesses as constellations.”
98

 Genesis confronts 

this ancient Babylonian belief. While scholars have noted that in Enuma Elish, humanity 

is seen as being created as an afterthought,
99

 Genesis 1 has a complete reversal of this. 

Here it is the stars which are an afterthought, while humanity has a position of 

prominence. The point is clearly made: the sun, moon, and stars were created by Elohim. 
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They are not gods and do not govern the earthly realm; they are rather creatures created 

by the creator.
100

 

 Verse 17 adds to this the reason for the luminaries’ creation. Unlike Enuma Elish, 

they are not created to govern humanity, but rather to govern the day and night. They are 

created to shed light upon humanity, but never to rule it. Wenham suggests that this is a 

much lower function than the ancient people often gave to these lights.
101

 

 The luminaries occupy the central section of the chiasm in verses 14-18. Though 

they were thought of as essentially gods and controllers of the earthly realm, these verses 

categorically deny this position of prominence to them. Elohim made them, Elohim 

controls them, and their purpose is to serve humanity, not vice versa. Verses 14-19 

contain a microcosm of what Genesis 1 is trying to do. 

 Day five witnesses the creation of birds and fish. It is significant that the narrator 

chooses to use the word “�\17” �WDQQÈQ�. The proper translation of this word is “sea 

monster” or “dragon.” Though the NIV translates this word as “creatures”, this does not 

seem to be the best translation. If this was the thought that the author wanted to get 

across, it would have been simple to use the Hebrew word “K<[” ��D\\¼� which means 

“living thing” or “YSQ” �QHSHVK� which can be translated as “creature.” The fact that 

nephesh is used later in the same verse and a total of four times in our entire text to refer 

to “creatures” suggests that the author is making a clear distinction between the “sea 

monsters” and the “sea creatures.”
102

 By using the word tannin, the author is emphasizing 

that Elohim created the “sea monster” as well as “every living creature that moves, with 

which the waters swarmed after their kind” (v. 21). Why would the author do this? 

 Those whom Genesis 1 was written for would be quite familiar with the word 

tannin and the implications connected with it. They would remember the “monster 

serpents” and “dragons” that Tiamat created when preparing to do battle against Marduk 

and his allies.
103

 Also taking note of the word tannin in verse 21, Kidner agrees that the 

author of Genesis had the chaos-monster of Tiamat in mind when writing this passage. 

He goes on to suggest that the “sea monsters” are “especially noteworthy, since to the 

Canaanites this was an ominous word, standing for the powers of chaos confronting Baal 

in the beginning.”
104

 Even though they are seen as frightening creatures in Mesopotamian 

and Canaanite mythology, the Genesis account renders them as nothing more than 

creations of the creator; these most frightening creatures were created by “God’s good 

hand. There may be rebels in His kingdom, but no rivals.”
105

 

 In the same manner that verses 14-19 reversed the Mesopotamian view of the 

luminaries, day six gives us a complete reversal of Enuma Elish’s perspective on 

humanity. In the Akkadian account, humanity is created to serve the gods and their 

destiny is controlled by the stars. In contrast, the Genesis account holds humanity up as 
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the crown of Elohim’s creation. They are created to rule the earth and all of Elohim’s 

creatures including the frightening “sea monsters” referred to in verse 21. 

 The creation of humanity offers another intriguing word that needs to be explored. 

The word “YE.” �N�EDVK� is used to illustrate humanity’s mandate to “be fruitful and 

multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it…” (v. 28). The best translation for kabash is 

“subdue,” but this translation seems to be in contrast with the contemporary Christian 

view that it is humanity’s duty to care for the earth. To subdue and care for seem to be 

very different stances to the environment. This is emphasized by John N. Oswalt’s 

suggestion that kabash illustrates the need for humanity to use force in bringing order to 

the earth.
106

 Unfortunately, Genesis 1:28 has too often been used to allow humanity to 

irresponsibly do violence to the environment. But, if this paper’s thesis that Genesis 1 is a 

polemic against the ancient Near Eastern view of the divine world is maintained, then 

subjugation is not an alien term. If the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Canaanite pantheon 

were on the mind of Genesis 1’s writer, it is possible to see humanity’s call to subdue the 

world as referring to the world of the gods. As Oswalt states, force is needed in bringing 

order, but now it is focused on the divine world of Mesopotamia. No longer is humanity 

to be at the mercy of the gods, but it is time to conquer them, to destroy them, to place 

them under humanity’s feet.  

 In the Mesopotamian’s view this would be impossible, for the gods were much 

too powerful for humanity to overcome. In contrast, by this point the Genesis creation 

account had already stripped the gods of their power and raised humanity to a position 

where it was able to overcome the gods. In fact, the author of Genesis 1 had illustrated 

that there were no longer any gods to subdue, for Elohim had created the cosmos and 

everything within it. The gods were nothing more than created elements. In truth, they 

had already been subdued. Of course the typical Hebrew had not yet grasped the full 

implications of monotheism and would, therefore have needed the encouragement to go 

forth and subdue the gods. As the Sole Creator, only Elohim had both the ability to 

accomplish this and to offer the ability to humanity. The dubbing of Elohim as Sole 

Creator of the cosmos therefore furthered the author’s intention of presenting 

monotheism as a plausible alternative to the polytheism of Israel’s neighbors. 

 As one discusses the monotheistic nature of Genesis 1, it becomes important to 

address the nature of plural pronouns found in verse 26. “Then God said, ‘Let Us make 

man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea 

and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every 

creeping thing that creeps on the earth.’" (emphasis mine). This discussion needs to be 

partially related to that which occurred in our dealing with the plural form of God’s name 

(i.e. Elohim); however, there are some further aspects to be explored in relation to these 

pronouns. 

Kidner states that Von Rad and Delitzsh among others define this plural usage as 

including the angels whom the Old Testament often refers to as “sons of God” or 

“god(s).”
107

 On the other hand, Paul House suggests, “It is more likely that a plurality of 

personality is meant, since both God and the Spirit of God appear in Genesis 1. It is not 

likely that the Lord addresses angels and other celestial beings. To interpret the phrase in 
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this manner implies that these beings share creator status with the Lord.”
108

 While House 

makes a correct point regarding the celestial beings’ lack of position in the creative work, 

his suggestion of a “plurality of personality” makes Elohim seem more schizophrenic 

than solely responsible for creation. Kidner makes a similar point by referring to Isaiah 

40:14, “any implication that others had a hand in our creation is quite foreign to the 

chapter as a whole and to the challenge in Isaiah 40:14: ‘With whom took he counsel?”
109

 

Kidner continues with a more plausible solution defined as “the plural of 

fullness.”
110

 This idea is connected with the word used for God in the text (i.e. Elohim). 

He goes on to suggest a tri-unity as being the reason for the plural pronouns. This goes 

too far and once again brings a New Testament approach to the narrative of Genesis 1 

which was not the original author’s purpose. All the same, Kidner is correct in regarding 

the plural pronouns as a “plural of fullness.” Kautzsch adds that these plural pronouns 

were “an indication of the fullness of power and might implied in a\KOD.”
111

 These 

plural pronouns were not references to some council of creative beings. The idea of some 

pantheon of gods being involved in the creation of humanity and the world would have 

been destructive to the author’s intention for the creation story. Only Elohim holds the 

title of creator. 

 Chapter 2:1-4a reflects upon the Sabbath; a holy day to be set apart, to be 

sanctified because on it, Elohim rested. Here is one further difference between the 

Genesis creation account and the Mesopotamian mythology that was read in the first 

chapter. In the Akkadian literature the reason for the gods’ attempts to destroy one 

another and, as in the myth of Atrahasis, the reason for Enlil’s undertaking to destroy 

humanity was their desire to rest and their inability to do so. “In contrast to the gods of 

Babylon, this God is not anxious about his creation but is at ease with the well-being of 

his rule.”
112

 The Mesopotamian gods chased after their sleep, but were unable to enjoy it 

because they were constantly disturbed by either noisy gods or noisy humanity. There is 

no hint of rest in either of the myths. In Genesis we see that Elohim is not subject to 

humanity’s noise or silence. As the sole deity in existence, neither is he disturbed by 

some celestial partying of the gods. He decides when he will rest and he rests. This act of 

resting provides further proof that Elohim is the only god in existence and furthers the 

author’s intention of authenticating monotheism as the correct understanding of the 

divine world. More so, when he rests, it becomes a reason for humanity to celebrate in 

the same way. Elohim declares that humanity should rest on the Sabbath, for the day that 

Elohim rests is sanctified. Therefore, at the end of creating Elohim rested. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Hyers suggests that each day “dismisses an additional cluster of deities, arranged 

in a cosmological and symmetrical order.”
113

 In essence this may be true, but when one 

looks closely at the creation account it is difficult to distinguish between the gods of light 
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and the sun-gods. The author is not being so scientific as to focus on a different god or 

group of gods for each day. There are hundreds of gods in the ancient Near Eastern 

pantheons. One narrative would have to be much longer than Genesis 1 to refute them all. 

In reality the author has written a polemic to confront the main gods: 

 

Light/Sun Î Shamash 

Light/Moon Î Sin, Yarih 

Freshwater (fish) Î Apsu or Tiamat 

Heavens/Birds Î Anu or Enlil 

Vegetation Î Adad, Marduk, Ashur, Bel (all 

responsible for rain and fertility); Tamaz 

(shepherd/vegetation); Dagan (Grain) 

 

It must also be noted that our records are still limited. It is not possible to piece together 

all the gods that were worshipped in the ancient Near East. These are only a few of them. 

 Another element of the creation story is its ability to un-deify nature. In ancient 

Mesopotamia, as well as ancient Egypt, animals were often associated with divinity. 

They were used as “vehicles, representatives, or forms of various divine beings (e.g., the 

golden calf, the bull-god Baal, the ram-god Khum, the falcon-god Horus, the baboon-god 

thoth).
114

 In addition, the Pharaohs were frequently depicted with animal heads. Genesis 

removes any perceived divinity that was attributed to animals or nature. Creation is not 

divine. 

Earlier the relevance of verse 4a of chapter 2 was discussed along with whether it 

should conclude the Genesis 1 unit or whether it should introduce the Genesis 2 text. We 

chose it as a conclusion for Genesis 1. If this is correct, then a further pun which Hyers 

has identified becomes evident. When read in light of the Akkadian mythologies and their 

genealogies of the gods, the use of the word “generation” in verse 4 satirically states, 

“here are your generations; here is your divine family tree. All of it created and 

controlled by Elohim.”
115

 

 Finally, humanity receives a powerful boost in the Genesis account of creation. 

Pharaohs, kings, and heroes such as Atrahasis, were often seen as divine in nature. They 

were often sons of gods, or at least considered to be mediators between the gods and 

humanity.
116

 In Genesis 1, the reader is told that all of humanity is created in the image of 

God, not just those who are at the top of the political realm. Additionally, while the 

Mesopotamian worldview sees humanity as a servant to the gods, responsible for feeding 

and caring for them, in the Genesis account God feeds humanity and cares for them. 

Again, there is a complete reversal to the ancient Near Eastern view of humanity. The 

polemical nature of Genesis would have been extremely controversial in the ancient 

world, far more so than in the 20
th

 century’s discussion of evolution versus creation. 

 Genesis then, is a polemic against polytheism. The ramifications of this will be 

dealt with further in Chapter 6, but suffice it to say the ones listed above are some of the 

more important ones. Unfortunately they have too often been missed by 20
th

 and 21
st
 

Century scholars due to a bias towards refuting evolution, thereby interpreting Genesis 1 
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directly into the contemporary context without taking into account its original context. 

These scientific debates of the last century are largely irrelevant to the creation story of 

Genesis 1. As Hyers states: “The Genesis accounts of creation are not in conflict with 

scientific and historical knowledge, not because they are in conformity with this 

knowledge but precisely because they have little to do with it. They belong to a different 

literary genre, type of knowledge, and kind of concern.”
117

 He goes on to state that, “the 

Bible discusses not how the world was made but rather who made it.”
118

 

In light of the cosmologies explored in the previous chapter, many of the 20
th

 and 

21
st
 studies on Genesis 1 miss its original point. The original hearer of Genesis 1 was 

dealing with idolatry and a worldview in which the gods oppressed humanity. The author 

needed to destroy this worldview and offer an alternative one that would involve only the 

one true God. This is what Genesis 1 speaks to, not evolution or some scientific concern 

and, as shown, regardless of authorship or dating, the same lessons apply. 

The genesis creation account is not as much about the creation of a physical world 

as it is about the creation of a divine world; or the creation of an understanding of how 

the divine world should rightly be understood. In other words it is about destroying the 

prominent understanding by creating a new one. 

Most importantly it must be noted that this narrative was imperative for ancient 

Israel to move on to the understandings that God desired of them. The Hebrews could not 

move to a true acceptance of monotheism until the gods of the surrounding nations were 

defeated and until nature was un-deified. This movement will be further explored in the 

next chapter where the focus will change from a narrative passage to a prophetic one. 
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ISAIAH 45 

THE GENTILE MESSIAH 

 

 This chapter, will examine Isaiah 45:1-10. Isaiah represents a very important 

literary genre in the Old Testament. The prophets were among the Yahweh Theologians 

who were trying move Israel to a more complete understanding of monotheism, and 

therefore, prophetic literature is essential to a study of monotheism such as this one. 

Secondly, in this passage, Isaiah tells his audience that Yahweh rose up at least one 

servant from outside of Israel. This was a momentous occurrence and had an enormous 

influence in furthering the cause of monotheism. Thirdly, of the large corpus of prophetic 

material, the section of Isaiah including chapters 40-55 was chosen because of the 

writer’s emphasis on monotheism. Paul House states that “some of the strongest 

monotheistic statements that grace Scripture appear in this segment.”
119

 A fourth reason 

for choosing Isaiah 45:1-10 is the familiar creation motif which permeates this pericope. 

When referring to the prophet Isaiah, Walter C. Kaiser Jr. states: 

 

Repeatedly Isaiah stressed the fact that God had ‘created’; ‘made’; 

‘spread out’; ‘stretched out’, ‘established’, and ‘founded’ the heavens and 

the earth. In this vocabulary, so reminiscent of Genesis 1-2, he established 

God’s ability to create as part of his credentials as rightful Lord of man’s 

present history and final destiny.
120

 

 

Norman C. Habel goes on to suggest that the use of the creation motif exists in order to 

draw the reader’s attention to the existence of no other god than one, i.e. monotheism. 

 

The idiom ‘stretching out the heavens’ appears seven times in Deutero-

Isaiah. This idiom is repeatedly connected with characterization formulae 

or titles that serve far more than an artistic literary function. These 

ascriptions are designed to deify and magnify Yahweh as the unique 

living God of the entire earth who is in the process of revealing his 

magnificence.
121

 

 

This creation motif connects Isaiah with Genesis 1 and the previous chapter of this study, 

thereby providing further motivation to include it in this study of monotheism. 

 A fifth and final reason for choosing Isaiah 45 is the relevance that the Akkadian 

mythology has upon understanding it. Enuma Elish and The Myth of Atrahasis, which 

were studied in chapter 2, continue to enlighten the context in which Isaiah was written. 
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Background to the Text 

 

 

Text Unit 

 

 The pericope is defined as Isaiah 45:1-10. The unity of this passage is indicated 

by the repeated use of the phrase, “Thus says Yahweh.”  The phrase occurs seven times 

in chapters 44 and 45 (Isa 44:1, 6, 24; 45:1, 18, 11, 14). Furthermore, following each 

repetition is a slight variation regarding subsequent subject matter. Therefore, “thus says 

Yahweh” is a proper divider, defining both verse 1 as the beginning of the unit and verse 

10 as the conclusion. 

Edward J. Young suggests that verse 8 is a logical conclusion to verses 1-7 for at 

first glance the verse operates quite appropriately in this manner.
122

 The phrase, “thus 

says Yahweh”, however, is a better marker for defining this text unit. Additionally, when 

this approach is taken, the greater context reveals a chiasmus, further validating Isaiah 

45:1-10 as a whole unit.
123

 Certainly the identification of Isaiah 45:1-10 as a complete 

text unit does not negate the connectedness of this entire chiastic unit. Therefore this unit 

will be explored in light of the surrounding context. 

 

Date and Authorship 

 

 As with the creation account, there is little consensus regarding the dating and 

authorship of Isaiah 45. Two possible dates for this pericope are recognized: sometime in 

the 8
th

 century and sometime around 540 B.C.E. This places the author in either pre-exilic 

Israel, or the Babylonian exilic period of Israel’s history. 

Traditional scholarship has seen the book of Isaiah as being unified and under one 

author, the 8
th

 Century prophet named Isaiah. This places Isaiah 45 in the 8
th

 Century pre-

exilic Judah. Traditional scholars rightly point out that this unity of the book has been 

held since the church’s early history. Flavius Josephus, a Jewish historian who lived ca. 

37 – ca. 100 C.E., wrote in regards to Isaiah 45:1. 

 

This was known to Cyrus by his reading the book which Isaiah left 

behind him of his prophecies….This was foretold by Isaiah one hundred 

and forty years before the temple was demolished. Accordingly, when 

Cyrus read this, and admired the divine power, an earnest desire and 

ambition seized upon him to fulfil what was so written…”
124

 

 

C. Hassell Bullock rightly questions Josephus’ interpretation of Cyrus’ reasons 

for building the temple,
125

 but as Christopher T. Begg points out, “the notice 
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attests that the book of Isaiah known to Josephus did include the material of 

chapters 40-66.”
 126

 

 Critical scholarship has held that the book of Isaiah is a collection of two or three 

sections written by different authors. The first section includes chapters 1-39 and is dated 

to the 8
th

 Century prophet Isaiah. The second section, sometimes entitled Deutero-Isaiah, 

includes chapters 40-55 and is dated to 540 B.C.E. This places Isaiah 45 in Judah’s exilic 

period, during the time of the Persian Empire’s rise to power and its displacement of the 

Babylonian Empire’s domination. There is no unanimity regarding the date of chapters 

56-66. Some add them to the end of chapters 40-55 while others suggest a third author for 

these chapters and date them to approximately 520 B.C.E. when the Jews were rebuilding 

their postexilic society in Judah.
127

 

 Most of the difficulty arises out of the existence of Cyrus being named in 

Isaiah 44:28 and 45:1. This naming of Cyrus has caused many scholars to 

question the unity of the book of Isaiah. Traditional scholars interpret this 

questioning as doubt directed at God’s ability to give predictions to his prophets; 

however, many critical scholars readily accept the presence of prediction in Isaiah 

45, even with a 6
th

 century author; for even if the author lived in the 6
th

 century, 

he still predicted the rise of Persia, the fall of Babylon, and the freeing of Israel.
128

 

The difficulty lies in the reasoning for such a prediction 210 years in 

advance. Isaiah 44:6-23 and 45:14-17 both endorse prediction as a means for 

justifying Yahweh’s exclusiveness. The inability, says Isaiah, of idols to predict 

the future illustrates their impotence, while on the other hand Yahweh’s ability to 

do so illustrates that he is the sole deity in existence. For this to be successful, 

however, fulfillment of the prediction must be part of the equation. This 

requirement would not be met by a fulfillment that occurs 210 years later. 

 A second reason for prediction in prophetic utterance was to “influence 

the immediate course of action of the listener. The predictions were often 

conditional and so acted as incentives toward right action.”
129

 In other words, 

when the nation of Israel was experiencing hardship, prophetic prediction often 

provided an encouraging word to give the Hebrews courage. On the other hand, 

when the nation of Israel was experiencing what they perceived to be blessings, 

but were in actuality results of conniving and dishonest practices, the prophets 

offered predictions of doom in order to encourage Israel to change their behavior. 

In light of these reasons for prediction, two questions become evident if this unit 

was directed at 8
th

 century Israel. During this time Israel had no fear of Babylon. The 

dominating world power was Assyria. Why would encouragement be given at this time 

regarding a nation that has not yet become a threat? Secondly, if the purpose was for 

encouragement, would it encourage a people when it does not happen for 210 years? 
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While the discussion of dating is an important one, Walter Brueggemann offers a third 

alternative to these two choices. 

 Brueggemann suggests that although there is evidence supporting multiple 

authorship in the book of Isaiah, early 21
st
 Century scholars are moving away from a 

critical approach to a more canonical one.
130

 In the canonical approach the scholar 

accepts that, while there may be multiple dates and authors attached to Isaiah, the final 

form of the text is, “an integral statement offered by the shapers of the book for 

theological reasons.”
131

 The canonical approach strives to move past the historical-critical 

evidence and search out the theological significance of the book’s construction. 

Brueggemann states: 

 

The emerging opinion of interpreters is that although chapters 1-39 and 

40-55 seek to do very different things, they are intentionally and 

authoritatively placed together to make a single, bifocal theological 

affirmation, and neither section of the book can be taken alone….Thus an 

interpreter must deal in turn with the critical distinction of chapters 1–39 

and 40—55 and the canonical relatedness of the two.
132

 

 

 While the question of dating is not completely solvable, the exilic date will be 

accepted for this study.
133

 As Brueggemann points out, however, the question of date is 

not as important as the theological point the author is trying to make. It is this theological 

element that this chapter, and entire thesis, is trying to search out. 

 

Setting of the Text 

 

 In the 8
th

 Century the Assyrian Empire was the dominant superpower. In 722 

B.C.E. the northern kingdom of Israel was sent into exile by the Assyrians. In 612 B.C.E. 

the capital of Assyria fell to a coalition of the Babylonian Empire and the Median Empire 

ushering in a new era of Babylonian dominance. In 586/7 B.C.E. Jerusalem was sacked by 

the Babylonians and the southern kingdom of Judah was sent into exile. In the following 

years, the Persian Empire gradually grew in power defeating first the Median Empire, 

and then the Lydians and finally on October 16, 539 B.C.E. King Cyrus of Persia was 

welcomed into the city of Babylon without any siege.
134

 In 538 B.C.E., Cyrus decreed that 

all exiles may return to their homelands and rebuild their temples.
135

 

 The world power of the 8
th

 Century, Assyria, is never mentioned in chapters 40-

66 of Isaiah, except as Israel’s oppressor in an undetermined past (Isa 52:4).
136

 The leader 

of the 6
th

 century superpower, Persia, is mentioned twice, i.e. Cyrus (44:28; 45:1). This 

does not clearly identify the dating of Isaiah 40-66, however, it does suggest that “even, 
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therefore, if xl-lv was written by the eighth-century Isaiah, it is against this sixth-century 

background (circa 550-538) that it must be interpreted.”
137

 

 Against this background of Babylonian exile (ca 550 – 538 B.C.E.) the point of 

this section becomes more apparent. The anonymous prophet, living with the Babylonian 

exiles is trying to renew the people’s courage and faith in Yahweh who seems to have 

lost power in light of the Babylonian exile. Roger N. Whybray states:  

 

Most of Deutero-Isaiah’s utterances show him struggling with the 

problem of how to convince his audience that his promises of unalloyed 

bliss due to begin at any moment could really be taken seriously….It is 

clear from many passages in the book that some at least of the Jewish 

exiles in Babylon in Deutero-Isaiah’s time had become disillusioned.
138

 

 

Whybray goes on to suggest that the Jewish people had lost faith concerning Yahweh in 

two forms. First of all they no longer believed that he was willing to help them and 

second that he was able to help them.
139

 

 

Exegetical Analysis 

 

 

Introduction to Yahweh’s Messiah 

 

 The pericope opens with a scandalous pronouncement. Not only does the naming 

of Cyrus bring into question the dating of this text, but there is another, more surprising 

element to this naming. Cyrus is named in verse 1 as Yahweh’s “[\YP” �P�VKÈD���or 

“messiah.” Brueggemann rightly points out the scandal that this would evoke among the 

Jewish audience as well as the breadth of thinking that Isaiah is able to utilize. “Isaiah in 

exile thinks very large about God’s future in the world and is not contained by Israel’s 

conventional categories of faith and hope. Rescue by such an agent is scarcely acceptable 

in the community of exiles (see vv. 9-11).”
140

 This shock is clearly illustrated in the 

following quote: 

 

The Jewish rabbis of the Talmudic age, however, were embarrassed at the 

thought that Cyrus, a pagan king, should be so honored and used by 

Jehovah….In interpreting Isaiah 45:1 the rabbis sought to construe the 

text as a conversation between Jehovah and the Messiah about Cyrus. In 

the tractate Megillah we read: 

 Rabbi Nahman the son of Hamda inquired: Why does it say Thus 

saith the Lord to His anointed, to Cyrus? Was Cyrus actually the anointed 

(the messiah)? The real meaning is this: The Lord addressed Himself to 

the messiah saying: I am dissatisfied with Cyrus: I said, He will rebuild 

My house and ingather My exiles, and what did he say? Whosoever there 
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is among you of all His people…let him go up. I thought that he would 

rebuild the land of Israel and he satisfied himself with giving permission 

to the others to go up and build.”
141

 

 

 If one has in mind the New Testament use of messiah, which in Greek gets 

translated to “Christ”, great difficulties arise. The word, however, has a somewhat 

looser usage in the Old Testament. It is used in reference to King David, King 

Saul, as well as a coming promised deliverer which the New Testament identifies 

as Jesus; but as Brevard Childs points out “nowhere in the Old Testament is a 

foreign ruler so described.”
142

 While Assyria is identified in Isaiah 10:5 as the rod 

of Yahweh’s anger, and Jeremiah recognizes Babylon as the servant of Yahweh 

(Jer 25:9), Cyrus is different. Here Cyrus is to be Yahweh’s servant of 

salvation.
143

 

 Most scholars agree that this term should not be understood in the sense of 

Cyrus being the eschatological messianic deliverer. Rather the term connotes a 

setting aside and anointing of Cyrus for a specific purpose or divine 

commission.
144

 It does not imply any conversion on Cyrus’ part. In fact the 

instruction that Yahweh has grasped Cyrus by “the right hand” suggests that 

Cyrus is under Yahweh’s control. He has been raised up by Yahweh for a specific 

purpose and it is only as he accomplishes this purpose that he will continue to 

prosper. “His life is in the hand of Israel’s God.”
145

 

 Verses 2-3a further reveal Yahweh’s involvement in Cyrus’ actions. While 

the world may see Cyrus as a brilliant tactician, Isaiah wants to reveal that it is not 

Cyrus’ brilliance that is bringing him success. On the contrary, it is Yahweh who 

is smoothing out the rough places, dealing with any difficulties that may arise in 

Cyrus’ path, and giving Cyrus treasures of darkness and hidden wealth. 
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Three Reasons for Naming a Gentile Messiah 

 

 Verses 3b-7 are crucial verses in this pericope. They reveal three reasons 

why Yahweh would choose and reward a Gentile messiah. The first reason 

focuses on the individual person of Cyrus. The second reason focuses upon the 

people of Israel. The third reason is intended to encompass the entire world. 

 The first reason addresses the rewards that Yahweh will give Cyrus. A 

clay cylinder, entitled the Cyrus Cylinder, dating from about 538 B.C.E. has been 

found and translated. On this cylinder there is an inscription in which Cyrus 

describes how he captured Babylon, giving credit to the god Marduk. The 

elements of the inscription are remarkably close to those found in Isaiah 45.
146

 

They include, “a god (Marduk) chooses Cyrus as his agent, grants him success in 

his conquests, calls him to world-dominion, takes pleasure in him, directs his way 

to Babylon and accompanies him on it….Marduk took Cyrus by the hand and 

called him by name.”
147

 It is highly improbable that either the Cyrus Cylinder or 

Isaiah 45 were written with the knowledge of the other’s existence, however 

Isaiah desires to make it clear that the reason for rewarding Cyrus is to illustrate 

to both him and the Jews that it was not Marduk or any other so-called god who 

called him by name, but rather Yahweh, the God of Israel. 

 This is further emphasized by the detail with which Yahweh identifies 

himself. This is often lost within modern English translations which read, “The 

LORD, the God of Israel.” The translation is not incorrect; however it loses the 

significance by sounding like a simple repetition of the phrase God. In modern 

English, “Lord” and “God” are synonymous. In ancient Hebrew they are not. A 

more revealing translation of verse 3b would be, “So that you may know that it is 

I, Yahweh, the God of Israel…”  To a king who is familiar with polytheistic 

tendencies, this translation is ripe with significance. The response would be, “Oh, 

that god; the one that leads Israel, Yahweh, not Marduk, or some other god.”  The 

ambiguity is immediately removed regarding which god it is that is claiming 

Cyrus’s success. 

 One final way that Isaiah re-emphasizes the notion that Yahweh is the one 

in control of world events is by the imperfect tenses of the verbs found in this 

passage. Despite the discussion concerning the dating of the text, according to the 

wording it is still a prediction of what is to be. Yahweh states that he “will go 

before, will shatter the doors” (v. 2) and “will give treasures” (v. 3). Whether one 

accepts an 8
th

 century authorship or a 6
th

 century authorship, the pericope still 

holds much evidence of being a predictive piece of material and, as Bullock 

states, prediction is one of Yahweh’s strategies of emphasizing monotheistic 

beliefs.
148

 

 Isaiah 44 clearly brings humiliation upon profitless idols and their makers. The 

first accusation leveled at these humanly created objects is that they cannot tell the future. 

“Who is like Me? Let him proclaim and declare it; Yes, let him recount it to Me in order, 

From the time that I established the ancient nation. And let them declare to them the 
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things that are coming And the events that are going to take place” (v. 7). Chapter 45 is 

Yahweh’s proof that he can predict an event whether it be 210 years in advance or 20 

years in advance.  

 Verse 4 gives the reader a second reason for Yahweh’s choice of a Gentile 

messiah. The first reason listed in verse 3 was to illustrate to an individual, i.e. to Cyrus 

that it was Yahweh, not Marduk, in control of history. The second reason expands the 

discussion to include the people of Israel. Yahweh called Cyrus by name and gave him a 

title of honor to illustrate to his people that the Gentiles have a place in his plan. In much 

the same way as Cyrus is given honor, so will the Gentiles be given honor even though 

they have not known him. 

 Verses 5-7 complete Yahweh’s reasons for calling a Gentile messiah. The first 

reason was addressed to an individual, i.e. Cyrus. The second reason was to a people, i.e. 

Israel. The third reason is addressed to the world. This becomes evident when one 

considers the importance regarding the use and placing of the phrase, “though you do not 

know me.” The first use of the phrase referred to Cyrus, the individual Gentile and now 

the second time it is used to refer to the Gentile world. It is significant that the phrase is 

omitted when referring to the community of Israel, for Israel knew Yahweh.
149

 Cyrus and 

the world did not know him, though verse 6 states that this will change. The statement, 

“from the rising to the setting of the sun” is simply a statement emphasizing the entire 

world. In colonial England, the British had a saying, “The sun never sets on the British 

empire.” The point being made was simply that with all of the colonies of Britain, the 

British Empire was so large that the sun was always shining on some part of Britain. The 

empire spanned the world, and so it will be with Isaiah’s message. 

 A second phrase that is important to note is, “there is no other god besides me.” 

This phrase in some form is repeated four times in this pericope and all of these occur in 

verses 5-6. It is noteworthy that the notion is only present in these verses which are 

directed towards the entire world. Yahweh chose a Gentile messiah to emphasize to the 

world that he is the only God in existence; there is no God besides him. As Geoffrey W. 

Grogan asserts, verses 5-7 enforce an element of “absolute monotheism.”
150

 

 Isaiah is now addressing the Gentile world with his comments, stating that there is 

no god other than Yahweh. This point becomes more clear in surrounding passages such 

as Isaiah 45:22, “Turn to Me and be saved, all the ends of the earth; For I am God, and 

there is no other.”  But one need not immediately jump outside of this text unit to back up 

this claim. Isaiah continues the pedagogy in verse 7 which points to Yahweh as the 

creator of light and darkness, peace and evil. The inclusion of darkness seems to be in 

contrast with Genesis one where he created light, but not darkness. The addition of evil as 

one of Yahweh’s creations adds similar consternation.
151
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 The concern arises out of a too literal interpretation of Genesis 1 as well as Isaiah 

45. Brueggemann deals with the question in a frank manner. “It is likely that the two 

word pairs – light/darkness, shalom/evil – mean to be inclusive, that is, everything from 

A to Z in creation and in history. Yahweh is the one, the only one, who is responsible for 

what is, and that surely includes Cyrus, the fall of Babylon, and the emancipation of 

Israel.”
152

 In other words, these are opposites and it is Yahweh that caused them and 

created them and everything in between. Brueggemann goes on to say: 

 

Taken out of context, the claim of this verse is problematic, for it is 

affirmed that Yahweh creates evil, a statement sure to vex and puzzle. 

Taken in context, however, the doxological claim wants to eliminate all 

rival claims, either about the power of the Babylonian gods or the 

autonomy of Cyrus or the voice of Israel in its dissenting mistrust. None 

of these count: Babylonian gods have no voice in the future of Babylon. 

Cyrus has no clout in the rise of his empire. Israel has no vote on its 

destiny. Everything is settled on Yahweh’s terms, for Yahweh is without 

rival, adviser, competitor, or aide. What is now to happen through Cyrus 

is sure, because it is the resolve of Yahweh.
153

 

 

 Verse seven serves another purpose however. The mention of Yahweh’s creative 

acts connects this pericope with Genesis 1 and reveals the creation motif that is present in 

Isaiah. Again, creation becomes a central issue in the discussion of monotheism. 

 

The Morality of Yahweh’s Creation 

 

 If, as Grogan has stated, verse 7 reinforces “absolute monotheism,” then verse 8 

delves deeper into monotheism and Genesis 1 to reveal what some may call ethical 

monotheism. This is not immediately apparent as verse 8 provides a certain difficulty 

regarding its interpretation. Indeed, many scholars have struggled over its existence in 

this pericope. Whybray conveniently labels this verse as an interpolation added in by a 

later disciple.
154

 This is not necessarily the case. 

 Grogan points out that references to the heavens, the clouds, and the earth, along 

with the statement of Yahweh that he has created it all, suggest that the writer had 

Genesis 1 in mind.
155

 The difference here is that the heavens and the clouds are no longer 

to pour down rain, the natural element that the reader would expect, but rather 

righteousness. The two words, “TGF” �cHGHT� and “KTGF” �c�G�T¼��are used and both 

are generally translated as “righteousness” in this verse. According to Harold G. Stigers, 
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sedeq “refers to an ethical, moral standard and of course in the Old Testament that 

standard is the nature and will of God.”
156

 

 The Old Testament concept of justice is closely linked with this understanding of 

righteousness. Righteousness is not defined by observing the correct rituals, but by the 

quality of interpersonal relationships, which in turn is defined by the standards set out in 

the word of God, i.e. the caring for the oppressed and marginalized, loving mercy and 

walking humbly with Yahweh (Jer 22:3; Mic 6:8). 

 What then does it mean for the clouds to rain down righteousness and for the 

earth to bloom with it? While there may be no definitive answer, it may be best to 

remember the context. To an exiled Jew, the best way that Yahweh could care for his 

oppressed and marginalized people is to bring them deliverance, which is promised 

through his servant Cyrus. As this salvation occurs, it is the author’s desire that it will 

also bear fruit, in the form of righteousness among the people. 

 Returning to the creation motif, as creator Yahweh is capable of affecting this 

response in nature. He is the only deity that can make it do so since he has created it. 

Further only Yahweh can make such a promise of salvation to his people, because as we 

were told in verses 5-6, there is no other God.
157

 As Yahweh desires his people to act, so 

he will act on their behalf and here is a fundamental difference between Israel’s God and 

those of Mesopotamia. 

 In the second chapter of this study, a number of observations were made 

regarding the Mesopotamian view relating to the world of the divine. Among these were 

the observations that the gods were lazy, yet they required humanity to work intensively 

for them; the gods fought with each other regularly in order to achieve dominance over 

the others; the gods were unreliable, unpredictable, and inconstant. When humanity 

became too loud or too bothersome, the gods would punish them. If humanity did not 

serve the gods in the way that they so desired, humanity could be punished. The gods 

were fickle and they would punish humanity for engaging in similar activities as the gods 

themselves engaged in. 

 In addition, according to the myth of Atrahasis, the gods needed little reason to 

destroy or save humanity. Enlil decided to destroy humanity based upon his lack of sleep 

and humanity’s noisiness, whereas once the human Atrahasis requested Ea’s aid, he was 

given it. To avoid the first execution attempt, the humans were told not to offer sacrifices 

to any gods other than Namtar who was a Netherworld deity and the god of death by 

plague. Shamed by the sacrifices, Namtar relented and lifted the plague. Next, when 

presented with a famine, humanity was told by Ea to offer sacrifices only to Adad who 

was the god of storm or rain. Adad was also shamed by the gifts and therefore lifts the 

famine. The gods then flippantly agreed to destroy humanity with a flood which 

Atrahasis and his wife were saved from by Ea. While Atrahasis received Ea’s aid when 

he solicited it, this is more of an exception than the norm. The Akkadian gods seldom 

acted on behalf of humanity unless shamed into doing so. This is a far different view of 

the deities than that which Isaiah holds regarding Yahweh. 

 Furthermore, there is no talk regarding morality among humanity or its role in the 

gods’ actions. The biblical parallel is the story of Noah and the flood (Gen 6-8). In this 

story, however, one finds a distinct element of morality as the basis for Noah’s salvation 
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(Gen 6:9). Furthermore the narrative states that the flood came as a consequence for the 

immorality of humanity (Gen 6:5). Ethical behavior is held in high esteem within Noah’s 

story. 

 The Jews were the first people to connect religion with ethics. In his discussion of 

the Numinous,
158

 C. S. Lewis states, “In many forms of Paganism the worship of the gods 

and the ethical discussions of the philosophers have very little to do with each other….it 

was the Jews who fully and unambiguously identified the awful Presence haunting black 

mountain-tops and thunderclouds with ‘the righteous Lord’ who ‘loveth 

righteousness’.”
159

 He goes on to state that to refuse to identify the Numinous with the 

righteous, is to “remain a barbarian, worshipping sexuality, or the dead, or the life-force, 

or the future. But the cost is heavy.”
160

 

 Lewis’s point is clearly noted in the context of this verse. There is no connection 

between ethics and religion in ancient Assyria, Babylon or Egypt.
161

 Verse 8 stands in a 

stark contrast to the religions of these empires in that it connects nature and religion with 

ethics and righteousness. This in turn connects the creator of that nature, i.e. Yahweh, 

with righteousness and morality. It is upon this concept that Yahweh will continue to 

build his monotheistic stance as the people of Israel begin to understand what it means to 

believe that there is only one God and no others. 

 

Warnings to Those Who Argue with Yahweh 

 

 Verses 9-10 suggest that Yahweh’s plan for a Gentile messiah were met with 

opposition. The downward spiral that this resistance creates is illustrated on into the next 

chapter as Motyer points out. “The Lord’s plan to use Cyrus is greeted with hostility 

(45:9-13), and the spirit of the people hardens until they can be called ‘rebels’ (46:8), 

‘stubborn-hearted’ and ‘far from righteousness’ (46:12).”
162

 

 Unfortunately the Jews were missing the point. Yahweh’s actions were not to 

elevate the Jewish nation; they were rather to elevate Yahweh himself. Kaiser states, 

“Currently, Yahweh was in charge of history itself, and the nations did not frighten Him 

at all (40:15, 17). In fact, foreign leaders were raised up to do His bidding in history (as is 

so aptly illustrated by Cyrus in (41:1-4); and they were ransomed or conquered on His 

authority (43:3-14; 44:24-45:8; 47:5-9).”
163
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 These verses appropriately illustrate the rich irony that is present. The absurdity 

of a piece of clay speaking to its maker is an important point.
164

 Young points out the 

relevance of the future tense of the verbs in verse 10.  

 

The two verbs are futures. It is of course objected that the passage then 

makes no sense. How can a son that is not yet born complain to its father 

about what the father will bring forth or to its mother about her bearing? 

Obviously the thought is an absurdity, but that is the very point of the 

passage: it is just as absurd for Israel to complain about what God will do 

in the future.
165

 

 

Brueggemann adds:  

 

These lines imagine a father in the act of impregnating the mother, and 

then the mother in labor. No, the sperm does not question the father. No, 

the fetus does not interrogate the mother in labor. No, the creature does 

not question the creator. No, the exiles do not interrogate the Lord of 

History. No, Israel does not cross-examine Yahweh. No, no, no!”
166

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Isaiah’s understanding of monotheism illustrates a number of ideas to his readers. 

The first element of monotheism is that of a numerical issue. There is one God and only 

one God in existence.
167

 

 Secondly, Isaiah uses the creation motif to reinforce the same point that the writer 

of Genesis 1 makes: Yahweh is the only God for both Israel and the entire world. Harner 

reinforces the connection between Yahweh’s title of Creator and monotheism by stating: 

 

Perhaps we would only betray our modern predilection for analytic 

thought if we should ask whether God is regarded as unique because he is 

the Creator, or vice versa. Possibly we can say only that for II Isaiah these 

two ideas are simultaneous affirmations, each implying the other. They 

are, as it were, different aspects of the same reality.
168

 

 

 The Genesis account illustrated this well. With the exclusion of other deities and 

the inclusion of only Elohim as the acting deity upon the cosmos, there is no question 

regarding the number of gods in existence. Furthermore, as we have seen in Genesis 1, 

God is clearly represented as supra natural or above nature. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the Hebrews could not move to a true acceptance of monotheism until the gods 

of the surrounding nations were defeated and until nature was un-deified or de-sanctified. 
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 We have seen how Isaiah and Genesis reinforce one another, but in addition 

Isaiah takes a further step past this “absolute monotheism” by introducing a new element. 

The prophet presents the critical element of morality to the motif of monotheism; an 

element lacking in every other religion in the ancient Near East during this time period. 

This element of morality is another outcropping of Yahweh’s supra-natural character, for 

nature has no ethics. Survival of the fittest governs the animal and plant world; not so 

with Israel’s ethical monotheism. Only a God who is above nature can call his people to 

serve one another, to protect the weak and the powerless, the marginalized. Only a God 

who is good can desire goodness from followers. This was a critical difference between 

Yahweh and the Mesopotamian gods and goddesses. In fact, some scholars believe this is 

why Israel’s religion or Yahwism survived.
169

 One scholar states, “Civilizations that 

equated gods with nature – a characteristic of all primitive societies – or that worshipped 

nature did not evolve.”
170

 This makes Isaiah’s proclamation in Isaiah 21:9 all the more 

sensible. “Now behold, here comes a troop of riders, horsemen in pairs.” And one said, 

“Fallen, fallen is Babylon; And all the images of her gods are shattered on the ground” 

(Isa 21:9). 
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PSALM 8 

“A LITTLE LOWER THAN GOD” 

 

 

 After examining a narrative passage (Gen 1) and a prophetic passage (Isa 45:1-

10), it is time to explore a third genre of material. Attention will now be shifted to the 

poetic genre as it is represented in Psalm 8. A number of scholars have correctly surmised 

that the creation motif is central to the book of psalms and hold up chapter 8 as an 

archetype of this.
171

 Creation has been important to most civilizations. Enuma Elish 

predated the Genesis creation account and many, if not all, ancient civilizations had a 

creation myth of some sort. Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Norse, and Greek mythology all 

have some type of creation story, however, as C. S. Lewis points out, “when stories about 

[creation] occur in Paganism they are often religiously unimportant, not in the least 

central to the religions in which we find them. They are on the fringe where religion tails 

off into what was perhaps felt, even at the time, to be more like fairy-tale.”
172

 With his 

statement, Lewis draws out two important thoughts. First, when the creation motif is 

utilized in pagan religions, it is often used to illustrate something other than creation 

itself. For example, Enuma Elish is more concerned with the elevation of Marduk to the 

head of the Akkadian pantheon and with the establishment of Babylon as the city of the 

gods, than it is with the creation of the physical world.
173

 

Secondly, the pagan creation myths seldom play any further role in subsequent 

mythologies. In other words, the creation motif serves a specific purpose but then plays 

no further role in the development of pagan religions. For example, Enuma Elish 

establishes Marduk as the head of the Akkadian pantheon and Babylon as the dominant 

city in Babylon, but apart from this creation plays no further part in Babylon’s religion. 

This differs from the creation motif in the Old Testament. While the Old Testament 

authors are interested in creation itself, they are also interested in the theology that 

underlies that creation. This theological interest causes the creation motif to permeate the 

Old Testament scriptures, and nowhere is it more central than within the Psalms. C. 

Hassell Bullock states, “the doctrine of creation is basic in the Psalms, and even where it 

is not explicitly stated, it is presupposed.”
174

 

 Creation, then, is not a central doctrine in and of itself. There is an underlying 

theology which accompanies the Genesis creation account. One of the ideas that chapter 

3 discussed was the de-deification of nature. In order to communicate something about 

Yahweh’s true nature to Israel, it was important to redefine the primary nature of reality. 
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As we move into the discussion of Psalm 8 it is good to consider a second level to this 

discussion. “To say that God created Nature, while it brings God and Nature into relation, 

also separates them. What makes and what is made must be two, not one. Thus the 

doctrine of Creation in one sense empties Nature of divinity.”
175

 

 The reason for choosing Psalm 8 is threefold. First, it is a poem. This will provide 

a wider representation of scripture and the ways in which it deals with monotheism. 

Secondly the Psalm has a strong creation motif running through it which unites it with the 

previous two pericopes studied. The third reason is very close to the second, but with one 

subtle difference. While Psalm 8 has a strong creation motif running through it, even 

stronger is its actual connection with Genesis 1. 

 This chapter will look at Psalm 8 and discover what it has to say about 

monotheism, as well as what monotheism has to say about humanity; i.e. how does the 

doctrine of monotheism affect how humankind perceives itself? Furthermore we will 

explore how humanity’s self perception played a role in the Yahweh Theologians’ 

strategies of encouraging Israel to embrace monotheism. To accomplish this task, a 

careful exegetical study will be implemented, focusing specifically on those elements that 

further the discussion of monotheism. Following this exegesis, some theological 

reflections will be explored. 

The Masoretic Text (MT) follows a slightly different verse division than the 

English translations. This paper will be following the MT divisions. Verse 1 in the 

English translations is divided into two verses in the MT. This makes verse 1 in the 

original Hebrew a simple introduction to the Psalm followed by the Psalm proper in verse 

2 with the memorable statement “O Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all 

the earth.”  This verse division causes the English translations to be one verse behind the 

Hebrew in number. 

 

Background to the Text 

 

 

Genre and Structure
176

 

 

 Psalm 8 is a poem. To be more specific, it is a hymn or a psalm of praise. William 

Sanford LaSor suggests that a hymn usually contains three elements: a call to worship, a 

description of God’s acts or attributes, and a conclusion which calls for fresh praise or 

obedience.
177

 While keeping Psalm 8 in the hymn category, LaSor goes on to form a 

subcategory entitled “celebrations of creation” in which he includes Psalm 8, 19, and 

104.
178

 Claus Westermann draws attention to the lack of a call to worship in this hymn 

and states that its structure is not consistent with any of the formal psalm structures.
179

 

The Psalm does, however, fit into LaSor’s structure when one substitutes a statement of 

praise for the required call to worship. After the introduction in verse 1 and the initial 
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statement of praise in verse 2, the psalm deals with Yahweh’s acts and attributes in verses 

3-9 followed by the concluding statement of praise in verse 10. 

 A number of themes immediately become recognizable in this unit. To begin, the 

creation motif maintains a position of dominance once again as it has in the other two 

pericopes previously studied. Also a theme of comparison and contrasting becomes 

evident. For example, verse 3 contrasts Humanity with Yahweh’s enemies, verses 4-5 

contrast humanity with Yahweh’s cosmos, verse 6 contrasts humanity with Yahweh 

himself, and verses 7-9 contrast humanity with creation. 

 

Exegetical Analysis 

 

 

Statement of Praise 

 

We are once again introduced to C. S. Lewis’s concept of the numinous. “Oh 

Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic is your name.” Verse 4 echoes the sentiment and draws 

the reader’s attention to the catalyst for such a meditative thought, i.e. “I see your 

heavens, works of your fingers, moon and stars which you have established.”  The 

speaker is moved into the sense of the numinous and verbalizes it in the best way he can, 

“O Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth. 

 

Description of Yahweh’s Acts and Attributes 

 

 

Yahweh’s First Action 

 

Verse 3 introduces the reader to Yahweh’s first action. From infants and nursing 

babes, he draws out enough strength to overcome the enemy. Robert Alter questions the 

relevance of these infants along with how they relate to the following lines about foes and 

avengers.
180

 This problem diminishes somewhat when the reader remembers the purpose 

of the Psalmist. He is revealing attributes and actions of Yahweh’s majesty and 

uniqueness; who works in a different manner than humanity may expect. 

Throughout Israel’s history, Yahweh has heard the cry of the children. He heard 

Ishmael’s cry in the desert (Gen 21:16-17) and he heard Abel’s cry from beyond the 

grave (Gen 4:10).
181

 “Yahweh always hears the cry of the child.”
182

 

There is another element present here. While the children in verse 3 may refer to 

actual children, it is more likely that this allusion represents a metaphor for the weak and 

oppressed in Israel’s society.
183

 Repeatedly, Yahweh has chosen to work through those 

that humanity would consider weak rather than the people who would seem to be a more 

logical choice due to their perceived strengths. He chose the younger brother, Joseph, to 
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be elevated in stature above the others (Gen 37-50). He chose, a member of the smallest 

Israelite tribe, Benjamin, to be judge over Israel (Judg 6:15) and later to be king (1 Sam 

9:21). He chose the youngest among brothers to be a king (1 Sam 16:11-13), and now he 

chooses the cries of infants to illustrate his strength and to stop the vengeful adversaries. 

This verse is an illustration of how Yahweh has and will work in human history. 

In reference to this verse, Peter C. Craigie states: 

 

Enemies symbolize human strength; they are arrogant in their self-

assertion. The essence of the enemies of God is that they do not recognize 

the name of God or the revelation that came through that name, for if they 

had come to such full recognition, they would have desisted from their 

enmity. Babes, on the other hand, symbolize human weakness and 

humility, but they have a strength greater than that of God’s enemies 

when they take the name of God on their lips; that is, in speaking the 

name, they acknowledge and in some sense understand the majesty and 

revelation of God which are implicit in that name. Thus God may utilize 

the weak of this world, even the child, both to establish his strength, 

reflected in his nature and in his creation, and at the same time ‘to put at 

rest’ (or quiet) the opposition of enemies.
184

 

 

 Once again, Yahweh has illustrated his unopposed existence in the universe, for 

no god is able to stop him from working among humanity in this way. He can lower the 

mighty and raise the weak as he so chooses and as we move into verses 4-5 we begin to 

understand why Yahweh is able to do this. 

 

Yahweh’s Attributes 

 

 Verses 4-5 immediately turn one’s attention back to his creation. Once again it is 

the existence of the cosmos that is given as the basis for Yahweh’s ability to work in this 

way among humanity. The reader is once again pulled back to the strange awe that is 

beheld in verse 1, that which Lewis entitles the numinous. It is not, however, only the 

existence of the night luminaries that bring this wonder to the author’s mind, but the fact 

that it was Yahweh who has created them. This mystical experience moves the author to 

move his speculation to the existence of humanity itself. 

 

Yahweh’s Second Action 

 

The psalmist, being in the grasp of the numinous, realizes that God created 

humanity slightly lower than himself. The correct translation of verse 6 is not 

immediately clear. In English translations it is translated in three different ways. 

Sometimes it is translated “you have made him/them a little less than God” (RSV, 

NASV, and NRSV). Other times it is rendered, “made a little less than a god” (JB, NEB, 

REB). Still other times it is read as “little lower than heavenly beings” (NIV) and “little 

lower than heavenly beings” (KJV and NAB). 
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The Hebrew word which is under investigation is “a\KOD” �
�OxKÈP�. The LXX 

and the Vulgate both translated “a\KOD” as angels, but this does not suggest that this is 

the correct translation. There are two situations in which the Old Testament translates 

“a\KOD” as “gods” or “a god.” The first situation is when the speaker is from a foreign 

nation. All foreign nations at this time were polytheistic, therefore it is understood that 

the speaker is speaking from a polytheistic worldview. For examples of this see 1 Samuel 

4:6-8; 1 Kings 19:2; and 1 Kings 20:10.
185

 The second situation in which Elohim is 

translated in this way is when someone from Israel is speaking in reference to the gods of 

foreign nations as the writer of the first commandment is doing in Exodus 20:3. In both 

cases the context clearly illustrates the need for such a translation.  

The broader theological context of psalm 8 does not suggest such a situation since 

there is no precedent for ever using foreign gods to measure the position of humanity in 

Hebrew literature. Therefore the translation “you have made him little less than a god” 

makes little sense in this context. 

 Hans-Joachim Kraus opts to translate Elohim as “heavenly beings.”  He suggests 

that, “human beings have their station given to them by God in creation, immediately 

below the heavenly beings that surround Yahweh’s royal throne (1 Kings 22:19; Job 1:6; 

Isa 6:1-3).”
186

 Regrettably, none of these verses hint at humanity’s position in regard to 

these heavenly beings surrounding Yahweh’s throne. The only place that humanity’s 

position within the cosmos is hinted at is within the context of Psalm 8. Ironically, 

Kraus’s precedent for interpreting Psalm 8 in this way is Psalm 8 itself. If one removes 

Psalm 8:6 as Kraus’s evidence, there is no further reason to do so. 

While the LXX translates Elohim as “angels” in Ps. 8:5; 97:7; 138:1, the criteria 

for such a translation is ambiguous. “Evidently, the LXX translators tended to use 

‘angels’ in cases where the reference is to divine beings while keeping ‘God’ or ‘gods’ 

for deities, or assumed deities. In the case of Psalm 8, they assumed that Elohim refers to 

beings less than Yahweh.”
187

 Again, such a translation should only be chosen when the 

context clearly calls for it. This is not the case in Psalm 8. Most likely the reason for the 

LXX translators’ assumption was more an issue of theological humility where the 

translators read “angels” or “divine beings” for Elohim rather than “God.” 

Many modern commentators prefer to read “God” in this verse. There is good 

reason for this. Kautzsch states that “plurals which have a singular meaning are 

frequently construed with the singular, especially the plualis excellentiae or 

maistatis…”
188

 This category of plural nouns includes Elohim. In our passage, verse 6 

consists of two verbs, two suffixes, one adjective, and three nouns. All of these with the 

exception of the proper noun “Elohim” are in their singular form. This does not prove 

that “God” is the proper translation, however, it does render the interpretations, 

“heavenly beings”, “angels” and “gods” suspect. 

Additionally, Craigie suggests that, “the translation God is almost certainly 

correct, and the words probably contain an allusion to the image of God in mankind and 
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the God-given role of dominion to be exercised by mankind within the created order.”
189

 

If we accept LaSor’s categorization of this Psalm as a “celebration of creation” and we 

accept the fact that this psalm is connected with Genesis 1 involving a strong creation 

motif, then it becomes more evident that the proper translation for Elohim in this 

pericope is “God.” 

The normal translation of Elohim in the Old Testament is God unless the context 

specifically calls for a different interpretation. In Psalm 8, there is no reason other than 

theological humility to translate Elohim as anything other than “God.” Craigie, however, 

draws into the discussion another important element. The allusion to the creation of 

humanity in Elohim’s image is significant. While it behooves humanity to walk humbly 

with Elohim, it is also proper to acknowledge that which he has done for us. Genesis 5:3 

tells of Seth’s birth, Adam and Eve’s third son. It states that Adam, “became the father of 

a son in his own likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth.” (emphasis 

mine). The likeness and image of Adam within his son Seth speaks to a relationship that 

the two have as well as other intimacies. They speak of a position that each holds. In the 

ancient Near East, the son did not rival the father unless he was rebelling; however the 

son was just a little lower than his father. While Psalm 8 does not mention this “image,” 

the function associated with it is present. Therefore, these same intimacies, relationship 

and position are ours with Elohim.  

 This still does not answer the question as to why the word Elohim is used instead 

of God’s proper name, Yahweh, which is used in verses 1 and 10. Some may point to the 

usage of two different titles for God as a literary device and suggest that its presence is 

further proof for interpreting Elohim as “heavenly beings” or “angels.”  There is a 

superior explanation. Robert Alter argues that the key word in this pericope is the word 

“O.” �NxO� which is translated as “all.” It is used four times in our pericope and 

emphasizes “[Yahweh’s] dominion is over all, heaven and earth, angels and men and 

creatures of the field and air and sea, and He places ‘all’ at the feet of man.”
190

 The use of 

“O.” together with the divine title of Elohim brings in a sense of universality and links 

this passage with Genesis 1.
191

 

The author’s use of Elohim in Psalm 8 once again refers to the universal creative 

aspect of Yahweh. In other words, since Yahweh is not only the creator for Israel, but the 

entire world it is not Hebrew humanity alone which is given a position a little lower than 

God. Rather all of humanity, Jew and Gentile, has been given this position. The use of 

these two words, “Elohim” and “O.R”, inform the reader that the following verses 

encompass all of humanity regardless of race, nation, or other ethnic boundaries. 

 Verses 7-9 cause the similarities between this passage and Genesis 1 to become 

more pronounced: 

 

God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; 

male and female He created them. God blessed them; and God said to 

them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule 
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over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living 

thing that moves on the earth." Then God said, "Behold, I have given you 

every plant yielding seed that is on the surface of all the earth, and every 

tree which has fruit yielding seed; it shall be food for you; and to every 

beast of the earth and to every bird of the sky and to every thing that 

moves on the earth which has life, I have given every green plant for 

food"; and it was so. God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was 

very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day 

(Gen. 1:27-31). 

 

Verses 7-9 parallel Genesis 1:27-31 so closely that many scholars agree that it is 

legitimate to read Psalm 8 through the lens of Genesis 1. Brueggemann states, “it is 

widely thought that this psalm is closely related to Gen. 1:1-2:4a, i.e., the mainstream of 

creation faith.”
192

 Westermann adds, “[in verses 7-8] there is a clear reference to the 

commission given by God to human beings when He created them, Genesis 1:26.”
193

 

Tate clarifies further: 

 

Intertextually, it is proper to read Psalm 8 with Genesis 1-2. In Genesis 1, 

humanity is blessed by God and charged to ‘be fruitful, and multiply, and 

fill the earth,’ and further charged to ‘subdue and have dominion over’ all 

living creatures of the sea, air, and earth (Gen 1:28)….When Psalm 8 is 

read through the lens of Genesis 1 (and Genesis 2), it becomes clear that 

the dominion-having of humanity is intended to be constructive and 

healthy.
194

 

 

The psalmist has the creation account deeply imbedded within his mind as he writes this 

psalm. In turn, he also has the polytheistic worldview of Israel’s neighboring nations on 

his mind. It is true that the purpose of this Psalm is not to counter those polytheistic 

religions, however, anytime that the creation motif is present it must be considered along 

with the underlying theological implications that it brings. The Psalmist is making a 

statement regarding the position of humanity that is held in the polytheistic worldview 

and countering it with humanity’s position in a monotheistic worldview. That this is true 

becomes clearer as the author continues. 

 Verse 7 states that “all” things are under humanity’s feet and then the passage 

proceeds to clearly and unambiguously spell out in creation language what this includes: 

the sheep, the oxen, the beasts of the field, the birds of the sky, and the fish of the sea. 

Here the psalmist pauses. The fish of the sea have already been identified as creatures to 

be under humanity’s feet, but the author goes one step further; “Whatever passes through 

the paths of the seas.” 

 While this statement may be a simple way of indicating all marine life this would 

have been accomplished simply by inserting the word “all.” As we have seen, the author 

is quite comfortable with using that adjective. It could also be a poetic device; a form of 

parallelism connecting to the previous statement. There is a third alternative and that is 
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that it referred to the monsters of the ocean (i.e. whales, or even mythological monsters 

{Leviathan}).
195

 This verse and one of LaSor’s other “celebration of creation” psalms 

seem to echo each other. “There is the sea, great and broad, In which are swarms without 

number, Animals both small and great. There the ships move along, And Leviathan, 

which You have formed to sport in it. They all wait for You To give them their food in 

due season” (Psalm 104:24-27). 
 Roland E. Murphy takes the approach that while Genesis 1 needs to be interpreted 

in light of the Mesopotamian worldview, the psalms need to be interpreted in light of the 

Canaanite worldview.
196

 One of the important members of the Canaanite pantheon was 

Baal. While he plays a prominent role in Canaanite mythology, there are three stories that 

seem to hold a certain level of distinction. These are the legends of Baal defeating Yam, 

the sea god; the building of Baal’s temple; and Baal being defeated by Mot, the god of 

the underworld and then being reborn. For the purpose of this paper the final two myths 

are of interest. In the myth involving Mot and Baal, a message is sent from the former to 

the latter acknowledging that Baal has defeated the Leviathan, however in the story of the 

building of Baal’s temple Anat, a Canaanite goddess, claims responsibility for destroying 

the Leviathan.
197

 

 Though Leviathan has often been defined as a mere crocodile or some other 

known living creature, this is most likely not the case.
198

 If one accepts Murphy’s thesis 

of the Canaanite worldview being essential to the understanding of the Psalms then the 

Ugaritic understanding of Leviathan is essential. In this understanding Leviathan is a 

horrendous dragon, a sea serpent, or some other mythological, possibly chaos bearing 

monster.
199

 That this Leviathan is also under the feet of humanity would be a numinous 

thought indeed. 

 

Concluding Statement of Praise 

 

 Verse 10 returns the reader to verse 1, concluding the psalm once more by 

drawing the reader’s attention to God’s uniqueness. The position of humanity has been 

clearly defined. They are a little lower than God and ruler of all that exists in creation 

including the mythological beasts of Canaanite legend. At first glace it seems as if Psalm 

8 is a hymn solely about the position of humanity within creation, however, humanity’s 

position is a result of Yahweh’s active involvement in that creation. In the same way as 

the literal structure of Psalm 8 begins and ends with Yahweh, metaphorically, the place of 

humankind in creation, “begins and ends with God Himself, and [Psalm 8’s] overriding 

theme is ‘How excellent is thy name’”
200
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Conclusion 

 

 The first and most noteworthy element that draws attention to Yahweh’s 

exclusivity among deity is the creation motif itself that is so prevalent within this psalm. 

Roland Murphy states that the purpose of creation within the poetic genre was never to 

explain the ancient beginnings of humanity or the earth. While modern theologians have 

been interested in these passages for this reason, it was not the original purpose of the 

authors who employ the creation theme. “They [were] not interested in creation for 

creation’s sake.”
201

 Creation always had a theological purpose.
202

  

 Whether this theological purpose emphasizes the importance of the Sabbath or the 

numinous of God, the underlying purpose is always to emphasize that there is only one 

creator and only one God. When discussing the connection between creation and the 

written word of God, Paul House states that “God’s word complements nature as a means 

of teaching monotheism and its meaning within the context of Yahweh’s work with 

Israel. Creation points to the Creator; then the revealed word gives specific substance to 

the nature of the Creator.”
203

 

House also discusses the idea that true monotheism is something that is relevant 

in the day-to-day activities of the ancient Hebrews. “Monotheism in the psalms is 

grounded in daily life by constant confessions that God lives, speaks, acts, helps, sees, 

hears, answers and saves. No other god does any of these things in Psalms.”
204

 

The structure for this psalm includes an introductory statement of praise along 

with a concluding statement of praise. In between there exists a description of Yahweh’s 

attributes and actions that he performs. One of these actions is the raising up of humanity 

to a level just below God and high above creation. In turn this action illustrates an 

attribute regarding Yahweh. In light of the Mesopotamian worldview regarding the 

position of humanity in relation to the gods, the fact that Yahweh is the only god able to 

raise humanity without any opposition from other deities suggest that he is the most 

powerful god in existence. The presence of the creation motif goes further in that it 

implies that Yahweh is not only the most powerful deity, but the only deity. 

This idea is reinforced when one remembers that the foreign gods were most often 

represented in the sphere of natural elements. Elevating humanity above these natural 

elements effectively removed the gods from god-like status and rendered them as 

subordinate to humankind. 

 Secondly, the opening and closing inclusio, “O Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic 

is your name in all the earth” represent an implication that Yahweh is exclusive. As Alter 

argued, the word “all” is important if not key to this pericope. The name of Yahweh is 

not only mighty and majestic, but it is also superior to the names of any other so-called 

gods. It is only because of who this name represents that humanity could ever be lifted up 

to the position that it now occupies. 

 The third element in this unit is closely tied with this enveloping statement about 

Yahweh’s name but draws in the use of “Elohim” in verse 6. If Yahweh were only 

concerned with his people Israel, to whom he had given his proper name, then there 
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would be no need for the psalmist to include also the title of “Elohim.”  In contrast to 

“Yahweh” which emphasizes the relational dimension of God, “Elohim” highlights the 

universal power of God over all of creation. Therefore, by including Elohim in the psalm, 

the psalmist is making two points. First all of humanity is included in his proclamation 

and secondly, the God he is speaking about is the God of all creation, not just Israel. S. E. 

Gillingham states that the tension between the God of Israel and the God of all nations is 

one that the psalmist strives to maintain. The “Psalter upholds on the one hand a belief in 

the God of Israel, yet on the other hand, a trust in the God of all nations.”
205

 House then 

draws this thought together into the discussion of monotheism. “Thus whatever name is 

given God (e.g., Elohim or Yahweh) in Psalms, there is only one God, and this God rules 

creation. In Psalms, as elsewhere in the Old Testament, the God who creates is the only 

God who exists.”
206

 

 Finally the phrase, “whatever passes through the paths of the sea” hints also at a 

superiority of Yahweh over the mythological creatures of Canaanite mythology. 

Elsewhere in the scriptures Yahweh is clearly illustrated as the victor over the Leviathan 

(Job 3:8; 41:1; Ps 74:14; Isa 27:1). While Psalm 8 merely hints at this idea a new element 

is added. Humanity is now listed as being the victor over Leviathan and over all other 

characters that exist within that mythology. 

 While Genesis 1 ignores the existence of other gods, and Isaiah adds an element 

of ethicality to monotheism, Psalm 8 focuses on how the uniqueness of Yahweh affects 

humanity. In the second chapter of this thesis the effects of ancient Near Eastern 

polytheism upon humanity was investigated. The conclusion was that humanity had little 

hope for a better life. Humanity was doomed to slavery and servitude to the gods. It had 

little control over its destiny, for the gods were fickle and could punish humanity for an 

act that it had no idea was improper. The fatalism that came with this type of life 

encouraged one to keep one’s head low and hope the gods took no notice of the 

individual. In short, one never knew for certain where one stood in the eyes of the gods. 

 Now in Psalm 8, this is all repudiated. The psalmist solidifies the importance of 

monotheism as a doctrine. Monotheism elevates the level of humanity and leaves no 

ambiguity as far as humanity’s position is concerned. Humanity is not in service to some 

lesser god. Nor are they powerless in their destiny. Life is not hopeless; one does not 

need to live in fatalism. Humanity is a little lower than God and rules over creation. 
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BIBILICAL THEOLOGY 

TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF MONOTHEISM 

 

 

This chapter is an attempt to create a biblical theology of monotheism and 

explores the strategies that the Yahweh Theologians implemented in order to encourage 

Israel to embrace that monotheism. In one sense it is a conclusion to the previous 

chapters, since all of the findings presented are based upon chapters 2-5. In another sense, 

however, it is an introduction into the theological discussion of who Yahweh is, how he 

relates to humanity, and how he works in the universe. The exegetical material that has 

been established in the previous chapters will be synthesized in such a way as to create 

this biblical theology. 

The Old Testament writers of these passages had solid pedagogical strategies with 

a clear purpose in mind. Their goal was to move the popular society of Israel to accept 

the uniqueness of Yahweh. He alone existed in the position of deity. "I am Yahweh, and 

there is no other; besides me there is no God” (Isa 45:5).
207

 

These strategies will be explored along with their significance in relation to the 

nation of Israel. Some of the material in the former chapters may seem unrelated. It is the 

purpose of this chapter to illustrate how this seemingly unrelated material links together 

to form this biblical theology of monotheism. This chapter strives to unpack what it is 

that the authors of Genesis, Isaiah, and Psalms were trying to communicate to their 

readers concerning Yahweh, through these passages.
208

 

Genesis 1, Isaiah 45, and Psalm 8 were chosen for this study because of their 

pedagogical and polemical nature. Each pericope was written in order to teach the reader 

something about God, something about humanity, and something about the relationship 

that exists between the two. A number of books have been written about Yahweh being a 

warrior, but first and foremost, Yahweh is a teacher.
209

 Yet, for Yahweh to teach what 

was needed, Israel first needed to learn the futility of the ancient Near Eastern dominant 

worldview. In order to accomplish this, the theologians of Israel employed a polemic 

against the dominant worldview of the ancient Near East. 

The writers of the Old Testament realized the importance of moving Israel to 

accept a monotheistic view regarding the world of the divine; however, having lived in a 

society saturated with a polytheistic worldview for centuries, this was no easy task. In 

fact it was nearly impossible. To change a worldview is difficult at the best of times, but 

as Jean Bottéro aptly points out, no society is willingly going to give up their established 
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understanding of the divine world.
210

 For the Hebrews, even Yahweh’s first 

commandment at Mt. Sinai to observe henotheism was ignored (Exod 20:3).
211

 

The Yahweh Theologians who did understand Yahweh’s call to monotheism and 

answered it realized that the general population was going to need some help adopting 

this new theology. For this to occur, the theologians of the Old Testament understood that 

a number of things would need to take place first. To begin, the Mesopotamian and 

Canaanite view of the divine world had to be challenged and the pantheon of gods had to 

be destroyed. For this to happen, however, an alternative worldview had to be set up to 

fill the void. Fortunately Yahweh had provided a substitute. The creation narrative was 

the rhetorical device that the Old Testament writers needed to begin the process of 

moving Israel to a monotheistic model. 

Through the creation narrative of Genesis 1, nature was un-deified; an essential 

element of challenging the ancient Near Eastern worldview. The title of Creator 

emphasized the universality of Yahweh, presenting him as the God for not only the 

Hebrews but also, to their dismay, for the Gentiles. Eventually the Old Testament writers’ 

insistence upon Yahweh as being the Sole Creator of the cosmos resulted in direct 

confrontations with the ancient Near Eastern gods in which Yahweh emerged the 

victor.
212

 

For the people of Israel to accept Yahweh’s sole existence in the world of the 

divine, the writers had to accomplish one further feat. For the Hebrews to truly accept 

that Yahweh was the sole God of the universe, humanity had to be raised up from the low 

position that it held in the familiar Akkadian mythology. By defying the gods and raising 

humanity to a new level of importance within creation, the writers took a further step in 

moving Israel closer to a monotheistic grasp of reality. Once again, the motif of Creator 

became central to this accomplishment.
213

 

 

 

 

Yahweh: Sole Creator of the Universe 

 

The Old Testament writers nudged Israel to begin this journey from one 

worldview to another through a brilliant move of naming Yahweh/Elohim as the Sole 

Creator of the Universe. While the ramifications of identifying Yahweh as the Creator 

are at first subtle, they quickly become evident upon further reflection. In a popular 20
th

 

century retelling of an ancient Near Eastern myth, a seemingly insignificant boy finds a 

magic lamp which, upon rubbing it, reveals an all-powerful genie who is able to grant 
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him three wishes. Through a series of events, the antagonist of the story, Jafar, gains 

possession of the lamp and wishes the genie to make him the mightiest sorcerer on the 

earth which the genie does. Wisely, the protagonist suggests that even though Jafar is 

now the mightiest sorcerer on the earth, he is still only second rate in power compared to 

the genie of the lamp.
214

 

 For all of the influence that the Mesopotamian and Canaanite gods claimed, none 

held the mantle of Sole Creator. As seen in Enuma Elish, though Marduk is given credit 

for creating much of the earth, it is not until quite late in the actual formation of the 

universe that he appears. Before his arrival, Tiamat and Apsu procreated other gods. By 

doing so, they cannot be excluded from the process of creation, but are rather directly 

involved with it. Following this, Ea uses the corpse of Apsu to create the fresh water sea 

on which the land rests. It is only at this point when Marduk arrives on the scene. 

Furthermore, his defeat of Tiamat is only possible through the weapons that were given 

to him as gifts from the other gods, thereby including them in the destructive act of 

Tiamat which later allowed Marduk to create all that he creates. 

 In other Babylonian accounts that have not been dealt with in this paper, one 

learns that “the gods in their assembly” had created everything. Additionally “Anu, Enlil, 

Shamash, and Ea created the universe and, together with the Anunnaki formed the first 

two human beings, Ulligarra and Zalgarra.”
215

 Alexander Heidel lists further examples of 

shared creative acts which have not been listed here but illustrate that Marduk’s creative 

deeds were not based upon his powers alone.
216

 

Instead of grasping the title, Sole Creator of the Universe, Marduk was given the 

mantle of king in the heavenly realm, which translated into a similar title in the earthly 

realm. It is true that when the 50 names of Marduk are dubbed on the final tablet of 

Enuma Elish, several references point to the creative activities of Marduk. He is defined 

as the god who created humanity, creator of grain and fibrous plants, creator of land, and 

creator of heaven and the Netherworld. He is also illustrated as the god who maintains 

creation.
217

 But Marduk did not act on his own in regards to the creation of the universe. 

 While confessing that the details of the Canaanite creation myth are unclear in 

details, Helmer Ringgren refers to Philo Byblius as one explanation of it. In this creation 

myth, there existed a wind-shaped air, and a dark miry chaos. When this wind became 

fond of its own beginning, it brought forth a being called Mot who then brought forth the 

rest of creation in the form of an egg. From this point the creation of the earth began to 

evolve in its own form as a reaction to certain events.
218

 Again, in this myth, there is no 

god able to claim the status of Sole Creator. 

 In a powerful stroke, the writers of the Old Testament portray Yahweh as the 

creator of everything, including those natural elements that the ancient Near Eastern 

nations prefer to identify as representations of their deities. In the Akkadian myths, the 
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gods shared the power of creation, yet in the Genesis account Yahweh claims that honor 

for himself alone, and shares the power with no one.  

 C. S. Lewis states that creation is a surprisingly rare doctrine in Paganism and 

when it does occur it is “religiously unimportant”, not in the least central to these 

religions.
219

 For example in Enuma Elish we find the doctrine of creation in existence to 

justify the position of Marduk at the top of the divine hierarchy and to justify the 

importance of the city of Babylon.
220

 Greek mythology does not even deal with the 

creation of heaven and earth. Other religions have creation as a peripheral element.
221

 

Only in the Old Testament is the motif of creation used as a central element of defining 

who the one God is. 

 Roland E. Murphy adds that the writers of the Old Testament always had a 

theological purpose in writing or referring to the motif of creation or Creator.
222

 While 

Murphy’s conclusions regarding these theological purposes do not delve deep enough, his 

overall thesis is correct.
223

 The writer of Genesis is not scientifically explaining how the 

earth was created; indeed he has little interest in the topic. Instead Genesis’ writer desires 

to illustrate that Yahweh is not only one god among many, nor is he the highest god 

among the divine pantheon; rather he is the Sole Creator of the cosmos. 

The potential of this title and the power that it brings become evident in the 

position that it holds. Immediately Yahweh is elevated to a position of being over 

everything whether it be god, king, empire, or nature. Much like the genie in the earlier 

illustration who maintained superior power over his created sorcerer, the position of 

Creator held superior power over all of his creation. For example, the supra-natural 

position of Yahweh is illustrated in all three of the passages discussed. 

In Genesis 1 the supra-natural position of Yahweh is explicit. It is so explicit in 

fact that it enables the author to write a polemic against the prevalent polytheistic 

religions surrounding him without ever naming any of the so-called gods. This is possible 

because Yahweh is so overtly placed in a position that dominates nature that all who are 

connected with that nature must exist in a subordinate position. This allows the writer to 

ignore the personal names of the deities which are regularly associated with each natural 

element such as the sun, moon, or stars and leave it to the hearer to make the implied 

associations. This rhetorical device has an eloquent effect, though in modern readings it 

is too often missed. In one masterful stroke, the writer of Genesis 1 has destroyed the 

gods of Israel’s surrounding neighbors. 

The point is once again emphasized in Psalm 8 where Yahweh not only 

transcends the natural elements and the mythical Canaanite beast identified as Leviathan, 

but he also raises humanity to a level that does so. The raising of humanity will be 

discussed later, but for now it is important to realize that Yahweh’s position is one that 

exists over and above creation in such a way that Yahweh is capable of doing with his 
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creation whatever he wishes without any resistance from the perceived deities of 

surrounding nations. 

Isaiah brings another perspective to the discussion. Not only is Yahweh identified 

as being supra-natural, but now a further element is added giving evidence to such an 

assertion. Isaiah brings in the component of morality to the conversation. Since neither 

nature nor the ancient Near Eastern gods had many ethical standards, the insertion of this 

element carries significant weight in illustrating Yahweh’s superiority to both. The gods 

were capable of changing their minds for no particular reason. They could support the 

murder of another god one day, but when this course of action seems to endanger their 

existence, they remove their support instantly.
224

 The myth of Atrahasis shows how a god 

may decide to kill off humanity for no more reason than that they are making too much 

noise to allow him to sleep. The same myth illustrates that a god may change his mind 

when given the proper offering, or for no other reason than he/she feels like acting 

differently. There are few ethics involved in how a god should act. Moreover, should a 

human act the same way as the gods, he/she takes the risk of displeasing the gods and 

endangering his/her own life. 

Yahweh brings morality to the table by illustrating that among the gods only he is 

moral and only a god who is good can demand morality from his people. In turn only a 

people that are able to understand morality are able to move up the level of importance to 

where God desired them to be.
225

 To further illustrate this morality, Yahweh calls for the 

sky to rain down righteousness and for the earth to cause righteousness to sprout up. 

There is no possibility of this happening with the other gods, for they do not understand 

what righteousness is. They do not understand anything other than the need for their own 

self-preservation, a need that is not owned by Yahweh. Yahweh has no need to fear for 

his preservation for he is God and the only God. There is none who may put that at risk 

and he is comfortably aware of this. Being freed from this primeval self-preservation, 

Yahweh is able to concentrate his efforts on the moral implications of what being the 

Supreme God means. 

The implications of being named Creator do not stop here. The ancient Near 

Eastern people worshipped their deities through different natural elements. It was crucial 

for the writers of the Old Testament to de-deify nature if they were ever to move Israel to 

accept an alternate view regarding God. By listing each natural element as one of 

Elohim’s creations, the writer of Genesis 1 accomplished this de-deifying act. No longer 

could the Israelites consider worshipping the sun, moon, or any other natural element, for 

they were now all creatures; and as creatures, they were not worthy of worship, nor could 

they hold any sway over the life of the Hebrew. The entire ancient Near Eastern divine 

world was a creation of Elohim. 

 

Yahweh: The God for all Nations 

 

By dubbing Yahweh the Sole Creator, another aspect of Yahweh/Elohim’s supra-

position becomes evident. Not only is Yahweh above nature, but he is also above the 

nations. He is the universal God of and for all creation, not just Israel. In the ancient Near 
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East, gods were often seen as patron deities connected to specific nations and empires. 

That Israel accepted this view is illustrated by Deuteronomy 20:1-4:  

 

When you go out to war against your enemies, and see horses and 

chariots, an army larger than your own, you shall not be afraid of them; 

for the LORD your God is with you, who brought you up from the land 

of Egypt. Before you engage in battle, the priest shall come forward and 

speak to the troops, and shall say to them: "Hear, O Israel! Today you are 

drawing near to do battle against your enemies. Do not lose heart, or be 

afraid, or panic, or be in dread of them; for it is the LORD your God who 

goes with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to give you 

victory."
226

 

 

Yahweh was accepted by Israel as their patron deity who would fight against any enemy 

that threatened them. The three passages explored, however, express a universality of 

Yahweh which was important for Israel to understand. 

Already in Genesis 1, this universal characteristic of Yahweh is illustrated. 

Throughout this entire pericope the title of Elohim is used instead of Yahweh while 

Genesis 2 assures the reader that the two are synonymous. The reason for using Elohim is 

the different connotation that it brings with it. Since Moses had been given the name 

“Yahweh” to identify the God who was freeing the Hebrew slaves from Egypt (Exod 6:3) 

it had become the proper name for the patron deity that Israel recognized as their own.
227

 

The use of “Elohim,” however, carries with it a farther reaching ramification than only to 

the nation of Israel. The title, “Elohim” illustrates the universal aspect of Yahweh. 

Psalm 8 continues this line of logic when it employs both the name “Yahweh” as 

well as the title “Elohim” within the same passage. The Psalmist illustrates the sameness 

of these two titles by drawing attention to the fact that Yahweh’s responsibilities and 

blessings reach both inside and outside the boundaries of the Hebrew nation. By 

employing the use of the word “Elohim” the psalmist has made it clear that all humans, 

Jew and Gentile, have been raised to a position slightly under God. 

It is Isaiah, however, who makes this point the most obvious. In Isaiah 45:1-10 

the writer makes it clear that Yahweh is the universal God who is capable of calling his 

servants from whichever nation he desires. By choosing Cyrus, a Gentile messiah, as 

opposed to a Hebrew deliverer, Yahweh illustrates that his plan also includes a position 

of honor to those outside of Israel. In turn, this destroys the identification of himself as 

Israel’s patron deity and emphasizes his universal nature. Isaiah goes on to demonstrate 

that it is because of Yahweh’s role as creator that he has the ability to call Cyrus into his 

service. 

From a Gentile perspective this action is significant. It shows that although 

Yahweh is concerned with the nation of Israel, his attention goes beyond to a worldwide 

focus. This is important since the doctrine of monotheism by implication is asking the 

Gentiles to give up their gods. Since it is impossible in ancient Near Eastern thought for a 

nation to be without a god, an alternative must be offered before such a suggestion can be 
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made. The Gentiles had to understand that they were not alone or void of representation 

in the divine world. Yahweh is present on both the Hebrews’ behalf as well as the 

Gentiles’. 

This also has important ramifications for the Hebrews. For if they are to 

understand not only that Yahweh is the only god for them (henotheism), but is rather the 

only God (monotheism); then they must also understand that Yahweh has embraced more 

nations than Israel alone. The Israelites’ inability to accept this point for so long in their 

history may be responsible for the difficulty that Israel experienced in accepting the 

doctrine of monotheism. Israel repeatedly returned to their special relationship with 

Yahweh, but refused to accept that he might have a similar relationship with other 

peoples. Since it was inconceivable to comprehend a nation without a patron god and 

since in the Hebrew worldview Yahweh was only interested in Israel, then by default 

other gods had to exist for the other nations. Hence, until Israel understood that Yahweh 

was a god who embraced all people regardless of race or nation, they would be unable to 

fully embrace a doctrine of true monotheism. 

For the writers’ claims of monotheism and Yahweh’s desire to move Israel and 

eventually the entire world along the process of accepting this doctrine, it was imperative 

for the world to see Yahweh as a universal deity. He had to be seen as a god for all 

people inside and outside of Israel’s walls. The title of Creator gave Yahweh the 

justification to be such a God, greater than all nations, kings, and so-called gods. By 

emphasizing Yahweh’s universality, the writers of the Old Testament placed Yahweh as 

a superior alternative to the ancient Near Eastern gods. 

 

Yahweh: Victor over the Gods 

 

 The challenge of changing a nation’s worldview and establishing a feasible 

alternative will at some point require a direct confrontation between these two 

worldviews. The writers of the Old Testament did not shrink from such a confrontation. 

Alongside their defiance of the deities of Israel’s neighbors, these writers also usurped 

the authority of the ancient Near Eastern gods and demonstrated how Yahweh alone 

wielded such authority. By presenting Yahweh as the Sole Creator and motivator of 

historical events, the writers show the ancient Near Eastern pantheon’s actions as 

blasphemous.
228

 There was no authority other than that held by Yahweh alone. 

 The writer of Genesis 1 carries this direct confrontation in such a way that modern 

readers may miss it. By narrating Yahweh/Elohim’s creation of each natural element the 

writer is instigating a confrontation with the deities that the Canaanite and Mesopotamian 

people connected with these elements. The powerful nature of this tactic is evident when 

one recognizes the chiasmus that exists in verses 14-18 of Genesis 1. The sun, moon, and 

stars were seen as specifically powerful in the ancient Near East as elements that could 

direct the course of events. The writer of Genesis 1 makes it abundantly clear that these 

luminaries are nothing more than created elements that Yahweh has control over and that 

have no other role than giving light to the earth. By refusing to name the deities that were 
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associated with these natural luminaries the author heaps more insult upon the ancient 

Near Eastern gods. This technique is evident throughout the creation account and allows 

for the direct assault that the writer launches upon the ancient Near Eastern gods. 

 Again, it is Isaiah who brings this direct confrontation between Yahweh and the 

gods into the open. According to the Cyrus Cylinder the Mesopotamian god, Marduk, 

was responsible for the calling of Cyrus to conquer Babylon.
229

 While Isaiah was 

probably not aware of the inscription upon this cylinder, he did want the Hebrew people 

as well as Cyrus himself to understand that it was not Marduk who called Cyrus, for 

Marduk did not even exist. The prophet does not mention the name of any Mesopotamian 

god, but he explicitly states, "I am Yahweh, and there is no other; besides me there is no 

God. I will gird you, though you have not known me; that men may know from the rising 

to the setting of the sun that there is no one besides me. I am Yahweh, and there is no 

other” (Isa 45:5-6). Isaiah goes on to give the justification of such a statement. “The One 

forming light and creating darkness, causing well-being and creating calamity; I am 

Yahweh who does all these” (Isa 45:7). Again, the creation motif surfaces as justification 

for Yahweh’s victory in this confrontation between Marduk and Yahweh. 

 Marduk can make no claim to be the creator of light or darkness. He has no say 

over creation; therefore he has no claim over any of the creatures including Cyrus. That 

authority is claimed by the one who created light and darkness and is able to rain 

righteousness down from the sky and sprout it from the dirt. Cyrus’s actions are not the 

result of Babylon’s god; that honor is given to Yahweh. Marduk is rendered impotent and 

Yahweh is shown to be the victor in this confrontation of deities.
230

 This along with the 

military defeat of Babylon renders their gods void of any potency. Truly, Babylon’s gods 

have fallen and lie shattered on the ground (Isa 21:9).
231

 

 

Yahweh: Raiser of Humanity 
 

 The epitome of the Old Testament writers’ challenge of the foreign gods is finally 

seen in the words of Psalm 8 and Genesis 1. We have seen in the second chapter above 

that the position of humanity was one of submission to the gods. They were to serve the 

gods and care for the gods. They had little recourse to justice, for the gods had very little 

understanding of such an ethic. Humanity was at the bottom of the authority pyramid and 

there was nothing that they could do to alter that. The Creator, on the other hand, has the 

ability to do as he wishes, for any power that anyone possesses was given by Him and 

can be taken away by him.  

 The Genesis creation story and Psalm 8 contradict this view of humanity in three 

ways. First, the Genesis passage begins by stating that humanity is created in God’s 

image and is not an afterthought or an accident. God planned to create humanity and did 
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 For a translation of the Cyrus Cylinder see ANET: 315-316. 
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 The credit of Cyrus’s call is also a further illustration of Yahweh’s universality. He is able to 

reach past the borders of Israel to call his servants, even from the superpowers of the day. 
231

 There is one further form of confrontation between the deities that is apparent in the Isaiah 45 

pericope. This is the importance that the prophet places upon prediction as a justification for Yahweh’s 

ability to claim the position of sole deity in existence. This is an important theme, however as it is more 

hinted at in verses 1-10 and as a proper investigation would involve studying a number of other prophetic 

passages that deal with the prediction motif (a study that this paper does not have enough room to perform 

properly) it must wait until the proper resources can be relegated to its exploration. 
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so in his image. Secondly, upon doing so, he gave dominion over all creation to 

humanity. Thirdly, Psalm 8 adds that Yahweh not only gave humanity dominion over 

creation, but “made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and 

honor” (v. 5). Indeed humanity is not at the bottom of the authority pyramid, but is rather 

at the top; surpassed only by Yahweh himself. Humanity is in a position of authority over 

creation. This is a complete reversal of the Mesopotamian worldview which maintained 

that nature was superior to humanity, as illustrated by the representation of the deities’ by 

natural elements. The general predicament of humanity to be at the mercy of nature, i.e. 

not knowing if or when it will rain, etc. added to this conception of the world 

 As one might imagine, humanity’s perception of the gods was that they enjoyed 

this position and had no intention of raising the status of humans; in fact the suppression 

of humanity was something that the gods actively pursued. Yahweh’s elevation of 

humanity to a new position directly under himself illustrates his ultimate domination over 

the ancient Near Eastern gods in two ways. First since the gods desired to suppress 

humanity and were unable to do so, their impotence was once again revealed by 

Yahweh’s ability to raise humanity to a higher status. It is one thing for the Creator to be 

above the pantheon of gods, but it is a much different issue to have the creature (i.e. 

humanity) raised to such a level. This is what the Psalmist is referring to when he states, 

“Out of the mouths of babes and infants you have founded a bulwark because of your 

foes, to silence the enemy and the avenger” (8:2). This metaphor for the weak is played 

out in humanity’s inability to rise by its own strength above the position granted by the 

Mesopotamian gods.
232

 Yahweh’s raising of humanity shows his dominance over the 

pantheon of gods and silences them for good. 

Secondly since Yahweh has obtained the mantle of Creator, he is the only one 

who is capable of raising humanity to this new level of importance. He needs no 

permission or aid from any other deity, which is a stark contrast to the Mesopotamian 

myths in which the gods constantly seek both from one another.
233

 The title of Creator is 

once again viewed as imperative to establishing the doctrine of monotheism. 

Genesis reminds the reader of what this new position means for humanity. In this 

pericope all of humanity is given a mandate to subdue the earth. Since the Genesis 

account is not about the creation of the physical world, but rather the creation of a divine 

world in which there is no other God than Yahweh, the subjugation that the writer is 

speaking about most likely refers to the world of the gods. Therefore it is for humanity to 

subdue the polytheistic pantheon of the ancient Near East and in turn destroy the 

supposed gods of nature. By raising humanity to a status directly under him and over 

creation, Yahweh has given humanity the ability to do so. No longer is humanity at the 

mercy of the storm god, but they are now in a position over Marduk and the others.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 After an extensive study of Genesis 1:1-2:4; Isaiah 45:1-10; and Psalm 8, it 

becomes clear that the identification of Yahweh as Creator of the cosmos carries 

significant ramifications for the theological understanding of monotheism. In much the 
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 See page 83 above. 
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 In Enuma Elish, Marduk himself must make a deal with the gods to be raised to the level of 

kingship. 
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same manner as the genie holds the key to Jafar’s power in the legend of Aladdin, 

Yahweh holds the key to the power of the ancient Near Eastern gods. If he is the Sole 

Creator, then the power of all others is only second rate at best. The creator gave to all 

things whatever power they may possess and the creator can also take it away. 

 This creation motif is imperative for the writers of the Old Testament in 

developing the theology of monotheism. Identifying Yahweh as the creator may be the 

most powerful strategy that they employed in bringing about the change in the Hebrews’ 

view of the divine world. While the other nations were identifying their gods as kings, 

military leaders, and the agents responsible for justifying the current ruling authorities 

(i.e. kings, emperors, and pharaohs), Israel’s writers were bringing down the foundations 

that these gods rested their authority upon. The Old Testament writers identified Yahweh 

with the one title that was more powerful than any other title. Simply put, Yahweh was 

the Creator of the Cosmos and as such, there was no higher authority. 

 Secondly, it was imperative for both the Jews and the Gentiles to understand that 

while Yahweh was the God of Israel, his position exceeded the borders of that country. 

Yahweh was the God of all nations and all peoples. Until this was understood, the Gentile 

nations would still need representation in the world of the gods through their own patron 

deities and the Jews would continue to acknowledge the existence of these foreign 

deities. 

 Thirdly, Israel’s theologians launched a victorious offensive upon the ancient 

Near Eastern pantheon in order to illustrate that Yahweh was the victor over all gods. By 

usurping the authority of the Mesopotamian deities, these writers offered up an 

alternative way of viewing the divine world. This was imperative, for if foreign nations 

were to accept that Yahweh was the deity for them as well as for Israel, they first had to 

understand the authority that he alone wielded. Only by presenting Yahweh as the 

supreme victor, could he be seen as an acceptable alternative to the gods currently being 

worshipped in the Gentile nations. 

 Fourthly, by raising humanity up to a level immediately below Yahweh in status, 

the Old Testament authors effectively raised humanity to a position over the ancient Near 

Eastern gods. Once this had occurred, there was no longer any need for the gods. Once 

humanity exists above the gods, they no longer have anything to offer humanity and their 

divinity decays. Therefore, the raising of humanity was also an important blow in the 

polemic against the ancient Near Eastern view of the gods. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 The majority of the world’s population has had some contact with monotheism. It 

is so common in the 21
st
 century that we assume it has always been so. This is not the 

case. While monotheism was accepted and practiced by the few in ancient Israel who had 

experienced a life changing experience with Yahweh, the journey to a popular acceptance 

of it was long and difficult. While the Israelites received the Shema at the foot of Mt. 

Sinai early in their reported history as a nation, the Old Testament illustrates that the 

practice regarding the oneness of Yahweh did not become common until much later in 

their history. 

The purpose of this thesis has been to demonstrate the reality of a competitive 

market of ideas on the nature of the divine and the ensuing necessity for the Israelite 

theologians to develop rhetorical mechanisms to persuade the people to embrace 

monotheism. Furthermore, this thesis has explored the character of the major mechanisms 

used to meet that objective. 

The evolutionary theory of religion that students of comparative religion so often 

hold was shown to be unlikely. Rather, the Old Testament presents the emergence of 

monotheism as the result of a momentous event; a revelation of Yahweh to specific 

individuals through earth-shattering experiences. Still, this notion of monotheism that 

these Yahweh Theologians accepted competed against ancient Near Eastern polytheism. 

The monotheistic paradigm was so innovative, revolutionary, and foreign that the 

Israelites generally resisted it or, if they accepted it, they would in time, slide away from 

it and embrace their non-monotheistic practices all over again. 

 It was not sufficient for Israel’s theologians to simply proclaim monotheism. Due 

to the foreign nature of the belief and the overwhelming plausibility of polytheism as 

attested in the ancient Near East, it was necessary for them to devise pedagogical 

strategies to persuade the Israelite population of the truthfulness of monotheism. It is the 

reality of these pedagogical strategies that this study has explored. 

 

Summary 

 

 

An Ancient Mesopotamian Understanding of the World of the Gods 

 

 The study began with a look at how Israel’s surrounding nations viewed the world 

of the divine. Two prevalent mythologies were presented: Enuma Elish and The Myth of 

Atrahasis. Two major elements of Mesopotamia were revealed through the study of these 

myths. The first element was the fact that the ancient Near East was predominantly 

polytheistic. Therefore, the nation of Israel was surrounded by nations that worshipped 

multiple deities. Furthermore, there was no way for Israel to imagine any alternative form 

of the divine world such as monotheism. 
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 Secondly, these myths had a profound effect upon how humanity viewed itself in 

relation to the cosmos. In the ancient Near East, humanity occupied the bottom level in 

regards to status. Sensibly, it was lower than the gods yet, since the gods were 

represented by different elements of nature, humanity was also seen as existing in lower 

status to nature itself. In such a worldview, life was hopeless. Humanity was at the mercy 

of the gods and, as the mythologies revealed, the gods were fickle, violent, and 

unpredictable. In addition, the purpose for humanity’s creation was to feed, dress, and 

protect the gods. Humans were the gods’ slaves. Even though the gods needed protection 

from certain dangers, due to the inability of humanity to predict atmospheric changes and 

other elements that affect the weather, the gods were still seen as being in control of the 

elements. To anger the gods could bring on a drought, flood, or some other natural 

catastrophe. All depended upon the mood of the gods.  

 

Genesis 1: In the Beginning God. 

 

 With this understanding of the ancient Near Eastern worldview, attention was 

turned to the three texts that provided the framework for our theological reflections. The 

first passage studied was Genesis 1:1-2:4a, which lays the foundation for all further 

creation theology. It is quoted and referred to repeatedly throughout scripture. Genesis 1 

differs from the ancient Near Eastern worldview in two ways. First it is a polemic against 

the Mesopotamian view concerning the world of the gods. It powerfully challenges the 

understanding that there are multiple deities in existence and teaches a profoundly 

monotheistic perspective. Metaphorically speaking, this creation story is not as much 

about the creation of a physical world as it is about creation concerning the divine world. 

In Genesis 1, the polytheistic worldview is destroyed and a monotheistic one is created. 

 Secondly, the creation account raises humanity to a level of importance which 

surpasses that of the Mesopotamian pantheon. In strong polemical fashion, nature is de-

deified which in turn destroys the power of the ancient Near Eastern gods. Furthermore 

humanity is given a mandate to subdue the world of the gods and is empowered by 

Yahweh to do so. It is revealed that all of humanity has been created in the image of God; 

not just the pharaohs, kings, and emperors. These three elements collectively strip the 

gods of any perceived power they once held and raise humanity to a level of importance 

that it had not occupied previously. The Israelite population could not move forward in 

its acceptance of monotheism until nature was de-deified and the gods of the surrounding 

nations were destroyed. 

 

Isaiah 45: The Gentile Messiah 

 

The second passage explored was Isaiah 45:1-10 which is an example of 

Yahweh’s mysterious ways of working. In this pericope, Yahweh goes outside of Israel’s 

borders to raise up a Gentile messiah who will free the Israelites. The creation motif is 

once again made use of in order to justify Yahweh’s ability to act in this way. 

Furthermore, Isaiah brings in another element not yet seen in the creation motif. By 

inserting the element of righteousness into the creation motif, Isaiah also brought the 

concept of morality into the discussion of monotheism. As Yahweh desires his people to 

act so he will act on their behalf. This is a fundamental difference between Yahweh and 
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the Mesopotamian pantheon. Only a god that is good can expect goodness from his 

followers. 

 Furthermore, by calling a Gentile messiah, Yahweh revealed something that was 

essential for Israel to understand. Yahweh was not only the god for Israel, but the god for 

all nations and all people. He could raise up his messiah from Israel, or he could raise one 

up from a different nation such as Persia. In a world dominated by the understanding that 

each nation had its patron deity who would fight for them, this was a crucial pedagogical 

strategy. For the Hebrews to accept the truthfulness of monotheism, they first had to 

understand that Yahweh was the patron deity for all nations, including Israel and the 

neighboring Gentile lands. There could be no acceptance of monotheism until this 

teaching was accepted. 

 

Psalm 8: A Little Lower than God 

 

 The third and final passage studied was Psalm 8. This psalm clarified the essential 

position of humanity in the created cosmos: “a little lower than God.”  Psalm 8 stands in 

stark contrast to Enuma Elish and The Myth of Atrahasis. In these mythologies humanity 

occupies the lowest realm. In Psalm 8 humanity is elevated above the gods. In a final 

sweeping blow, the writers of the Old Testament challenged the Akkadian pantheon and 

demoted them to a position below humanity. Since a god is of little use if it is lower in 

status than humanity, there is no longer any need for these gods. Furthermore, since 

Yahweh faced no opposition from the gods, his sole existence is once again affirmed. 

 The raising of humanity was a pedagogical strategy used by the Old Testament 

writers to give humanity, which was so recently oppressed by the gods, a new sense of 

confidence and courage. With this new standing, humanity is now ready to subdue the 

world of the gods and follow the only God who exists. 

 

Biblical Theology: Towards an Understanding of Monotheism 

 

 The sixth chapter explored and outlined the pedagogical strategies used by the 

Old Testament writers forming a biblical theology of monotheism. The strategies were 

listed as follows: 

 

 1. Yahweh is the universal God for all people 

 

All three passages draw in Yahweh’s universality in some way. He is not only the 

God for the Hebrews, but for all nations and all people. Whether it is through the use of 

his title Elohim (Gen 1; Ps 8) or whether it is through the actions of raising up a servant 

from a non-Jewish nation (Isa 45), Yahweh has illustrated throughout these passages that 

he is the God for all people. 

 

2. Yahweh is the Sole Creator of the Universe 

 

By identifying Yahweh as the Sole Creator of the universe the writers effectively 

usurped any power that the perceived deities of the surrounding nations may have had. 
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No matter how powerful one is, if there is a creator who has created you, your power is 

always owed to that creator and it can always be taken away by that same creator. 

 

3. Yahweh is represented as being victorious over the Mesopotamian gods. 

 

By claiming the mantle of Sole Creator of the Universe the writers of the Old 

Testament had effectively destroyed any power that the gods claimed to have, however, 

they went one step further. The example of the Cyrus Cylinder (Isa 45) illustrates that 

Israel’s theologians attacked these gods and made statements that left no doubt as to their 

defeated nature before the mighty Yahweh. 

 

4. Yahweh raises humanity to a new level of importance. 

 

Since there was no opposition to Yahweh’s raising of humanity, it is further 

evidence of his sole existence in the divine world. Conceivably the gods, who created 

humanity to be their servants, would have fought to keep the status quo; however, they 

were unable to stop Yahweh from freeing humanity from its slavery. In fact there is no 

mention of a battle between Yahweh and the gods in relation to this action on humanity’s 

behalf. Indeed, there were no gods to do battle with Yahweh. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 While the religious practices of Israel during the different epochs of her history 

illustrate a non-monotheistic view of the divine. Just as clear is the fact that in the New 

Testament this behavior no longer exists. Though polytheistic religions still co-exist with 

Judaism, the Jews have figured out the answer: Yahweh is God, there is no other. 

 With the claim of Jesus to be God’s divine Messiah and uniting himself with and 

as Yahweh (John 8:58)
234

, it was important for Israel to have arrived solidly at this 

conclusion. If the Hebrews had not established a firm foundation of a monotheistic 

perspective by this time, then there would have been no point in Jesus’ manifestation on 

the earth. In this scenario, if Jesus had lived his life and ended it in the manner that he 

did, the salvation received would have been credited to a god other than Yahweh; a lesser 

god to be sure, but still another god. Furthermore, though there were additional reasons 

for the call of Jesus’ crucifixion, surely his blasphemous claim of deity was a 

contribution. This would only be possible with a fervent commitment to a monotheistic 

perspective regarding the nature of the divine. With no such established perspective it is 

conceivable that Jesus’ coming and going would have received little attention.  

Yahweh, who chooses to work within the limitations of humanity and who 

desired to communicate to them that there is no other god other than him, chose to wait 

and encourage humanity along the journey of understanding the divine. Until Israel’s 

general population understood the ramifications of accepting a monotheistic religion, 
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 “Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I am.’" The words 

that the gospel writer uses indicate that Jesus was referring to himself as deity. For a detailed explanation of 

this see: Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 473-474; Randalf 

Vincent Greenwood Tasker, John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 122; Merrill C. Tenney, John (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 99. 
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there was no room for Jesus to work his act of salvation for humanity. To do so, would 

have rendered Jesus as simply one of the many gods among the pantheon of the ancient 

Near East. 

 This leads the discussion to opportunities for further research. To assume that this 

study is complete would be unwise. Further Old Testament texts representing other 

literary genres need to be studied while wearing the lens of the ancient Near Eastern 

polytheism. For example, wisdom literature has not been touched in this thesis. 

Additionally, more themes need to be explored wearing these same lenses. For example 

the theme of prediction in the prophetic materials needs to be examined from this 

perspective to see what it has to say regarding monotheism. Furthermore, even to assume 

that the study of one passage from the three different genres is sufficient would be a 

mistake. A longer study involving more passages needs to be done. 

 While this study has been focused upon monotheism, it goes further than that. It 

says something about the character of Yahweh. It holds up an idea of how Yahweh has 

worked in the past with humanity and how he still works today. It suggests a patience and 

a willingness of Yahweh to embrace humanity and its limitations. My hope and prayer is 

that this study will encourage us to view our LORD in a new and fresh way and that we 

might understand the patience that he illustrates as he works with the limitations of 

humanity in general. 
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MAP OF ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA 
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APPENDIX 2 

  

SUMERIAN GODS WITH THEIR AKKADIAN COUNTERPARTS FOLLOWED BY 

THE REALM THEY RULED OVER.
235

 

 

 

Sumerian Akkadian Ruling Realm 

   

An Anu Heaven 

Enki Ea Water-wisdom-magic 

Enlil Enlil, Ellil Air 

Ninhusag 

Nimmah 

Nintu 

Aruru Mother goddess 

Nanna 

Sin 

Sin Moon 

Utu Shamash Sun 

Inanna Ishtar Fertility goddess 

Abzu Apsu Sweet-water ocean 

Ishkur Adad 

Marduk 

Ashur 

Bel 

Storm 

Nanshe Tiamat Salt-water ocean 

Dumuzi Tammuz Shepherd-vegetation 

Ereshkigal (f) Nergal (m) Head of nether world 

Ashnan Dagan Grain 

Nidaba Nabu (m) Deity of scribes 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

ISAIAH 44-45 

CHIASTIC STRUCTURE 

 

A.  44:1-5  

 • Yahweh’s promise to maintain a remnant of Israel (v. 5). 

 • A common theme is the wasteland motif (v. 3). 

 

B.  44:6-23 

 • Statement of humiliation directed at idols and their makers (vv. 9-20). 

 

C. 44:24-28 

• Contains the phrase “Stretching out the heavens” (v. 24). 

• Yahweh’s servant is named (v. 28). 

• Yahweh causes omens to fail and humiliates those who claim to tell the 

   future (v. 25). 

 

D.  45:1-10  

 • The anointing of Cyrus by Yahweh for his service 

 

C1. 45:11-13  

 • Contains the phrase “Stretched out the heavens” (v. 12). 

 • Yahweh’s servant is reiterated, though not named again (v. 13). 

 • Yahweh’s call to ask him regarding the future (v. 11). 

 

B1. 45:14-17  

 • Statement of humiliation directed at idols and their makers (vv. 14, 16). 

 

A1. 45:18-25 

 • Yahweh’s call for other nations to join the remnant of Israel (v. 22). 

 • A common theme is the wasteland motif (vv. 18-19). 
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