Childs, Brevard S.
Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context

Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985. Pp. xvi + 255. Pa§23.00. ISBN
SR 9780800627720,

lheciogy
in a Canonical

Context

Nick Norelli
Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth
New Jersey

Brevard S. Childs was Sterling Professor of DiyinfEmeritus) at Yale University until his
death nearly two years ago on June 23, 2007. Besitvn for his ‘canonical approach' to
Scripture, Childs left behind a legacy of impressscholarship and theological reflection in the
service of the academy and the Chur@ld Testament Theology in a Canonical Contiext
Childs' "understanding of Old Testament theology in a leshnical form than [his] earlier
commentary and introductions(Xiii) According to Childs thémost pressing need within the
contemporary scene seems to be in suggesting anrewer of theological reflection rather
than once again rehearsing in detail familiar line$ earlier research."(xiii) In enters his
‘canonical approach.’

After surveying the history of Old Testament theploand noting the continuing problems,
Childs lays out his canonical approach which | gilbte at length:

The initial point to be made is that the canoniapproach to Old Testament
theology is unequivocal in asserting that the dbpé¢heological reflection is the
canonical writing of the Old Testament, that i thebrew scriptures which are
the received traditions of Israel. The materials tfeeological reflection are not
the events or experiences behind the text, or dmart the construal in scripture
by a community of faith and practice. However, hesea the biblical text
continually bears witness to events and reactiorie life of Israel, the literature
cannot be isolated from its ostensive referenceidw of these factors alone it is
a basic misunderstanding to try to describe a daabapproach simply as a form
of structuralism ¢ontra Barton). Moreover, one of the enduring confusiaitin
the discipline is that of maintaining the formahoaical categories implicit in the
term 'Old Testament' theology, but in practice dmveg the discipline as an
allegedly objective science without any true refieeeto the canonical form and
function of the literature. The canonical approachich | am suggesting is



explicit in developing an approach which is coreistin working within
canonical categories. (6)

He goes on to discuss the development of the faomatf Scripture noting the process began in
the pre-exilic period and extended through the d#éditic period. He notes the theological
development of the Scriptures which were intendeddrve future generations of believers
and says thd{c]anonization proper... was the final stage iretprocess [which] established the

scope of the authoritative literature(6)

Childs contends that OT theology is a distinctlyri€tran discipline, and rightly so, for without a
NT it makes little sense to think of the Hebrew IBilas the OT. But Childs goes beyond this
surface level argument and suggests that the OSetsn sort of dialectical relationship with the
[NT] and the ongoing life of the church(7) He also argues thaa relation of some sort is
assumed between the life and history of Israeltaatiof Jesus Christ.(7) And finally, he sees
the assigning of certain parts of the OT as thetetkof OT theology tdconfirm a basically
Christian stance even when highly seculariz¢8)" But the problem isn't solved once one
recognizes that the discipline of OT theology Bhaistian discipline. From there it needs to be
worked out in practice. Childs points to some 8aw the interpreters of old (e.g., the medieval
period) with their spiritualizing and allegorizirthe entire OT in order to have reference to
Christ, or to force the entire OT into a schemeyphecy and fulfillment. He suggests that
such procedureklestroyed the integrity which the Christian cartead assigned to this portion
of scripture.” (8) Childs argues thdthe [OT] functions within Christian scripture asveitness

to Jesus Christ precisely in its pre-Christian fdr{®) He continues by saying that the task of
OT theology isn't to Christianize the OT by ideyitiy it with the NT, but rather to listen to its
own testimony about the God that the church wosship

The opening chapter is really the meat of the bdetom there he goes on to examine various
scriptures, themes, characters, and offices imlhgkeeping a keen eye on intertextuality and
the manner in which the various topics under disiausfunction throughout the canon. He is

careful to note at various points throughout higlgtthat he is not engaging in a sociological
reconstruction of the OT or taking a history ofgigins approach to the text. His prime intention

is to read the text theologically; to read it agi§tian Scripture. The most substantive chapter in
my opinion was chapter 7, "The Theological Sigmifice of the Decalogue" in which he draws
heavily from his Exodus commentary but summarizes material in a much more concise

fashion.

The chapters in which he touches on anthropologya#so noteworthy. In chapter 16, "Male
and Female as a Theological Problem,” he takedi®Ayible to task on her interpretation of

'Adam’' as an androgynous 'earth creature' in tbkation narratives of Genesis 1-2. Childs
contends that there is a danger of both the 'tiggzdb right' and the 'theological left' of

misreading these passages to support ideologi¢swii@ never intended. For the right the
danger is in thinking that they support a male datgd societywhich would transfer the mores

of a fallen society to the kingdom of Go@192) It is in the unity of man and woman that
humanity is constituted. The danger from the Isfto read these texts as if there were no
distinction in roles, goals, and capacities, ite.,read them as if they reflected a modern
egalitarian ideology. Not so says Child&od chose to create two different forms of hunyanit



for different functions within his creation(192) He closes the chapter with a brief mentbn
homosexuality and how ftstands in striking disharmony with the [OT's] unstanding of the
relation of male and female(194) He contends théft]he theological issue goes far beyond
the citing of occasional texts which condemn thactice,” and that"the [OT] views
homosexuality as a distortion of creation whichsfahto the shadows outside the blessing."
(194)

If I were to lodge a single complaint about thi®kd would be that it's too short. Childs doesn't
offer himself enough space to really dig down iadb of the topics he covers, and this is
something that he recognizes at various pointautiirout the book. The citation system is also
less than ideal with references appearing in paesats that must be deciphered through the end-
of-chapter bibliographies. There is an author xnde well as a Scripture index but no subject
index. This isn't really a problem though as thae of contents is fairly detailed and functions
in the same manner as any subject index would. inAlll | find Childs' canonical approach
intriguing and | think thaOld Testament Theology in a Canonical Contesttved as a nice
introduction to it. I'm confident that as | workrough his other volumes armed with this
preliminary knowledge of his approach I'll be abbecomprehend much of what he says. In
terms of OT theologies, this one is too short toused as a primary text, but I'd certainly
recommend reading it alongside any of the moretanbal volumes out there.



