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Writings



Our class so far

• September 20 – How the Bible was written

• October 18 – History in and behind the Bible

• November 15 -- Torah

• December 13 -- Prophets 

• January 17 -- Writings
• February 21 – The Apocrypha



Ketuvim -- Writings

• The third section of  the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible)

• Ketuvim might better be translated as “the anthology,” the canonical collection 
from the post-prophetic age.

• There is poetry — of Temple ritual, private prayer, wisdom, national tragedy, 
even love. 

• There is philosophical exploration–of  the wisest path in life, of  God’s goodness and 
justice. 

• There are historical retellings and short stories. 



Psalms

Ketuvim opens with Psalms (Tehillim). 

These poems include liturgies for public celebrations in the Temple, individual 
meditations at times of  danger or suffering, and expressions of  awe at 
Creation. 

Taken together the Psalms leave the impression of  an “official theology” of  
Temple, priesthood, and nation, but what makes them timeless is the personal 
voice expressing peril, doubt, and celebration.



Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes

The books of Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes (Kohelet) come out of  what 
scholars term the “Wisdom tradition.” 

Wisdom was an international literature in the biblical Near East, nurtured by 
scribes in every culture from Egypt to Mesopotamia. 

Its characteristics included the observation of  nature and the world as the 
source of  understanding, and the use of  reason to determine the best course 
for human happiness.



Ruth, Esther, and Lamentations

Ruth presents a narrative set in the time of  the book of  Judges about a 
Moabite woman who follows her mother-in-law back to Bethlehem when her 
own husband dies. She joins her destiny with Israel and becomes the ancestor 
of  King David. 

Esther, set in Persia, is well-known as the megillah (scroll) that tells the story 
behind the holiday of  Purim. 

Lamentations is a series of  poems set in Jerusalem in the days after the 
Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians.



Song of  Songs and Daniel

Unlike any of  the other books are Song of  Songs and Daniel. 

The former is a collection of  passionate love poetry, by tradition an allegory of  
the love affair between God and Israel. 

Daniel is an eclectic book most often noted as the earliest apocalyptic text in 
Judaism.



Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles

Ketuvim concludes with Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles, two largely historical 
narratives. 

Ezra-Nehemiah tells the history of  the return to Judea under the Persians and 
reflects the viewpoint of  the priests and scribes who came to represent Temple 
and Torah in the renewed nation. 

Chronicles retells the earlier pre-exile history found in Kings, from a similar 
point of  view as that of  Ezra-Nehemiah.



Ketuvim in Jewish worship

•Many of  the texts in Ketuvim have become part of  
Jewish liturgy. Ecclesiastes, Esther, Song of  Songs, Ruth 
and Lamentations are known as the Hamesh
Megillot (Five Scrolls). Each is chanted publicly in the 
synagogue on a holiday–
Sukkot, Purim, Passover, Shavuot and Tisha B’Av, 
respectively. 

•Most prominent in Jewish life are the Psalms, which 
permeate the prayer book and are often recited by 
individuals as supplications or thanksgiving prayers.



Psalms in 
Christian worship

• Psalms have been used in 
Christian worship since 
the start of  the church

• Formed the basis for 
monastic prayers during 
the middle ages

• Included in every 
Anglican prayer book and 
lectionary



Psalms – many 
different types

• Hymns

• Communal Laments

• Royal Psalms

• Individual Laments

• Individual Thanksgivings

• Communal Thanksgivings

• Wisdom psalms

• Pilgrimage psalms



Pilgrimage: Psalm 122 

A Song of  Ascents. Of  David.
I was glad when they said to me,

‘Let us go to the house of  
the Lord!’
Our feet are standing

within your gates, 
O Jerusalem.

Jerusalem—built as a city
that is bound firmly together.

To it the tribes go up,
the tribes of  the Lord,

as was decreed for Israel,
to give thanks to the name of  

the Lord.
For there the thrones for 
judgement were set up, the 

thrones of  the house of  David.

Pray for the peace of  Jerusalem:
‘May they prosper who love 

you.
Peace be within your walls,

and security within your 
towers.’
For the sake of  my relatives and 
friends

I will say, ‘Peace be within 
you.’
For the sake of  the house of  
the Lord our God,

I will seek your good.



Royal: Psalm 45

10 Hear, O daughter, consider and incline 
your ear; forget your people and your 
father’s house,
11 and the king will desire your beauty. 
Since he is your lord, bow to him;
12 the people of  Tyre will seek your 
favour with gifts,
the richest of  the people 13with all kinds 
of  wealth.

The princess is decked in her chamber 
with gold-woven robes;*
14 in many-coloured robes she is led to 
the king; behind her the virgins, her 
companions, follow.

15 With joy and gladness they are 
led along as they enter the palace of  the 
king.

16 In the place of  ancestors you, 
O king,* shall have sons;

you will make them princes in all the 
earth.
17 I will cause your name to be celebrated 
in all generations;

therefore the peoples will praise you 
for ever and ever.



The Music of  the Psalms

• The Psalms were written not merely as poems, but as songs for singing. More than a third of  
the psalms are addressed to the Director of  Music. 

• Some psalms exhort the worshipper to sing (e.g. Pss. 33:1-3; 92:1-3; 96:1-3; 98:1; 101:1; 150). 

• Some headings denote the musical instruments on which the psalm should be played (Pss. 4, 
5, 6, 8, 67). 

• Some refer to singing at the sheminit or octave (Pss. 6, 12). 

• And others preserve the name for ancient eastern modes, like mut la-ben (Death of  the son; 
Ps. 9), ayelet ha-shachar (hind of  the dawn; Ps. 22); shoshanim (Lilies; Ps. 45); 
or alamoth (Maidens?; Ps. 46).



Hebrew poetry and parallelism

• Synonymous parallelism: 
• "The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?/ The LORD is the 

stronghold of  my life; of  whom shall I be afraid?" (Psalm 27:1).

• Expansive parallelism:
• "My mouth is filled with your praise/ all the day with your lauding" (Psalm 71:8).

• Antithetic parallelism:
• "And he led them in a cloud by day/ and all the night by a fiery light" (Psalm 78:14).



Parallelism

• Why is Jesus riding on a 
donkey and on a colt in th is 
painting?

• Matthew 21:2-7 quotes 
Zechariah 9:9

• Lo, your king comes to you;
triumphant and victorious is 
he, humble and riding on a 
donkey, on a colt, the foal of  
a donkey.



Wisdom personified

Wisdom is associated with God throughout the Hebrew 
Bible and is personified in the book of  Proverbs as a 
woman

20 Wisdom cries out in the street;
in the squares she raises her voice.

21 At the busiest corner she cries out;
at the entrance of  the city gates she speaks:

Also connected with the Divine Logos, the Word present 
at the creation

22 The Lord created me at the beginning of  his 
work,*

the first of  his acts of  long ago.
23 Ages ago I was set up,

at the first, before the beginning of  the earth.



Proverbs—practical advice 
for living

• A collection of  wisdom sayings attributed to 
Solomon but coming from centuries of  tradition

• Relatively simplistic compared to other wisdom 
books:
• Follow the Torah and you will live; don’t and you will 

die.



Proverbs 11

12 Whoever belittles another lacks sense,
but an intelligent person remains silent.

13 A gossip goes about telling secrets,
but one who is trustworthy in spirit keeps a confidence.

14 Where there is no guidance, a nation* falls,
but in an abundance of  counsellors there is safety.

15 To guarantee loans for a stranger brings trouble,
but there is safety in refusing to do so.

16 A gracious woman gets honor,
but she who hates virtue is covered with shame.*

The timid become destitute,*
but the aggressive gain riches.



Job

• A long answer to the question: “Why do bad things happen to good 
people?”, also known as theodicy.

• Probably not a factual story, though it may be based on real person.

• It is really a rebuttal to the Deuteronomic historian who maintained 
that the good and the bad always get their just deserts. 

• Job’s “friends” offer him these traditional explanations, but Job is not 
satisfied.

• This sophisticated poem wrestles with the more uncomfortable truth 
that life is not that simple.

• When Job finally gets to talk to God, God’s answer is…



Ecclesiastes

• Not really a ”religious” book in many ways

• The musings of  qohelet, the “teacher,” king of  
Jerusalem

• Pretty existentialist in its outlook

• 14I saw all the deeds that are done under the sun; 
and see, all is vanity and a chasing after wind.

• 17So I hated life, because what is done under the 
sun was grievous to me; for all is vanity and a 
chasing after wind.



And these famous verses…



Ruth

• Beautiful story that contains a pretty radical message

• Ruth is a Moabite and follows her mother-in-law to her 
homeland of  Israel and hometown of  Bethlehem

• Most famous verse: “For wherever you go, I will 
go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people 
shall be my people, and your God my God.”

• This outsider, who had suffered tragedy and was in 
poverty, has a happy ending

• She marries Boaz and becomes an ancestor of  David, 
and thus of  Jesus.



Esther

• Trivia—only book of  the 
Bible that never mentions 
God!

• Story of  exiled Jews in Persia

• Esther wins a beauty pageant 
and becomes a queen

• At the urging of  her cousin 
Mordecai, she foils a plot by 
Haman to destroy the Jews



Lamentations

• The destruction of  Jerusalem by Babylon in 586 BC forms 
the background to the poems.

• The book is partly a traditional "city lament" mourning 
the desertion of  the city by God, its destruction, and the 
ultimate return of  the divinity, and partly a funeral dirge in 
which the bereaved bewails and addresses the dead.

• .The tone is bleak: God does not speak, the degree of  
suffering is presented as undeserved, and expectations of  
future redemption are minimal



Song of  Songs

• The Song of  Songs is unique within the Hebrew Bible: it shows no 
interest in Law or Covenant or Yahweh the God of  Israel, nor does 
it teach or explore wisdom like Proverbs or Ecclesiastes (although it 
does have some affinities to wisdom literature, as the ascription to 
Solomon indicates); 

• Instead, it celebrates sexual love, giving "the voices of  two lovers, 
praising each other, yearning for each other, proffering invitations to 
enjoy".

• Jewish tradition reads it as an allegory of  the relationship between 
God and Israel, Christianity as an allegory of Christ and his "bride", 
the Church.



Daniel

The Book of  Daniel is a 2nd-century 
BC biblical apocalypse combining a 
prophecy of  history with 
an eschatology (a portrayal of  end 
times) which is both cosmic in scope 
and political in its focus. In more 
mundane language, it is an account of  
the activities and visions of Daniel, a 
noble Jew exiled at Babylon, its message 
being that just as the God of  
Israel saved Daniel and his friends from 
their enemies, so he would save all 
of Israel in their present oppression.



Daniel, part 1

There is a clear chiasm (a concentric literary structure in which the main point 
of  a passage is placed in the center and framed by parallel elements on either 
side in "ABBA" fashion) in the chapter arrangement of  the Aramaic section. 
The following is taken from Paul Redditt's "Introduction to the Prophets":
• A1 (2:4b-49) – A dream of  four kingdoms replaced by a fifth

• B1 (3:1–30) – Daniel's three friends in the fiery furnace
• C1 (4:1–37) – Daniel interprets a dream for Nebuchadnezzar

• C2 (5:1–31) – Daniel interprets the handwriting on the wall for Belshazzar

• B2 (6:1–28) – Daniel in the lions' den

• A2 (7:1–28) – A vision of  four world kingdoms replaced by a fifth



Daniel, part 2

PART II: Visions (chapters 7:1–12:13)
• 7: The beasts from the sea (7:1–28 – Babylonian 

era: Aramaic)
• 8: The ram and the he-goat (8:1–27 –

Babylonian era; Hebrew)
• 9: Interpretation of  Jeremiah's prophecy of  the 

seventy weeks (9:1–27 – Median era; Hebrew)
• 10: The angel's revelation: kings of  the north 

and south (10:1–12:13 – Persian era, mention 
of  Greek era; Hebrew)



Apocalyptic literature

• The visions of  chapters 7–12 reflect the crisis which took place in Judea in 167–164 BC 
when Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Greek king of  the Seleucid Empire, threatened to 
destroy traditional Jewish worship in Jerusalem.

• The four kingdoms and the little horn (Daniel 2 and 7): The concept of  four successive world 
empires stems from Greek theories of  mythological history;

• The symbolism of  four metals in the statue in chapter 2 comes from Persian writings, while 
the four "beasts from the sea" in chapter 7 reflect Hosea 13:7–8, in which God threatens 
that he will be to Israel like a lion, a leopard, a bear or a wild beast. The consensus among 
scholars is that the four beasts of  chapter 7, like the metals of  chapter 2, symbolize Babylon, 
Media, Persia and the Seleucids, with Antiochus IV (reigned 175–164 BC) as the "small 
horn" that uproots three others (Antiochus usurped the rights of  several other claimants to 
become king of  the Seleucid Empire)



How do we read Daniel today?

• There is a big division among Christians when it comes to this apocalyptic 
literature

• Some see Daniel (and the other Biblical apocalypses like Revelation) as literal 
prophecies of  the end times

• Others see this literature as being written for its own time—a way of  giving 
hope to those experiencing oppression (Jews persecuted by the Seleucids; 
Christians persecuted by the Romans) and the imagery as symbolic of  earthly 
kings and nations.



Ezra-Nehemiah

The book covers the period from the fall of  Babylon in 539 BC to the 
second half  of  the 5th century BC, and tells of  the successive missions 
to Jerusalem of Zerubbabel, Ezra, and Nehemiah, and their efforts to 
restore the worship of  the God of  Israel and to create a purified Jewish 
community

•Ezra–Nehemiah is made up of  three stories: 

• the account of  the initial return and rebuilding of  the Temple 
(Ezra 1–6); 

• the story of  Ezra's mission (Ezra 7–10 and Nehemiah 8);

• and the story of  Nehemiah, interrupted by a collection of  
miscellaneous lists and part of  the story of  Ezra.



Chronicles

• It was probably composed between 400–250 BC, with the period 350–300 BC the most likely.
• Chronicles appears to be largely the work of  a single individual, with some later additions and 

editing. The writer was probably male, probably a Levite (temple priest), and probably from 
Jerusalem. He was well read, a skilled editor, and a sophisticated theologian. His intention was to 
use Israel's past to convey religious messages to his peers, the literary and political elite of  
Jerusalem in the time of  the Persian empire.

• Jewish and Christian tradition identified this author as the 5th century BC figure Ezra. One of  
the most striking, although inconclusive, features of  Chronicles is that its closing sentence is 
repeated as the opening of  Ezra–Nehemiah. Scholars, however, now regard it as improbable that 
the author of  Chronicles was also the author of  the narrative portions of  Ezra–Nehemiah.

• It is essentially a retelling of  the history of  Israel and may have been based on books like 
Genesis, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings.


