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1. Introduction

Today’s conference aims at bringing 
out in a special way the literary di-
mension of Old Testament texts. This 
approach has been severely neglected 
and overlooked in theology - especial-
ly in Germany and continental Europe 
- to the present day. This is surprising, 
since the conversation between theo-
logy and literary science in the sense 
of interdisciplinary exchange has 
been in progress internationally for 
several decades, thus contributing to 
mutual cross-fertilization. On this, G. 
Langenhorst aptly observes:

’The Bible as Literature’ – this 
academic discipline of dialogue 
is in England, America and Israel 
for 35 years an independent and 
highly fertile research field. Which 
perspectives can be gained if the 
Bible is primarily considered as a 
work of world literature and with 
the hermeneutical and methodolo-
gical processes of literary science 
- this dual perspective is in the 
center there.1

The “literary dimension” means that 
the Old Testament is literature, writ-
ten by different authors in different 
ways. We assume that the authors 
have written on behalf of God, as he 
has revealed himself to them, so it is 
important not only WHAT they have 

written, but also HOW they wrote it.2  
Thus, the question concerning the 
historical context of the texts of the 
Old Testament is inseparably linked 
with the question of the literary cha-
racter of the texts. Accordingly, the 
internationally well-known Old Testa-
ment scholar J. Goldingay remarks in 
his book "Models for Interpretation of 
Scripture", as he refers to our lecturer 
today:

It is not mere chance that most 
biblical narratives have histori-
cal concerns as well as literary 
features. They are not novels or 
short stories, even though they 
share the literary and rhetorical 
form of novels or short stories. 
Thus Sternberg describes Hebrew 
narratives as combining ideology, 
historiography, and aesthetics – 
they aim to inculcate a worldview 
and to relate history, but they use 
the conventions of art to do so. 
They are more than history, not 
less than history. That makes both 
historical and literary approaches 
to interpretation appropriate to 
them.3

This is because exactly in the manner 
HOW the various authors have written 
the books of the Old Testament, the 
exact message is expressed, and the 
accent with which they would have 
understood their texts. They did not 

Markus Piennisch

IntroductIon to the LIterary approach: 
the MonotheIsM of oLd testaMent narratIve



34    Band/Vol. VI (2011) - Stuttgarter theologiSche themen

just write their texts unintentionally, 
but they were very aware about how 
they would write and shape their 
texts. On this again Goldingay aptly 
notes in his recently published new 
book, Key Questions about Biblical in-
terpretation: Old Testament Answers:

With the biblical narrative in ge-
neral, it is important both that 
it relates to events that actually 
happened and that it is not a mere 
chronicle of happenings, but more 
than that; it is a narrative that 
brings out a message in the story 
and shows how it relates to its 
hearers.4

To explore this belongs to the field of 
literary history of the Old Testament,5  
however, from an international per-
spective it is still far removed from a 
unified scientific approach.6

This, of course, applies particularly 
to the so-called narrative texts. As 
presented last year, we see in the 
salvation history of God with man the 
three related dimensions of revelati-
on, experience, and documentation, 
as it becomes visible in the Biblical 
narrative texts.7 This distinction, 
however, is not made   at least in the 
American Christian literary science. 
Especially the level of "story” is dealt 
with, without emphasizing the factual 
basis of the revelation of God. Thus 
the well-known literary scientist L. 
Ryken notes in his article "Reading 
the Bible as Literature” regarding his 
hermeneutical approach:

A crucial principle of interpretation 
thus needs to be established at the 
outset: meaning is communicated 
through form, starting with the 
very words of a text but reaching 
beyond that to considerations of 
literary genre and style. We cannot 

properly speak about the theologi-
cal or moral content of a story or 
poem (for example) without first 
interacting with the story or poem. 
... Any piece of writing needs to be 
interpreted in terms of the kind 
of writing that it is. The Bible is a 
literary book in which theology and 
history are usually embodied in li-
terary forms. Those forms include 
genres, the incarnation of human 
experience in concrete form, styli-
stic and rhetorical techniques, and 
artistry.8

This factor of the “incarnation of 
human experience”, however, is too 
unspecific and undifferentiated to 
adequately understand the Biblical-
semitic revelation structure of the Old 
Testament narrative texts. Therefore 
this American literary approach, falls 
short of the claim of the Biblical texts 
of the Old and New Testaments.9  Be-
cause the documentation of the tradi-
tion does not provide an un-historical 
narrative, but the documentation of 
facts, i.e. a "testimony of the time”. 
(see graphic on p 35).

Also in the German literary science 
this unique quality of Biblical reve-
lation is not adequately appreciated. 
Thus C. Hardmeier describes the 
framework, the limits and the tasks 
of Biblical literary science,10 including 
the structural signals of narrative 
texts. However, he does not mention 
the differentiation of revelation – ex-
perience – documentation. However, 
he emphasizes the hermeneutical 
significance of Biblical texts for the 
present.11

This insight into the contemporary 
task of interpreting the Bible leads us 
to our second consideration:
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2. The documentation of the actions 
of God: Why the report is impor-
tant for understanding

The foundational question is why 
the Biblical text - to a very large ex-
tent - is given in the form of reports. 
From this follows the further questi-
on: Why is the narrative context of 
these reports important? And finally 
we must ask: What does the written 
form mean for the world of human 
experience?

This question becomes even more im-
portant in the inter-religious context 
at the beginning of the second decade 
of the new millennium.12 If we look at 
different religions, we see in Islam 
that the Qur’an provides a collection 
of individual proverbs, but very few 
narrative contexts within its texts. As 
an example, let's look at the story of 

David.13 In relation to David, there are 
several verses in Sura 38 on him.14 In 
Sura 38,16 the people of Mecca say 
of him:

Our Lord, give us our book quickly, 
yes, even before the day of recko-
ning.

Then, in verse 17, David is mentioned, 
but without an introduction of his 
person ("Dawud”). Similarly, David is 
mentioned in verses 22-25, including 
an implied reference to his royal po-
sition, especially in his dialogue with 
two opponents. In fact, these two 
enemies express their praise to David 
in verse 26:

O Dawud, we have made  you a 
ruler on earth. Therefore, you may 
judge between people according 
to the truth and do not follow your 
inclination so that it may not make 
you stray from the path of Allah …15
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So we see here a certain resemblance 
to David’s royal position in the Old 
Testament, but without a larger 
narrative context, regarding the 
development of his personality, his 
calling and his office. This means, 
for example, that the entire report of 
the rise of David to the royal power 
and the corresponding demise of the 
kingdom of Saul, as we see it in the 
narrative of 1 Samuel 9-31, is com-
pletely missing.16 This is illustrated 
by the picture below:

In Hinduism, the Bhagavad-Gita also 
offers a collection of individual pro-
verbs and poems, however, without 
developing a salvation-historical 
narrative structure with continuous 
actions in certain places at certain 
times.17  As differentiated A. Micha-
els, the religious literature of Hindu-
ism includes the following genres: 

Vedic Sanskrit literature, including 
texts of sacrificial rituals, domestic 
rituals, law and custom.18 At most, 
mythological, but not salvation-
historical narrative structures can 
be found.19

In Buddhism,20 there are writings 
of short stories and there are other 
literary genres such as proverbs, 
axioms, aphorisms, fragments etc.21 

Despite the diversity of these literary 
forms, there is no such correspon-
ding narrative of a salvation history 
like in the Old Testament. Therefore, 
the reports of the Biblical texts of the 
Old and New Testaments provide a 
form of communication that is not 
self-evident, but - on the contrary - is 
a privilege, therefore its significance 
must be worked out in a conscious 
way.
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3. What does the documentation of 
Scripture mean for the world of 
human experience?

The foundational problem facing the 
world of human experience is that man 
must be connected to the continuum 
of time and space, which surrounds 
and influences him. This is the socio-
logical dimension of our question. The 
basic function of Holy Scripture for the 
world of human experience is that it 
connects him with the eternal God who 
is above and independent of time and 
space. In this context, Scripture beco-
mes the means of information, which 
documents and interprets the reve-
lation of God to man. Thus Scripture 
enables the human person to make a 
value judgment about his personal exi-
stence as well as the existence of his 
family, society and nation with regard 
to the eternal God. The revelation of 

God creates a chain of facts, by which 
man is sociologically affected in time 
and space. This is illustrated by the 
picture below:

By the documentation of the expe-
riences of the revealed actions of God, 
the perception of man is shifted from 
dependence on time and space to 
the infinite possibilities of the saving 
actions of God, which indeed have 
eternal quality. This is Holy Scripture 
in the understanding of the psalmist, 
when he says in Psalm 19:9 (see also 
Ps 111:4,6): “The fear of the LORD is 
pure, it remains forever.” This me-
ans that through obedience to the 
commandments of the Lord, which is 
“fear”, the man who observes the word 
of God, obtains eternal benefits.22 
Therefore it is necessary to leave the 
human point of view and see the per-
spective of God as it is documented in 
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his commandments and reports of his 
actions.23 In this sense, M. Sternberg 
will illuminate the following text (1 
Kings 1-2) from a literary point of view.
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