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UNIT 2: THE BIBLICAL PERIOD
dr. ora Horn ProUser

While as a modern, thoughtful reader of the Bible it is difficult to speak about the Bible as history, it is equally 
difficult to speak about the Bible without speaking of history.  Although the parameters of the questions raised 
by this struggle may differ depending on the reader, the approach, and the text, the question as to how and when 
to read the Bible as history has persisted for many years.  Approaches to historical method in studying Bible 
have ranged from the minimalist position (one does not read any of the Bible as historically accurate unless it 
is	supported	by	extra-biblical	evidence)	to	the	maximalist	position	(one	reads	the	Bible	as	historically	accurate	
unless that reading is specifically countered by outside evidence)  to everything in between.  One way to think 
about this question is to consider that many modern readers of the Bible do not read the Creation and Garden 
of Eden stories as historically accurate.  At the same time, many modern readers  believe that a fair number of 
the	Israelite	kings	mentioned	in	the	Book	of	Kings	were	historical	personages,	as	they	are	mentioned	in	extra-
biblical ancient Near Eastern sources.   The question can then be asked:  Where, between Adam and Eve and 
the Kings, do we begin to read biblical characters as having been historical figures? Do we start with Abraham?  
Moses?  David?  The fact that in any group of serious readers one will find many different answers to this 
question accentuates the difficulty of reading the Bible from a historical point of view.

Despite this complicated and challenging state of affairs, it would be unfortunate to take the question of 
history	out	of	our	conversation	about	the	Bible.	After	all,	Jews	see	the	Hebrew	Bible	as	a	sacred	text	which	
describes our heritage.  It is written through a lens of history and it develops chronologically, describing 
events, timetables, genealogies, and natural phenomena that help historians to ascertain dates. Most 
importantly, God in the Bible acts on the historical stage, and shows Divine power by interacting with the 
historical issues and events of the day.

This theological approach is especially evident in texts surrounding the Babylonian Exile.  These texts describe 
Israel’s	downfall	and	Babylonia’s	success	as	God’s	punishment	(Jeremiah	21:1-10),	and		Cyrus,	the	King	of	Persia,	
the country that ultimately allowed the Israelites to return to Judah, as God’s anointed one (Isaiah 45:1).  The 
Babylonian Exile, which began in 586 BCE and continued through 537 BCE, was a time of great learning and 
challenge for the Jews. They needed to learn how to live outside of their land for the first time.  They needed to 
create a new conception of God, since they now needed to worship God without a Temple and outside of Israel, 
against the backdrop of contemporary thought that held that gods were powerful primarily, or exclusively, in 
their own lands.  Because of the need to deal with all of this change and upheaval, this became a time of growth 
and development for the Jewish People.  While there are many questions and theories as to how the Torah came 
to be, many modern scholars understand the Torah as having been canonized, that is, brought together as a 
whole, and considered holy, during this time. Thus, the struggles and challenges of the Babylonian Exile made 
their way into the themes of the Torah.   

The prophets were the first to struggle with this difficult situation of defeat and exile.  They saved the Jewish 
People by stating that Judah was not falling to the Babylonians because of any weakness in or lack of Divine 
power. They explained that this state of affairs, that Judah was being conquered and that the Temple was 
destroyed, came about because of Israel’s sins.  Babylonia would never have been able to conquer by itself.   
Rather, Babylonia became God’s tool of punishment. God used Babylonia to punish Israel for her sins.  

This very important conclusion led to two essential corollaries.  First, it made it clear that Israel’s God was well, 
and strong, and able not only to control Israel, but also to control the whole world. It enabled the Israelites to 
envision God as a miqdash me’at or “small sanctuary” in Babylonia, thus allowing them to retain their ability 
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to worship and to find sacredness in their lives while living without a Temple, and outside of Israel (Ezekiel 
11:16).	Second,	it	meant	that	if	the	Israelites	repented,	they	could	return	to	their	land	(Ezekiel	37:21-23).	By	
defining the Israelites’ difficult situation as God’s choice, as God’s punishment for the people’s sins, the prophets 
set the stage for the possibility of living in exile while retaining a yearning for and connection to Israel as the 
homeland.    The prophetic approach to history was to explain it theologically, and thus to create hope and a 
future for a people that was feeling hopeless and destroyed.

It was not only the prophets, however, who worked with text to make sense of their times.  The Torah’s narrative 
literature also expresses these same struggles through themes that recur in the text. Tracing some of these 
themes in Genesis makes it possible to better comprehend the dire situation faced by the Israelites in the period 
just before and during the Babylonian Exile. These themes are especially evident in the narrative of Jacob.  Jacob 
was probably our most important patriarch.  Not only was he the father of sons who became the twelve tribes, 
but it was he who received the name “Israel” (Genesis 32:29).  Three themes which permeate his life can help 
us see how the Israelites in exile defined themselves: the primacy of the younger son, deception, and disability.

Throughout the Torah, we see that while in theory the older son is meant to inherit, it is always the younger 
son who wins out.  This theme is especially evident in the life of Jacob. The story of how he manages to buy his 
brother’s	birthright	and	to	steal	his	blessing	(Genesis	25:29-34,	27:1-40)	fills	a	substantial	part	of	the	narrative	
of his life.  

One way of understanding this interesting situation is that Israel always saw itself as a small nation, a nation 
one would think could not succeed against much larger foes. Yet the Israelites also considered themselves to be 
God’s Chosen People, with a special covenantal relationship and a special blessing.  In a time when they were 
living	without	a	 country	and	without	a	Temple,	how	could	 they	maintain	 their	 self-image	as	God’s	 chosen,	
special people?  The answer that permeates the narrative literature is that things are not as they appear to be.  
The	one	who	is	expected	to	inherit	may	be	stronger,	but	he	often	loses.	It	is	the	weaker	younger	son,	the	one	who	
should not succeed, who wins out.  These narratives reflect Israel’s exilic situation, and were a major source of 
hope for the Israelites in their Babylonian Exile.

Deception is another prominent theme in Jacob’s life.  Not only does Jacob receive the most important covenantal 
blessing through deceiving his father, but his mother engineers the plan. The fact that the blessing occurred 
through	deception	in	no	way	negates	its	efficacy	(Genesis	27:1-40).			Similarly,	Jacob	becomes	wealthy	through	
a	deceptive	arrangement	involving	the	division	of	sheep	between	him	and	his	uncle	Laban	(Genesis	30:25-43).			
In the biblical text, these deceptive actions are not seen as negative; they are not condemned.  Rather, deception 
is seen as a legitimate means of accomplishing one’s goals against stronger opponents.  Here too, Jacob’s story 
showed the exiled Israelites that there were tools available to the weak which were legitimate and could help 
them	to	accomplish	their	goals.			While	the	exiles	knew	that	they	could	not	best	their	opponents	in	face-to-face	
confrontation, this theme of deception emphasized that there were alternative means available to them. 

Finally, we see that Jacob ends up with a disability, having been injured in his struggle with an angel while on 
his	way	to	meet	his	brother	Esau	(Genesis	32:22-33).		This	was	a	most	important	struggle,	and	Jacob	came	out	
of it with two new characteristics: he was given the name Israel, and he would now walk with a limp.   It does 
not seem to be an accident that Jacob received both of these qualities simultaneously.   Receiving the name of 
Israel was a mark of success and of overcoming challenges, yet it was accompanied by a limp. Once again, we 
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see a parallel between the story of Jacob and that of the Israelites during the Babylonian Exile. Like Jacob, the 
Israelites suffered a metaphorical disability, the terrible disability of the loss of their Temple and their land, yet 
they overcame challenges and they succeeded where one would expect that they would not be able to succeed.  
They maintained their covenantal relationship with God, survived Exile and returned to regain their land.   

This approach to reading Genesis as a biblical book which expresses important themes of the Babylonian Exile 
can also be used in analyzing the husband and wife pairs in Genesis.  In each case, while the man is higher in 
social status, it is the woman who makes sure that the blessing is passed on to the right son.  For example, Sarah 
insists	that	Ishmael	be	sent	away,	a	request	that	is	supported	by	God	(Genesis	21:9-13).		And	Rebecca	arranges	
for Jacob to deceive Isaac into blessing him as the older son, thus fulfilling the prophecy she received during her 
pregnancy	(Genesis	25:19-24;	27:5-17).				While	many	have	tried	to	understand	this	theme	of	deception,	perhaps	
it is best for us to think about Genesis as reflecting themes which were important to the Jews in exile.  During 
the	exilic	time	period,	the	metaphor	of	God	and	Israel	as	husband	and	wife	was	already	prevalent	(Jeremiah	2:1-
2;	Hosea	1-2).		If	we	think	of	this	metaphor	in	the	context	of	the	husbands	and	wives	in	our	Genesis	narrative,	
then perhaps the statement is being made that although the husband, God, is the stronger party with higher 
social status, it is up to the wife, Israel, to be active and assertive, and to make sure that the covenant passes on 
properly to the next generation.  This was a powerful message for the exiles, telling them that while they could 
count on God’s might and their status as God’s chosen people, it was still up to them to be active and to make 
sure that things passed on properly to their descendants.  

While there is much to learn about history from the Bible, perhaps even more importantly for us, there is 
so much we can learn from how our ancestors used sacred literature to process and work through their own 
history.  They used their understanding of their relationship to God and their heritage to make sense of their 
struggles and difficulties.  Maybe the most important lesson we can learn from biblical history is that it is up to 
us to use that same method.   It is essential that we, too, should feel that the place to deal with our communal 
struggles is through text, through understanding our relationship with God, and through our connection to 
our heritage.  

THE BIBLICAL PERIOD
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UNIT 2: THE BIBLICAL PERIOD – TEXT 1

genesis 3:1-19
1 Now the serpent was the shrewdest of all the wild animals which the Lord God had made. And he said to the 
woman ‘Did God say you shall not eat of any tree of the garden”? 2 And the woman said to the serpent “We may 
eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden 3 but of the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden God 
said ‘You shall not eat of it or touch it lest you die’”. 4 And the serpent said to the woman “You shall not die 5 
for God knows that on the day you eat of it your eyes shall be opened and you shall be as gods, knowing good 
and evil”. 6 And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and 
a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and gave also to her husband with her, and he 
ate. 7 And the eyes of both of them were opened and they knew that they were naked, and they sewed fig leaves 
together and made themselves loincloths. 8 And they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the garden in 
the breeze of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God amongst the 
trees of the garden. 9 And the Lord God called to the man and said to him “Where are you”? 10 And he replied 
“I heard your voice in the garden and I was afraid because I was naked, so I hid”. 11 And he said: “Who told 
you that you were naked? Did you eat of the tree from which I commanded you not to eat”? 12 And the man 
said “The woman you gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree and I ate”. 13 And the Lord God said to the 
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בראשית ג:א טי-  

-אֶל וַיֹּאמֶר ,אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה עָשָׂה אֲשֶׁר הַשָּׂדֶה חַיַּת מִכֹּל עָרוּם הָיָה וְהַנָּחָשׁ א  אַף הָאִשָּׁה
-כִּי .הַגָּן עֵץ מִכֹּל תֹאכְלוּ לֹא אֱלֹהִים אָמַר -לאֶ  הָאִשָּׁה וַתֹּאמֶר ב  ,הַנָּחָשׁ -עֵץ מִפְּרִי   הַגָּן

.נֹאכֵל -בְּתוֹךְ  אֲשֶׁר הָעֵץ וּמִפְּרִי ג  ,בּוֹ תִגְּעוּ וְלֹא מִמֶּנּוּ תֹאכְלוּ לֹא אֱלֹהִים אָמַר הַגָּן  פֶּן  
.תְּמֻתוּן -אֶל הַנָּחָשׁ וַיֹּאמֶר ד  -לֹא, הָאִשָּׁה .תְּמֻתוּן מוֹת  בְּיוֹם כִּי אֱלֹהִים יֹדֵעַ  כִּי ה 

.וָרָע טוֹב יֹדְעֵי כֵּאלֹהִים וִהְיִיתֶם ,עֵינֵיכֶם וְנִפְקְחוּ מִמֶּנּוּ לְכֶםאֲכָ   טוֹב כִּי הָאִשָּׁה וַתֵּרֶא ו 
-תַאֲוָה וְכִי לְמַאֲכָל הָעֵץ  וַתִּתֵּן ,וַתֹּאכַל מִפִּרְיוֹ וַתִּקַּח לְהַשְׂכִּיל הָעֵץ וְנֶחְמָד לָעֵינַיִם הוּא
-גַּם .אכַלוַיֹּ עִמָּהּ לְאִישָׁהּ  עֲלֵה וַיִּתְפְּרוּ ,הֵם עֵירֻמִּם כִּי וַיֵּדְעוּ שְׁנֵיהֶם עֵינֵי וַתִּפָּקַחְנָה ז 

-אֶת וַיִּשְׁמְעוּ ח .חֲגֹרֹת לָהֶם וַיַּעֲשׂוּ תְאֵנָה , הַיּוֹם לְרוּחַ  בַּגָּן מִתְהַלֵּךְ  אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה קוֹל
.הַגָּן עֵץ בְּתוֹךְ  אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה מִפְּנֵי וְאִשְׁתּוֹ הָאָדָם וַיִּתְחַבֵּא     אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה וַיִּקְרָא ט 

-אֶל .אַיֶּכָּה לוֹ וַיֹּאמֶר ,הָאָדָם -אֶת וַיֹּאמֶר י   אָנֹכִי עֵירֹם כִּי וָאִירָא ,בַּגָּן שָׁמַעְתִּי קֹלְךָ 
-הֲמִן ,אָתָּה עֵירֹם כִּי לְךָ  הִגִּיד מִי וַיֹּאמֶר יא .וָאֵחָבֵא       לְבִלְתִּי וִּיתִיךָ צִ  אֲשֶׁר הָעֵץ
-אֲכָל -נָתְנָה הִוא עִמָּדִי נָתַתָּה אֲשֶׁר הָאִשָּׁה, הָאָדָם וַיֹּאמֶר יב .אָכָלְתָּ  מִמֶּנּוּ -מִן לִּי  הָעֵץ
-מַה לָאִשָּׁה אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה וַיֹּאמֶר יג .וָאֹכֵל  הִשִּׁיאַנִי הַנָּחָשׁ הָאִשָּׁה וַתֹּאמֶר, עָשִׂית זֹּאת
.וָאֹכֵל -אֶל אֱלֹהִים יְהוָה וַיֹּאמֶר יד  -מִכָּל אַתָּה אָרוּר זֹּאת עָשִׂיתָ  כִּי הַנָּחָשׁ  הַבְּהֵמָה
-עַל, הַשָּׂדֶה חַיַּת וּמִכֹּל -כָּל תֹּאכַל וְעָפָר תֵלֵךְ  גְּחֹנְךָ  .חַיֶּיךָ  יְמֵי  בֵּינְךָ  אָשִׁית וְאֵיבָה טו 
,הּזַרְעָ  וּבֵין זַרְעֲךָ  וּבֵין הָאִשָּׁה וּבֵין .עָקֵב תְּשׁוּפֶנּוּ וְאַתָּה רֹאשׁ יְשׁוּפְךָ  הוּא                  
-אֶל טז -וְאֶל ,בָנִים תֵּלְדִי וְהֵרֹנֵךְבְּעֶצֶב עִצְּבוֹנֵךְ  אַרְבֶּה הַרְבָּה אָמַר הָאִשָּׁה  אִישֵׁךְ 

-יִמְשָׁל וְהוּא תְּשׁוּקָתֵךְ  .בָּךְ  -כִּי אָמַר וּלְאָדָם יז  -מִן וַתֹּאכַל שְׁתֶּךָ אִ  לְקוֹל שָׁמַעְתָּ   הָעֵץ
 כֹּל תֹּאכְלֶנָּה בַּעֲבוּרֶךָבְּעִצָּבוֹן הָאֲדָמָה אֲרוּרָה, מִמֶּנּוּ תֹאכַל לֹא לֵאמֹר צִוִּיתִיךָ  אֲשֶׁר
.חַיֶּיךָ  יְמֵי -אֶת וְאָכַלְתָּ  ,לָךְ  תַּצְמִיחַ  וְדַרְדַּר וְקוֹץ יח   .הַשָּׂדֶה עֵשֶׂב  לתֹּאכַ  אַפֶּיךָ  בְּזֵעַת יט 
-אֶל שׁוּבְךָ  עַד לֶחֶם -כִּי ,לֻקָּחְתָּ  מִמֶּנָּה כִּי הָאֲדָמָה -וְאֶל אַתָּה עָפָר .תָּשׁוּב עָפָר    

Genesis 3:1-19 
1 Now the serpent was the shrewdest of all the wild animals which the Lord God had 
made. And he said to the woman “Did God say you shall not eat of any tree of the 
garden”? 2 And the woman said to the serpent “We may eat of the fruit of the trees of 
the garden 3 but of the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden God said 
“You shall not eat of it or touch it lest you die”. 4 And the serpent said to the woman 
“You shall not die 5 for God knows that on the day you eat of it your eyes shall be 
opened and you shall be as gods, knowing good and evil”. 6 And when the woman saw 
that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and a tree to be 
desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and gave also to her husband 
with her, and he ate. 7 And the eyes of both of them were opened and they knew that 
they were naked, and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths. 8 
And they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the garden in the breeze of the 
day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God 
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Genesis 28:10-22 
10 And Jacob left Be’er-sheva, and went toward Haran. 11 And he came upon a certain 
place and stopped there all night because the sun had set; and he took one of the 
stones of that place, and put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. 12 
And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to 
heaven, and behold angels of God were going up and down on it. 13 And behold, the 
Lord stood beside him and said “I am the Lord God of Abraham thy father, and the God 
of Isaac. The land on which you lie, I give it to you and to your offspring. 14 And your 
seed shall be as the dust of the earth and you shall spread out to the west and to the 
east, and to the north and to the south. All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you and your descendants. 15 And behold, I am with you and will protect 
you wherever you go and will return you to this land, for I will not leave you until I have 
done what I spoke to you”. 16 And Jacob woke from his sleep and said “Surely the Lord 
is in this place and I didn’t know it”. 17 And he was afraid and said “How awesome is 
this place! This is no other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven”. 18 
And Jacob rose up early in the morning and took the stone that he had put under his 
head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19 And he named that place 
Bet-el…. 20 And Jacob vowed a vow saying “If God remains with me and protects me in 
this way that I go and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear 21 so that I come back 
to my father's house in peace, then shall the Lord shall be my God, 22 and this stone 
which I have set up for a pillar shall be God's house, and of all that you give me I will set 
aside a tithe for you.” 
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THE BIBLICAL PERIOD – TEXT 1 (CONTINUED)

woman “What is this that you have done”! And the woman said “The serpent beguiled me and I ate”. 14 And 
the Lord God said to the serpent “Because you did this, you are cursed above all cattle and above every beast 
of the field; on your belly you will go, and you will eat dust all the days of your life. 15 And I will put enmity 
between you and the woman and between your seed and her seed; they shall bruise your head, and you shall 
bruise their heel”. 16 To the woman he said “I will greatly multiply the pain of your childbearing; in pain shall 
you bear children. Yet your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you”.  17 And to the man 
he said “Because you did as your wife said and ate of the tree about which I commanded you ‘You shalt not eat 
of it’, cursed is the ground because of you; by toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life. 18 Thorns also and 
thistles shall it sprout for you, and you shall eat the grasses of the field. 19 By the sweat of your face you shall eat 
bread until you return unto the ground, for from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you shall return”.

sTUdy QUesTions
•	 What	is	the	role	of	deception	in	this	text?	Consider	every	character.

•	 How	do	you	read	Eve’s	actions	in	light	of	what	Dr.	Prouser	says	about	Sarah	and	Rebecca	as	seen	through	exilic	
eyes?

•	 Does	 the	 theme	of	disability	play	a	 role	 in	 this	 text?	 	 Is	 it	possible	 to	 read	 the	punishment	of	 the	snake	as	a	
“disabling”	act?		If	so,	what	is	the	significance?

•	 How	can	we	relate	the	expulsion	from	the	garden	to	the	Babylonian	Exile,	including	questions	of	punishment	and	
God’s	continued	care?
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THE BIBLICAL PERIOD – TEXT 2

isaiaH 40:1-11
1 Comfort, oh comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak comfortingly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her 
war service is over, that her iniquity is pardoned, for she has received of the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. 3 
A voice cries “Prepare in the wilderness the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
4	Every	valley	shall	be	lifted	up	and	every	mountain	and	hill	made	low,	and	the	crooked	shall	be	made	straight	
and the rough places plain. 5 And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together, for 
the mouth of the Lord has spoken”. 6 A voice says “Proclaim”! And he asks “What shall I proclaim”? “All flesh is 
grass, and all its goodness like flowers of the field. 7 The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the 
Lord blows on it, surely man is but grass. 8 The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God shall 
stand for ever”.  9 You who brings good tidings to Zion go up into the high mountain, you who brings good 
tidings	to	Jerusalem,	lift	up	your	voice	with	strength,	lift	it	up,	have	no	fear;	say	to	the	cities	of	Judah	“Behold	
your God”! 10 Behold, the Lord God will come with might, and his arm will rule for him; behold, his reward is 
with him, and his recompense before him. 11 He shall feed his flock like a shepherd, he shall gather the lambs 
in his arms and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young.

sTUdy QUesTions
•	 This	 text	 expresses	 comfort	 and	 support	 for	 the	 exiles	 and	 includes	 hopeful	 visions	 of	 return.	What	 are	 the	

metaphors	and	images	it	uses	to	express	these	things?

•	 How	does	this	message	of	comfort	follow	from	the	prophetic	explanation	of	the	destruction?

•	 How	is	God	characterized	in	this	text?
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2)  
                                                                                                       

:אמ ישעיהו יא-  
.אֱלֹהֵיכֶם יֹאמַר, עַמִּי נַחֲמוּ נַחֲמוּ א -עַל דַּבְּרוּ ב   מָלְאָה כִּי אֵלֶיהָ  וְקִרְאוּ יְרוּשָׁלִַם לֵב

,ֹנָהּעֲו נִרְצָה יכִּ  צְבָאָהּ -בְּכָל כִּפְלַיִם יְהוָה מִיַּד לָקְחָה כִּי  .חַטֹּאתֶיהָ   בַּמִּדְבָּר קוֹרֵא קוֹל ג 
.לֵאלֹהֵינוּ מְסִלָּה בָּעֲרָבָה יַשְּׁרוּ ,יְהוָה דֶּרֶךְ  פַּנּוּ -כָּל ד  -וְכָל יִנָּשֵׂא גֶּיא  ,יִשְׁפָּלוּ וְגִבְעָה הַר

.לְבִקְעָה וְהָרְכָסִים לְמִישׁוֹר הֶעָקֹב וְהָיָה -כָל וְרָאוּ ,יְהוָה כְּבוֹד וְנִגְלָה ה     כִּי יַחְדָּו בָּשָׂר
-כָּל ,אֶקְרָא מָה וְאָמַר קְרָא אֹמֵר קוֹל ו .דִּבֵּר יְהוָה פִּי -וְכָל חָצִיר הַבָּשָׂר  כְּצִיץ חַסְדּוֹ

.הַשָּׂדֶה .הָעָם חָצִיר אָכֵן ,בּוֹ הנָשְׁבָ  יְהוָה רוּחַ  כִּי צִיץ נָבֵל חָצִיר יָבֵשׁ ז   נָבֵל חָצִיר יָבֵשׁ ח  
-וּדְבַר ,צִיץ -הַר עַל ט .לְעוֹלָם יָקוּם אֱלֹהֵינוּ -עֲלִי גָּבֹהַּ   בַכֹּחַ  הָרִימִי צִיּוֹן מְבַשֶּׂרֶת לָךְ 

-אַל הָרִימִי ,יְרוּשָׁלִָם מְבַשֶּׂרֶת קוֹלֵךְ  .יכֶםאֱלֹהֵ  הִנֵּה יְהוּדָה לְעָרֵי אִמְרִי תִּירָאִי  הִנֵּה י 
.לְפָנָיו וּפְעֻלָּתוֹ אִתּוֹ שְׂכָרוֹ הִנֵּה ,לוֹ מֹשְׁלָה וּזְרֹעוֹ יָבוֹא בְּחָזָק יְהוִה אֲדֹנָי  כְּרֹעֶה יא 
.יְנַהֵל עָלוֹת, יִשָּׂא וּבְחֵיקוֹ טְלָאִים יְקַבֵּץ בִּזְרֹעוֹ יִרְעֶה עֶדְרוֹ  

Isaiah 40:1-11 
1 Comfort, oh comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak comfortingly to Jerusalem, 
and cry to her that her war service is over, that her iniquity is pardoned, for she has 
received of the Lord hand double for all her sins. 3 A voice cries “Prepare in the 
wilderness the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 4 
Every valley shall be lifted up and every mountain and hill made low, and the crooked 
shall be made straight and the rough places plain. 5 And the glory of the Lord shall be 
revealed and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken”. 6 A 
voice says “Proclaim”! And he asks “What shall I proclaim”? “All flesh is grass, and all its 
goodness like flowers of the field. 7 The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath 
of the Lord blows on it, surely the people is grass. 8 The grass withers, the flower fades, 
but the word of our God shall stand for ever”.  9 You who brings good tidings to Zion go 
up into the high mountain, you who brings good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice 
with strength, lift it up, have no fear; say to the cities of Judah “Behold your God”! 10 
Behold, the Lord God will come with might, and his arm will rule for him; behold, his 
reward is with him, and his recompense before him. 10 He shall feed his flock like a 
shepherd, he shall gather the lambs in his arms and carry them in his bosom, and 
gently lead those that are with young. 

1) This text expresses comfort and support for the Exiles and statements of return. 
What are the themes used to express this comfort? 

2) How does this message of comfort follow from the prophetic explanation of the 
destruction? 

3) How is God characterized in this text? 
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Genesis 28:10-22 
10 And Jacob left Be’er-sheva, and went toward Haran. 11 And he came upon a certain 
place and stopped there all night because the sun had set; and he took one of the 
stones of that place, and put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. 12 
And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to 
heaven, and behold angels of God were going up and down on it. 13 And behold, the 
Lord stood beside him and said “I am the Lord God of Abraham thy father, and the God 
of Isaac. The land on which you lie, I give it to you and to your offspring. 14 And your 
seed shall be as the dust of the earth and you shall spread out to the west and to the 
east, and to the north and to the south. All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you and your descendants. 15 And behold, I am with you and will protect 
you wherever you go and will return you to this land, for I will not leave you until I have 
done what I spoke to you”. 16 And Jacob woke from his sleep and said “Surely the Lord 
is in this place and I didn’t know it”. 17 And he was afraid and said “How awesome is 
this place! This is no other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven”. 18 
And Jacob rose up early in the morning and took the stone that he had put under his 
head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19 And he named that place 
Bet-el…. 20 And Jacob vowed a vow saying “If God remains with me and protects me in 
this way that I go and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear 21 so that I come back 
to my father's house in peace, then shall the Lord shall be my God, 22 and this stone 
which I have set up for a pillar shall be God's house, and of all that you give me I will set 
aside a tithe for you.” 
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THE BIBLICAL PERIOD – TEXT 3

JereMiaH 29: 1, 5-14
1 Now these are the words of the letter that Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem to the residue of the elders 
of the exile community, and to the priests and to the prophets, and to all the people whom Nebuchadnezzar 
had exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon….5 Build houses and live in them, plant gardens and eat their fruit. 6 
Take wives and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, 
that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease. 7 And seek the peace of the city 
to which I have exiled you and pray to the Lord for it, for in its peace you shall have peace. 8 For thus says the 
Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, Let not the prophets and diviners among you deceive you, and pay no attention 
to the dreams they dream. 9 For they prophesy falsely to you in my name; I did not send them, declares the 
Lord. 10 For thus says the Lord: When Babylon’s 70 years are full, I will remember you, and perform my good 
word toward you to return you to this place. 11 For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, says the Lord, 
thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope. 12 Then you shall call upon me and go and 
pray to me, and I will pay attention to you. 13 You shall seek me and find me when you will seek me with all 
your heart. 14 And I will be found for you says the Lord, and I will restore you from your captivity and gather 
you from all the nations and from all the places to which I have banished you declares the Lord; and I will bring 
you back to the place from which I have exiled you.

sTUdy QUesTions
•	 Jeremiah’s	prophecy	is	addressed	to	the	people	in	exile	in	Babylonia.	What	should	they	do,	which	leaders	must	

they	follow,	and	what	feelings	should	they	express?			

•	 Look	at	verses	5-7.	What	is	the	significance	of	each	thing	Jeremiah	tells	the	exiles	to	do?

•	 The	Babylonian	exiles	here	are	learning	for	the	first	time	how	to	be	Diaspora	Jews.	Discuss	how	this	letter	from	
Jeremiah	helps	them	in	this	process.	

•	 Which	parts	of	Jeremiah’s	letter	resonate	with	you	in	your	situation	today?
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3) 

:א, הכטירמיהו  יד-  
-אֶל, יִרְמְיָה הַנָּבִיא מִירוּשָׁלִָםאֲשֶׁר שָׁלַח  וְאֵלֶּה דִּבְרֵי הַסֵּפֶר א       יֶתֶר זִקְנֵי הַגּוֹלָה

-וְאֶל -להַכֹּהֲנִים וְאֶ  -הַנְּבִיאִים וְאֶל -כָּל ...בָּבֶלָה נְבוּכַדְנֶאצַּר מִירוּשָׁלִַם אֲשֶׁר הֶגְלָה הָעָם   
-וְאִכְלוּ אֶת וְנִטְעוּ גַנּוֹת ,בְּנוּ בָתִּים וְשֵׁבוּ ה פִּרְיָן.  וּ נָשִׁים וְהוֹלִידוּ בָּנִים וּבָנוֹתקְח ו  

-וּקְחוּ לִבְנֵיכֶם נָשִׁים וְאֶת -וּרְבוּ ,בְּנוֹתֵיכֶם תְּנוּ לַאֲנָשִׁים וְתֵלַדְנָה בָּנִים וּבָנוֹת      שָׁם
-וְאַל תִּמְעָטוּ. -וְדִרְשׁוּ אֶת ז   דָהּ עֲ וְהִתְפַּלְלוּ בַ  שֶׁר הִגְלֵיתִי אֶתְכֶם שָׁמָּהאֲ  שְׁלוֹם הָעִיר
-אֶל יִהְיֶה לָכֶם שָׁלוֹם. כִּי בִשְׁלוֹמָהּ, יְהוָה  לכִּי כֹה אָמַר יְהוָה צְבָאוֹת אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂרָאֵ  ח  
-אַל -אֲשֶׁר יַשִּׁיאוּ לָכֶם נְבִיאֵיכֶם -וְאַל ,בְּקִרְבְּכֶם וְקֹסְמֵיכֶם -תִּשְׁמְעוּ אֶל חֲלֹמֹתֵיכֶם 

מַחְלְמִים. אֲשֶׁר אַתֶּם -נְאֻם לֹא שְׁלַחְתִּים, הֵם נִבְּאִים לָכֶם בִּשְׁמִי כִּי בְשֶׁקֶר ט   יְהוָה.  י  
-כִּי וַהֲקִמֹתִי עֲלֵיכֶם  ,מְלֹאת לְבָבֶל שִׁבְעִים שָׁנָה אֶפְקֹד אֶתְכֶםכִּי לְפִי  כֹה אָמַר יְהוָה
-אֶת -אֶל דְּבָרִי הַטּוֹב לְהָשִׁיב אֶתְכֶם הַמָּקוֹם הַזֶּה. -אֶת יכִּי אָנֹכִי יָדַעְתִּ  יא    הַמַּחֲשָׁבֹת

-נְאֻם אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי חֹשֵׁב עֲלֵיכֶם לָתֵת לָכֶם אַחֲרִית  חְשְׁבוֹת שָׁלוֹם וְלֹא לְרָעָהמַ , יְהוָה
וְתִקְוָה. אֲלֵיכֶם. וְשָׁמַעְתִּי ,וּקְרָאתֶם אֹתִי וַהֲלַכְתֶּם וְהִתְפַּלַּלְתֶּם אֵלָי יב   וּבִקַּשְׁתֶּם  יג  

-בְּכָל תִדְרְשֻׁנִי כִּי, וּמְצָאתֶם אֹתִי לְבַבְכֶם. -נְאֻם וְנִמְצֵאתִי לָכֶם יד         יְהוָה, וְשַׁבְתִּי
-אֶת -שְׁבוּתְכֶם וְקִבַּצְתִּי אֶתְכֶם מִכָּל -הַגּוֹיִם וּמִכָּל ם אֲשֶׁר הִדַּחְתִּי אֶתְכֶם שָׁ הַמְּקוֹמוֹת 
-נְאֻם -אֶל וַהֲשִׁבֹתִי אֶתְכֶם ,יְהוָה -אֲשֶׁר הַמָּקוֹם יתִי אֶתְכֶם מִשָּׁם.הִגְלֵ   

Jeremiah 29:1-14 
1 Now these are the words of the letter that Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem 
to the residue of the elders of the exile community, and to the priests and to the 
prophets, and to all the people whom Nebuchadnezzar had exiled from Jerusalem to 
Babylon….5 Build houses and live in them, plant gardens and eat their fruit. 6 Take 
wives and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons and give your 
daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and 
do not decrease. 7 And seek the peace of the city to which I have exiled you and pray to 
the Lord for it, for in its peace you shall have peace. 8 For thus says the Lord of hosts, 
the God of Israel, Let not the prophets and diviners among you deceive you, and pay no 
attention to the dreams they dream. 9 For they prophesy falsely to you in my name; I did 
not send them, declares the Lord. 10 For thus says the Lord: When Babylon’s 70 years 
are full, I will remember you, and perform my good word toward you to return you to this 
place. 11 For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, says the Lord, thoughts of 
peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope. 12 Then you shall call upon me 
and go and pray to me, and I will pay attention to you. 13 You shall seek me and find 
me when you will seek me with all your heart. 14 And I will be found for you says the 
Lord, and I will restore you from your captivity and gather you from all the nations and 
from all the places to which I have banished you declares the Lord; and I will bring you 
back to the place from which I have exiled you 
.  
1)  Jeremiah’s prophecy is addressed to the people in exile in Babylonia. What should 
they do, which leaders must they follow, and what feelings should they express?    
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Genesis 28:10-22 
10 And Jacob left Be’er-sheva, and went toward Haran. 11 And he came upon a certain 
place and stopped there all night because the sun had set; and he took one of the 
stones of that place, and put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. 12 
And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to 
heaven, and behold angels of God were going up and down on it. 13 And behold, the 
Lord stood beside him and said “I am the Lord God of Abraham thy father, and the God 
of Isaac. The land on which you lie, I give it to you and to your offspring. 14 And your 
seed shall be as the dust of the earth and you shall spread out to the west and to the 
east, and to the north and to the south. All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you and your descendants. 15 And behold, I am with you and will protect 
you wherever you go and will return you to this land, for I will not leave you until I have 
done what I spoke to you”. 16 And Jacob woke from his sleep and said “Surely the Lord 
is in this place and I didn’t know it”. 17 And he was afraid and said “How awesome is 
this place! This is no other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven”. 18 
And Jacob rose up early in the morning and took the stone that he had put under his 
head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19 And he named that place 
Bet-el…. 20 And Jacob vowed a vow saying “If God remains with me and protects me in 
this way that I go and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear 21 so that I come back 
to my father's house in peace, then shall the Lord shall be my God, 22 and this stone 
which I have set up for a pillar shall be God's house, and of all that you give me I will set 
aside a tithe for you.” 
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THE BIBLICAL PERIOD – TEXT 4

genesis 28:10-22
10	And	Jacob	left	Be’er-sheva,	and	went	toward	Haran.	11	And	he	came	upon	a	certain	place	and	stopped	there	
all night because the sun had set; and he took one of the stones of that place, and put it under his head and 
lay down in that place to sleep. 12 And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it 
reached to heaven, and behold angels of God were going up and down on it. 13 And behold, the Lord stood 
beside him and said “I am the Lord God of Abraham your father, and the God of Isaac. The land on which 
you lie, I give it to you and to your offspring. 14 And your seed shall be as the dust of the earth and you shall 
spread out to the west and to the east, and to the north and to the south. All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you and your descendants. 15 And behold, I am with you and will protect you wherever you go 
and will return you to this land, for I will not leave you until I have done what I spoke to you”. 16 And Jacob 
woke from his sleep and said “Surely the Lord is in this place and I didn’t know it”. 17 And he was afraid and 
said “How awesome is this place! This is no other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven”. 18 And 
Jacob rose up early in the morning and took the stone that he had put under his head and set it up for a pillar 
and	poured	oil	on	the	top	of	it.	19	And	he	named	that	place	Bet-el….	20	And	Jacob	vowed	a	vow	saying	“If	God	
remains with me and protects me in this way that I go and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear 21 so that 
I come back to my father’s house in peace, then shall the Lord shall be my God, 22 and this stone which I have 
set up for a pillar shall be God’s house, and of all that you give me I will set aside a tithe for you”.

sTUdy QUesTions
•	 If	we	read	Jacob’s	story	in	the	context	of	the	Babylonian	Exile,	which	elements	in	God’s	speech	and	in	Jacob’s	

response	stand	out?	

•	 What	is	the	relationship	between	God	and	a	specific	place?		What	does	it	mean	that	God	was	there	and	Jacob	
didn’t	realize	it?

•	 Remove	the	punctuation	from	verse	16.	How	does	your	understanding	change	if	you	read	the	phrase	as:	“The	Lord	
is	in	this	place	and	so	was	I,	and	I	didn’t	know	it”?
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Genesis 28:10-22 
10 And Jacob left Be’er-sheva, and went toward Haran. 11 And he came upon a certain 
place and stopped there all night because the sun had set; and he took one of the 
stones of that place, and put it under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. 12 
And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to 
heaven, and behold angels of God were going up and down on it. 13 And behold, the 
Lord stood beside him and said “I am the Lord God of Abraham thy father, and the God 
of Isaac. The land on which you lie, I give it to you and to your offspring. 14 And your 
seed shall be as the dust of the earth and you shall spread out to the west and to the 
east, and to the north and to the south. All the families of the earth shall bless 
themselves by you and your descendants. 15 And behold, I am with you and will protect 
you wherever you go and will return you to this land, for I will not leave you until I have 
done what I spoke to you”. 16 And Jacob woke from his sleep and said “Surely the Lord 
is in this place and I didn’t know it”. 17 And he was afraid and said “How awesome is 
this place! This is no other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven”. 18 
And Jacob rose up early in the morning and took the stone that he had put under his 
head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19 And he named that place 
Bet-el…. 20 And Jacob vowed a vow saying “If God remains with me and protects me in 
this way that I go and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear 21 so that I come back 
to my father's house in peace, then shall the Lord shall be my God, 22 and this stone 
which I have set up for a pillar shall be God's house, and of all that you give me I will set 
aside a tithe for you.” 
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yiTZHak LaMdan (1899–1954), “israeL”1 
And he said: No longer Jacob shall your name be called but Israel for you have contended with Gods and men and you have 
prevailed.	(Genesis	32:28-29)

And	so	night	after	night,	God,	you	come	to	me,
Not to favor me do you come, but my strength to try.
And as I prevail against you until morning – again I am alone,
A poor strange wayfarer, limping upon my thigh.

“You have contended with Gods and with men and you have prevailed” –
Is this all the blessing you apportioned me, mysterious one?
Woe is me, I know, against all of you I have prevailed, over everything,
But over one I could not, over myself alone –

Your blessings weigh heavily upon me, I cannot carry them,
Limping and alone over all the highways I go,
Vanquish me once, oh You, and let me rest at morn
The rest that all the vanquished know!

Again it is night. I am alone. Again God descends.
“Israel”! – Here I am, God, here I am!
Oh, why do you come down each night to wrestle with me,
And as dawn rises you forsake me limping again? –

sTUdy QUesTions
•	 This	poem	reflects	a	modern	sensibility.	How	does	it	work	as	an	interpretation	of	the	biblical	story	of	Jacob?

•	 What	is	the	significance	of	the	“limping”	in	the	poem,	and	how	does	that	relate	to	the	significance	of	Jacob’s	
limping	in	the	biblical	narrative?

•	 How	does	the	poet’s	characterization	of	God	and	Israel	relate	to	the	prophetic	view	of	God,	Israel,	and	exile?	

1 Modern Hebrew Poetry: A Bilingual Anthology. Edited and translated by Ruth Finer Mintz. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968, p.136.
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