200

CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter we summarize in approximate order of the thesis (see Table of Contents) our basic conclusions and make a few final suggestions regarding the church's proclamation of the theme of divine anger (with certain implications regarding human anger). Also appended are some suggestions for areas particularly in need of further study.

Chapter I

The biblical teaching regarding the wrath of God has proved a source of bewilderment, controversy--and sometimes embarrassment--not only to modern men, such as Schleiermacher and Ritschl, but throughout the history of Christian thought, beginning at least as far back as Marcion in the second century.

Emil Brunner has pointed out the common tendency, even of theologians concerned to keep close to biblical teaching (he mentions Karl Barth), to turn away from the Bible when they treat of the judgment and wrath of God. A survey of the history of Christian thought on these themes abundantly confirms Brunner’s observation.
 Even theologians most concerned to affirm the biblical doctrine of divine anger (Tertullian against Marcion, Barth against Ritschl) sometimes tend to incorporate dubious, unbiblical features into their theology at this point. The biblical teaching of divine wrath goes against the grain of ordi​nary human desires and wishes. The tendency to negate, distort and turn from it, therefore, may confirm Freud’s interpretation of human religion as reflecting the “insis​tent wishes of mankind.”
In the proclamation of the biblical teaching to modern man, we do well to remind him that his prejudices and aversions against this teaching are not evidences of his advanced state of culture, intelligence, or spirituality, but something he has in common with men of every age--and that biblical religion comes to us with the claim to represent reality (in its interpretation of God, men and the world). Honesty demands that its claims be evaluated in terms of truth, and not in terms of its conformity with our (often ill-formed and poorly advised) wishes.

Biblical teaching on divine anger has sometimes been approached and evaluated in the history of Christian the​ology in the light of Greek philosophical notions (often prejudiced in the direction of pantheism). However, the Old Testament teaching on divine anger, to be properly understood and appreciated, must be studied against the background of ancient Near Eastern religions. It is a methodological weakness in most contemporary study of divine anger (for example, Grether and Fichtner, Hanson) that the ancient Near Eastern materials are largely ne​glected. Even a limited survey of religious texts from these religions does much to elucidate both specific lin​guistic and general theological features of the Old Testa​ment. We have noted the significance for exegesis of linguistic features of the ancient Near Eastern texts such as Hittite suzerainty treaties (compare anger and covenant theology), poison and serpent motifs (see חמה), dragon mythology (compare Psalm 18), and the connection of anger to the “heart” of pagan deities (see Chapter II, Appendix B, or “heart”).

Although expressing polytheistic faiths and attributing to the gods outbursts of anger that are often capricious, irrational and immoral, these texts are at one with 
the Old Testament and its understanding of deity as emphatically personal (as opposed to various impersonal and pan-theistic theologies common in some Eastern religion and Greek philosophy). The sense that the gods are angry and their wrath must be propitiated may be traced as far back as ancient Sumerian religion; this necessity of propitia​tion of divine anger proved another positive point of contact with biblical teaching. However, in Canaanite religion the Ras Shamra texts attest to a conception of the chief god, El, as basically tolerant and merciful--a remarkable and disturbing anticipation of the notions of Marcion and Ritschl, which have found their way into pop​ular contemporary understandings of Christianity.

In the proclamation of the biblical teaching on divine anger, therefore, we do well to remind modern men that alternative conceptions of deity popularly proposed (for example, pantheistic, or personal but all-tolerant) are by no means modern, and that according to the biblical interpretation, the broad tolerance of evil in ancient Canaanite society led to its destruction.

Chapter II

Due to neglect and frequent disagreement in previous studies (Eichrodt, Grether and Fichtner, Hanson, Saphir), we found it necessary to devote much of the present effort to a study of the semantic field for anger in the Psalms. The most thorough previous study of anger vocabulary in the Old Testament (that of Grether and Fichtner in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament) lists only 20 words (10 roots), and, as Barr complains, evidences more reliance on etymological data than demonstration of con​clusions from actual usage.

Our study (including Appendix A on words outside the Psalms) shows a linguistic field for anger in the 0ld Testament comprising 40 words (25 roots), 29 of which (18 roots) occur in the Psalms. These 40 words for anger occur in the Old Testament some 613 times with reference to divine anger and 240 times with reference to human anger (see Appendix C).

Our linguistic study amply confirms the (largely unsupported) assertion of Grether and Fichtner that the basic Old Testament terms do denote specific aspects of anger and carry distinctive nuances and connotations. However, in the case of several words we have shown that Grether and Fichtner (as well as the lexicons) give inadequate, onesided (see אף) or even somewhat mistaken interpretations of basic connotations of the vocabulary for anger (see חמה). Systematic study of actual usage (showing all occurrences of basic terms in tables) also enabled us to correct erroneous assertions of various types made in previous studies, such as the statement of Grether and Fichtner that no term for divine anger occurs in Genesis (see חרה in Gen. 18:30,32).

The study of usage continually reveals facets of meaning and nuances that are discoverable no other way, and often not noted in previous studies (for example, the use of  אנף in liturgical contexts to indicate anger whose ultimate consequences may yet be averted; the use of כעס almost always in contexts where idolatry is the cause; the use of חמה to indicate deadly venomous anger in contexts almost always indicating the deadly effects of powerful anger).

As a result of our investigation of the semantic field, anger emerges as a phenomenon even more comprehen​sive and complex than envisioned in previous studies. In the Old Testament it is much more than a feeling (contra Eichrodt), but neither is it permissible to reduce it to mere impersonal effects (contra Hanson), or even simply a combination of emotion and execution (contra Saphir).
 Some of the words used to denote anger tend to lay stress on the strong emotional feelings (כעס, קנא, נטר) ; others on accompanying physiological expressions (אף, אנף,  חרה, רגז, פנה, נפל), others on angry verbal expressions (זעם, גער) and others on manifestations in violent action (קצף, עבר, עברה, זעף) and deadly effects (חמה).

Saphir, whose study moves significantly in the direction of a concept of anger more in keeping with the holistic Old Testament thought, concludes that modern categories (personal in contrast to impersonal and emo​tion in distinction from its corresponding action) become meaningless when applied to the Old Testament concept of wrath.
 It may be extreme to term them meaningless,
 but certainly it is unwise to introduce them as major factors in the theological elucidation of anger as Hanson contin​ually does. And despite the difficulty for our modern analytical mentality, we do well to lay continual stress on the holistic understanding of anger evidenced in the Old Testament.

As Ullmann has pointed out: “subjects in which a community is interested will attract synonyms from all directions.”
 Certainly in the Old Testament this has been true of the phenomenon of anger. Theologies of the Old Testament should thus seek to reflect faithfully that intense interest and concern and not allow certain contem​porary tastes and prejudices to lead to serious diminution or distortion of the biblical materials, as has commonly been the case in the past.

For the contemporary proclamation of the biblical teaching on divine anger our linguistic investigation proves relevant in several ways. It provides a basis for location and more sensitive exegesis of the basic texts on divine anger in the Old Testament. It substantiates and elucidates at a number of points the relationship between Old and New Testament teaching on anger (for example, Jesus’ death understood as propitiation, his cup, and cry of dereliction; Paul’s interpretation of the crucifixion as involving a curse; idolatry as a prime cause of divine anger).

By showing to a far greater degree than ever before the extensive nature of the Old Testament materials on anger (40 terms, used some 613 times of the anger of God), our study makes clear the great difficulty (we believe impossibility) of any effort to propound a biblical the​ology that does not give great importance to the wrath of God. No great theologian has given more attention to the biblical teaching on the wrath of God than Luther, and rather than stifling evangelism and response to the gospel (as Schleiermacher and Ritschl feared) his forthright exposition of the biblical message sparked what many con​sider to be the greatest revival in the history of the church.

Regarding Christian ethics, we have had occasion to note several times the conclusion of Stahlin that in the New Testament “wrath is right for God; but not for man.”
 There is much in the New Testament itself which appears to contradict this conclusion, as Stahlin himself recognizes. In addition the usage of the vocabulary for anger in the Old Testament reveals several factors. In the first place we have noted occasional texts that make explicit a certain correlation between divine and human anger, as when Jeremiah says to God “Thou hadst filled me with indignation (זעם, noun)” (15:17; compare 6:11), and when God says of Phineas that “he was jealous (קנא) with my jealousy (קנאה)” (Num. 25:11). In addition the association of human anger with the divine spirit (1 Sam. 11:6; Judg. 14:19) fits well with the theological understanding of man's creation in God’s image. While the Old Testament contains countless indications of the sinful expression of anger (Cain, Gen. 4:5-6) it also continues to bear wit​ness that anger per se is not evil and may in some situa​tions continue to reflect something of God’s image in man. Since the New Testament also continues to bear witness to the correlation between divine and human spirit in certain expressions of anger (Acts 13:9-10; 17:16), an additional exegetical and theological argument against Stahlin’s conclusion thus becomes apparent.

For summaries regarding the meaning and usage of individual terms for anger, the conclusions and tables at the end of basic words studied as well as the summary tables in Appendix C should be consulted.

Chapters III -V (Exegetical)

The study of the semantic field for anger revealed that in the Psalms it is particularly the laments that contain a concentration of vocabulary for divine anger. Thus, in our exegetical chapters (III-V) we turned from a study of individual words to the study of the 14 laments in the Psalter that utilize basic vocabulary for divine anger (Psalms 6, 7, 38, 56, 59, 60, 69, 74, 77, 79, 85, 88, 90, and 102). Our conclusions regarding specific Psalms are summarized at the end of each one treated, and our conclusions regarding the basic groups of laments (individual, with the supplicant himself the object of divine anger, individual, with the enemies the object of divine anger; and communal, with the enemies--almost exclusively--the object of divine anger) are given in detail at the end of each chapter. Here we shall seek to provide a more comparative overall view of the theology of divine anger in the laments studied.

Vocabulary

In each chapter we have shown how the usage of individual word generally follows the patterns and illustrates the meanings established in Chapter II. Such special nuances of anger terms, of course, are commonly ignored in the standard commentaries. Sometimes the words for divine anger stood in introductory (Psalms 6, 38) or cli​mactic (Psalm 102) positions and obviously were of major import for the theology of the entire Psalm. Occasionally (for example, Psalms 85 and 90) careful attention to the psalmist’s understanding of divine anger suggested new perspectives for understanding the Psalm as a whole.

Cause

Regarding the cause of divine anger, a study of the laments reveals the misleading nature of generalizations that do not take into account the specific forms and dis​tinctive situations reflected in the texts. Thus in the individual laments with foes the objects of God’s wrath great emphasis was placed on the hardened, sinful charac​ter of the foes as constituting the cause of God’s wrath. However, among the individual laments with supplicant the object of God’s anger, Psalm 77 was notable for the ab​sence of any indication of sense of sin, Psalm 102 only suggested a sense of corporate guilt, and Ps. 88:15 ex​plicitly raised (and left unanswered) the question “Why?” regarding the experience of God’s anger. In Ps. 69:10 the author attributes much of his personal suffering to his zeal (קנאה) for God’s house. The laments studied thus often share with the book of Job a rejection of any simplistic linking of suffering to sin as the cause of wrath. It is notable, however, that at no point do these Psalms charge God with acting capriciously or irrationally in the fashion of pagan deities. They recognize that fre​quently human experiences of suffering and expressions of divine anger remain shrouded in mystery, so that no auto​matic equation of the two may be made.

Manifestations

In the individual laments with enemies the object of divine anger, death and destruction were particularly stressed as manifestations. Where the individual Israel​ite himself was the sufferer we discovered a wider variety of manifestations of God’s anger. In four of these indi​vidual laments (Psalms 6, 38, 88, 102) a somewhat common pattern was evident, indicating that God’s anger manifested itself in physical illness, emotional or psychological dis​tress (grief, fear, loneliness--even insomnia in Ps. 102:8!), imminent death, triumph of enemies and separation from God. In the communal laments such a pattern was not evident, but God’s anger manifested itself rather in a variety of things such as military defeat (Psalm 60); shame and humiliation resulting from foes’ taunts (Psalm 74); invasion, destruction and imprisonment (Psalm 79); drought and bad crops (Psalm 85); and death (Psalm 90).

The wide variety of manifestations of divine anger attested even in the limited number of texts studied makes abundantly evident the pervasiveness of the biblical materials which may be related to this theme. Clearly we must reckon not only with the 40 words for anger and their 613 uses with reference to God, but also with the many manifestations.

In the proclamation of divine anger the question of its manifestations plunges us into the heart of the whole problem of the biblical teaching on divine providence.
 Special care and sensitivity obviously are called for in preaching and pastoral counseling if we are to avoid the kind of error epitomized by Job’s friends (but the con​clusion of Job does remind us that the wrath of God is a reality to be reckoned with).

Purposes

In the laments studied nothing explicit was said regarding the purpose of divine anger, but there were frequent intimations of purpose by implication. Where the enemies were the object of God’s anger the purpose ap​peared to be not only punitive, but also redemptive (for those suffering oppression). Punishment of sin, but also the chastening and sanctifying of the individual were sometimes implied as the cause of God’s anger when suf​fered by individual Israelites. Psalm 90 with its emphasis on the inevitability of death suggests a purpose that is primarily punitive (but also speaks of teaching wisdom that may come through continual recognition of the finitude and brevity of human life). In most Psalms of all types, the enhancement of God’s glory through the praise of the redeemed sufferer(s) was most often intimated as the ultimate purpose.

Divine attributes

The laments studied provided only occasional and usually indirect evidence for relating God’s anger posi​tively to such basic attributes as his holiness, love and righteousness. It was more common to view God’s anger as contrasted with basic characteristics, such as loving-kindness, forgiveness, grace and compassion. Traditionally

Christian theology has understood God’s anger as related to his justice, which must punish sin. However, Eichrodt as well as Grether and Fichtner have denied that God’s an​ger in the Old Testament is ever linked with his righteous​ness. In the laments we found one Psalm (88) where divine anger appeared to be contrasted with redemptive righteous​ness and one instance (Ps. 7:12) where God’s anger appeared to be directly linked to his punitive righteousness. However, a more basic positive emphasis in the laments was the linking of God’s anger with his power (see Psalm 90) and the frequent interpretation of suffering as involving God’s direct agency (for example, Ps. 60:3-5; 88; 102).

Covenant theology

Since the human anger of the suzerain was associated with covenants as far back as the Hittite suzerainty treaties, it was not surprising to encounter in the la​ments frequent indications that covenant theology may have played an important role in the thinking of the psalmists. Barr has complained (against Grether and Fichtner) of the danger of importing the covenant idea extraneously into Old Testament texts.
 Obviously this is to be avoided, but it is evident from a study of the laments that with an awareness of covenant theology we can explain many fea​tures and provide a more coherent view of the thought patterns and expressions in many Psalms. Only in one text (Ps. 74:30) did we encounter explicitly reference to the covenant. However most Psalms seemed to evidence some awareness of its provisions (see especially Psalms 6, 38, 77, 102, the relationship of imprecations on foes to the covenant curses, and the relationship between confident expectation of deliverance to covenant promises in the com​munal laments; compare Deut. 13:17).

Temporal aspects

Temporally, the laments sometimes stress that God’s anger has been long endured (Psalms 88, 102). This long duration of divine anger is a characteristic problem in the (postexilic?) communal laments (see the expression, “How long?” for example, Ps. 6:4). Psalm 90 stresses the continuous nature of the experience of God’s wrath (“all our days”) and Psalm 7 speaks of the continuous nature (“every day”) of God’s angry opposition to the evil of his foes. Where the psalmists are the object of God’s an​ger they normally hope for deliverance from death, but Psalm 90 intriguingly refrains from asking this favor. Where the enemies are the object of God’s wrath, destruction is commonly viewed as their ultimate destiny, but the concept of eternal punishment nowhere becomes explicit.

Averting of anger

Individual laments portraying the psalmist’s foes as murderous and hardened in their evil purposes rarely indicated that God’s anger might be averted or turned away, and then only by repentance (Psalm 7). Where God’s people (individual or community) suffer God’s anger, it is usu​ally indicated that the anger may be averted, particularly through prayer (the laments themselves, which normally expect to evoke a positive response from God). Commonly such prayer implies confession of sin (Psalm 38), repen​tance (Psalms 38, 102), and faith (for example, Psalms 38, 77, 102). Psalm 85 goes so far as to speak of God’s with-drawing all his anger, but for the author of Psalm 90, while other expressions of divine anger may be turned to favor, death stands as the ultimate experience of God’s wrath for all men and is unavoidable. Sacrifice was nowhere mentioned in the laments as a means of averting anger.

In the proclamation of forgiveness, Berkouwer shows the importance of making clear the biblical understanding of forgiveness is never a matter of indifference to sin but rather involves an ever miraculous change (Umstimmung) from anger to mercy.

Suggestions Regarding Proclamation

Those both within and without the church who find the whole idea of divine anger objectionable need to be helped (gently but firmly) to face up to certain basic questions. First and most basic is the question whether the universe (including man) is to be accounted for by a personal or impersonal beginning. We must decide for a personal God or choose pantheism (or some other form of beginning with the impersonal). It should be pointed out that biblical Christianity emphatically teaches that the cosmos has a personal beginning in the creation by the personal, infi​nite, triune God (Gen. 1:1; John 1:1, et cetera). Often in Christian teaching and preaching the biblical doctrine of divine anger has been disadvantaged because objectors have not been forced to reexamine their very basic presupposi​tions regarding God and the universe.

Second, if the objector grants the validity of the biblical teaching regarding the origin of the cosmos in the creative act of the personal, infinite God, the ques​tion must be raised as to the attitude and reaction of God toward sin: anger or indifference, active and determined opposition or tolerance (Heschel is partic​ularly perceptive here)?

Third, if the objector comes to admit the validity of divine anger in principle, but still objects to the manner or degree in which God’s wrath is represented in scripture, the discussion enters into the realm of exege​sis of the more problematic biblical texts and correspon​ding human experiences and the charge that God’s anger sometimes appears to be irrational (the dissertation of Saphir deals with such texts and is particularly helpful on this problem). Generally, it may be said that man is finite and realism about our limitations (which the Bible commends under the name of humility) suggests that we cannot expect to comprehend (understand perfectly) all the acts of an infinite God; that after the fall, we cannot expect all of God’s acts to conform to the expectations of men whose intellect and conscience are twisted by sin; and finally that the Bible itself recognizes many diffi​culties in the present ordering of life (Job; Psalm 73), but insists that God’s wrath and judgment are just (Rom. 1:18; compare Gen. 18:25). The New Testament points us to the cross and the final judgment for the ultimate resolution.

Luther’s insistence upon a christological approach to the problem of divine anger is basic and if not previously clarified and emphasized should be stressed at this point. When an objector begins to understand something of the depths of divine love revealed in Christ’s work (including the propitiatory aspect of the atonement), objections regarding the “degree” of divine anger may prop​erly be understood as trivial.

Actually, the prejudice against the biblical teaching on divine anger is no longer so widespread or deep-rooted, and for many the proper proclamation of this teaching may prove a salutary point of contact with alienated subcul​tures that has long been missing. If, for instance, Melvin Maddocks is even partly correct in calling anger the characteristic emotion of our generation and “one of our most praised values,”
 the church will miss one of its best opportunities if it continues to (mis) represent God as indifferent to injustice and evil. The present tendency of the Jesus movement to incorporate basic features of King James Bible-oriented Fundamentalism speaks volumes about the spiritual and intellectual vacuum left by the Ritschl-like attempts to proclaim Jesus as savior, while leaving unanswered--or even unasked--the question what it is he saves us from.

It is of course possible to proclaim the gospel without specific mention of divine anger, perhaps referring to God’s judgment only in general terms. Hanson points out that the wrath of God is not explicitly mentioned in Acts (despite that book’s inclusion of many examples of evange​listic preaching).
 But after more than a century of cultural and ecclesiastical indoctrination against divine anger, in a generation when many are no longer convinced of the reality of God’s wrath and judgment, the wisdom of such an omission must be challenged sharply.

Particularly after a decade of anger and violence the church faces a unique need and opportunity to find its way back to a genuinely biblical proclamation regarding an​ger--both divine and human. Such proclamation can lead to more coherent and effective communication of the gos​pel, may promote a profounder response to injustice and social evil, and can provide sorely needed ethical instruction in the realm of anger and violence. This is what happened at the Reformation and if the church will follow Luther and with courage proclaim the whole counsel of God, it can happen again.

Suggestions for Further Study

In a subject so pervasive in the Old Testament a study such as ours cannot pretend to be exhaustive. We have already mentioned in Chapter I the need for additional investigations in the area of the history of Christian doc​trine, as well as the teaching on divine anger in the var​ious religions of the ancient Near East.

Our linguistic chapter lays a certain foundation for additional investigations regarding the semantic fields and theology of divine anger in other portions of the Old Testament outside the Psalter. This is perhaps the most urgent need. And in the Psalter itself we have studied in detail only the Psalms of lament. This leaves for more systematic investigation not only the other types of Psalms containing basic wrath vocabulary, but also the possible manifestations and images for divine anger in Psalms not containing explicit wrath vocabulary.

Since the question of the relationship between God’s righteousness and his anger remains such a disputed ques​tion (and one we have not resolved as clearly as we had originally hoped to do) it would be well to have a study comparing the entire semantic field of anger with that of divine righteousness in the whole Old Testament. We have noted only a few more obvious points of possible overlap. Also, the whole question of a covenantal interpretation of divine anger in the Old Testament stands in need of more comprehensive and systematic investigation than we have provided (particular attention should be given to the need for establishing valid criteria for determining the pres​ence of covenantal thinking--an unresolved problem for Old Testament theology as a whole).

The New Testament books have been subjected to more careful scrutiny on this theme than have those of the Old Testament (see the works of Hanson and Grether and Fichtner), but even there more careful study is needed, taking into account ancient Near Eastern data and a more careful scrutiny of Old Testament materials.
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