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examining six key concepts in joseph
smiths understanding of genesis 11
kevin L barney

joseph smith spent sunday afternoon april 7718441844 in a grove behind
the nauvoo temple there he gave a funeral sermon which lasted for over
two hours dedicated to a loyal friend named king follett who had been
crushed by a bucket of rocks while repairing a well I11 known today as the
king follett discourse and widely believed to be the prophets greatest
sermon 2 this address was josephs most cogent and forceful presentation
of his nauvoo doctrine on the nature of god including the ideas of a plu-
rality ofgods and the potential ofman to become as god 3 severaltimesinseveral times in
the first part of the discourse joseph expressed his intention to go back
to the beginning in searching out the nature of god and a little before
midway through the sermon he undertook a commentary on the first few
words of the hebrew bible in support of the speechsspeeches doctrinal positions
the prophets treatment of the hebrew has been the subject of much

discussion and is a matter of considerable interest especially among those
interested in hebrew I1 have examined elsewhere the linguistic details of
the prophets commentary as far as it can be reconstructed from the
reports and minutes of that discourse 4 beyond josephs specific linguistic
understanding of the hebrew text however are certain key ideas he
derived from his encounter with that text revelation often results after
wrestling with ideas and josephs struggle with the hebrew of genesis 11
seems to have yielded six concepts which he expressed either in the king
follett discourse or in a parallel discourse he gave on june 16184416 i844 5 these
six concepts maymaybebe summarized as follows

1 the creation was effected not out of nothing but from
preexisting matter

2 in the very beginning there was a plurality of gods
3 among this plurality there was a head god or there were
head gods

4 these gods met in a grand council
5 these gods in council appointed one god over us
6 the idea of a plurality of gods which is most easily seen

at the beginning is found throughout the bible

BBYUYU studies 39 no 3 2000 107



108 byustudiesBYU Studies

when propounded in 1844 each oftheseof these six ideas was no doubt considered
unusual or unorthodox by those of other religious traditions as well as by
certain latter day saints and former latter day saints 6 and some people
would certainly consider these doctrines no less theologically heterodox
today yet the first five concepts are widely acknowledged by current bibli-
cal scholars to be accurate expressions of religious belief among the
hebrews during the time of the patriarchs the sixth concept while still
representing a minority view has also received strong scholarly support in
recent decades this article reviews the writings of a wide array of old
testament commentators with reference to each of these six points

creation as organization

now I1 ask all the learned men who hear me why the learned doctors who
are preaching salvation say that god created the heavens and the earth out of
nothing they account it blasphemy to contradict the idea isyouifyouif you tell them that
god made the world out of something they will call you a fool the reason is
that they are unlearned but I1 am learned and know more than all the world put
together the holy ghost does anyhow if the holy ghost in me comprehends
more than all the world I1 will associate myselfmyselfwithwith it

you ask them why and they say doesnt the bible say he created the
world and they infer that it must be out of nothing the word create came
from the word BARA but it doesnt mean so what does BARA mean it means
to organize the same as a man would organize and use things to build a ship
hence we infer that god himself had materials to organize the world out of
chaos chaotic matter which is element and in which dwells all the glory
element had an existence from the time he had the pure principles ofelementof element
are principles that never can be destroyed they may be organized and reorga-
nized but not destroyed nothing can be destroyed they never can have a begin-
ning or an ending they exist eternally 7

on lexical grounds joseph smith understood bara the second word
of hebrew genesis 11 translated created in the king james version as
meaning to organize and a good argument can be made that this inter-
pretationpre tation is correct this hebrew word which in the bible is used only in
the context of describing divine activity occurs forty nine times in the old
testament thirty eight as an active verb ten as a passive verb and once as
a nominal form the verb seems to be used in the sense of shaping or
fashioning as by cuttingcutting8cuttings8 and is often paired synonymously with the
verbs yasar to form and mahasahnah to do make 9 verbs that are indicative
of an anthropomorphic conception of creative activity comparable to
the craftsmanship of artisans the hebrew root brseemsbr seems to have had the
original meaning to separate divide 10 which is a fitting description of
the creative activity of genesis i where god separates the light from the
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darkness the day from the night the heaven from the earth the waters
above the firmament from the waters beneath the firmament and so on
that is god organizes preexisting chaos by a process of separatingofseparating dividing
and thereby providing differentiation perceptibility and order

because of later theological dogmas and imperatives concerning the
doctrine of creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo creation from nothing some will always
reject this lexical argument indeed there is no way on strictly lexical
grounds to prove at least in the context of the creation of the cosmic
powers that banabardbara cannot mean to create from nothing recent scholar-
ship has shown however that such an interpretation of genesis 11 is
unsuitable if not untenable for both grammatical and historical reasons
the grammatical structure of the hebrew in genesis in11 foreclosesforeclosedfore closes the

possibility that bamhambarabana could refer to creation from nothing in that passage
the KJV renders bsresftboregbareg lt the first word of hebrew genesis 11 as in the
beginning but the word renitresit is actually a construct or genitival form
and means beginning of as in genesis 493 wsresitwsworeresitbitontritontom and the begin-
ning of my strength indeed in the early middle ages rashi rabbi
shlomo son of yitzhaqyitzhak had given the correct interpretation

but if you are going to interpret this passage in its plain sense interpret it
thus at the beginning of the creation of heaven and earth when the earth
was or the earth being unformed and void god said let there be light
for the passage does not intend to teach the order of creation to say that
these namely the heaven and the earth came first because if it had
intended to teach this it would have been necessary to use the form bsnsondbzorp6nd
in the beginning or at first he created the heaven etc since there is no

instance of the form resitrilaitlpit in scripture which is not in construct with the
word following it 11

modern grammarians have labeled a construct noun followed by a verb an
asyndetic relative clause 30121112331212 in contrast with the KJV rendering the word
bsresitborepltbsresit introduces not an absolute prepositional phrase but a temporal
clause 13 the sense of genesis 11 3 is as follows

verse i1 protasis bywaybyway ofbeginning when
god created the heavens and
the earth

verse 2 circumstantial clause the world at that time being
a formless waste description
of primordial chaos

verse 3 apodosis god said let there be
lightlight14111414

thus the first creative act was not the creation of heaven and earth but the
creation offightof lightfighthight nothing is said oftheodtheof the creation of primordialofprimordial chaos which
already existed
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this interpretation of the structure of genesis 11 3 has become the
predominant scholarly understanding 15 even a source as theologically
conservative as J R dummelowDummelow s commentary on the holy bible agrees
with this analysis in rendering genesis 11 3 into english

in the beginning when god created the heavens and the earth now the
earth was waste and void and darkness was over the deep and the spirit of
god was brooding over the waters then god said let there be light

dummelowDummelow explains that on this rendering creation is not out of noth-
ing but out of preexistingpre existing chaos 16 this interpretation is supported not
only by internal considerations of syntax but also by the fact that both the
parallel creation account in genesis 240 7 and enumaeduma elish the babylonian
creation epic exhibit the same trifold structure i dependent temporal
clause ii circumstantial clause iii main clause 17 thus hebrew
grammar strongly supports joseph smith s view inin a way that lexical con-
siderationssiderations alone could not

As a historical matter nearly all recent studies have concluded that the
doctrine of creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo is not native to judaism is nowhere attested in
the hebrew bible and probably arose in christianity in the second century
AD in the course of that religion s fierce battle with gnosticism many of
these studies contend that the doctrine came into judaism at the beginning
of the middle ages and even then never really succeeding in establishing
itself as the accepted jewish doctrine of creation 18 the historians per-
spectivespective on this issue may perhaps be seen best in a scholarly debate on this
subject between professors david winston and jonathan goldstein 19

in the past some scholars had understood passages such as wisdom of
solomon 1117 where the author speaks of gods all powerful hand which
created the world out of formless matter as having been influenced by
greek philosophy since the jews of that time were assumed to have
believed in creation from nothing 20 winston carefully reviews the evidence
and establishes that passages such as the one from wisdom of solomon
quoted above are in fact consistent with jewish thought at the time regard-
ing primordial formless matter in fact the first explicit formulations of
creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo do not appear until the end of the second century in tthehe
works of the christian writers tatian and theophilus 21

in rabbinic literature what seems to be the first explicit reference to
creaticcreatio ex nihilonichilo appears in a dialogue attributed to rabban gamaliel II11 and
a philosopher in the late first century after christ winston demonstrates
however that this reference is really nothing more than a rejection of the
gnostic view that insisted on multiple creative powers the argument was
not that god created the world out of nothing but that the primordial
elements such as wind water and the primeval deep were not themselves
powers that assisted god in the process 22 like similiar ideas in some oftheodtheof the
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later christian literature this position was nothing more than a response
to gnostic polemics about the creation the concept of creaticcreatio ex nihilonichilo was
missing not only from the hebrew bible and from jewish hellenistic litera-
ture but also from rabbinic literature where the more common view of
creation was organization out of primordial matter the doctrine of creatiocreatic
ex nihilonichilo eventually appeared in jewish philosophical and religious litera-
ture at a late date having been influenced by christian muslim thought 23

goldstein disagrees with winstonswinstonqWinstons reading of the statement by
rabban gamaliel II11 seeing it rather as an explicit expression of creatiocreatic ex
nihilonichilo in goldsteinGoldsteiiss view that doctrine arose not in the context of anti
gnostic polemics but rather in the context of polemics concerning what
goldstein refers to as the extreme view of bodily resurrection meaning
that humans will be resurrected not just with a physical body but with
the same physical body they possess in this life goldstein suggests that the
development of creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo was a response to what he calls the two

3124112424 elements from deceased could bebody paradox a body ingested by
another person as by being absorbed through the soil in a plant and
turned into food or as by matter being vaporizedvaporizer by fire from a martyrs
body and then inhaled by other human bodies objections to
the idea of extreme bodily resurrection could have been answered with the
claim that an omnipotent god could create the resurrected body ex nihilonichilo
if necessary just as he originally created all matter 25
winston s reply to goldstein however argues that there is no evidence

that the supposed two body paradox was known in the early centuries of
christianity or had any influence on the development of the doctrine of cre
atio ex nihilonichilo although tatian had spoken of the body being resurrected
from nothingness tatian meant relative nothingness not complete absence
of existence tatian had argued that just as a complete human body may
spring from but a small drop of semen so a resurrected bodymay come forth
from the elemental seeds ofthatof that body buried in the earth god was seen as
having power to resurrect the body without reference to ex nihilonichilo creation 26

in his response goldstein recanted much of his earlier argument
acknowledging that he had misread some of the patristic and rabbinic
literature he continued however to affirm contra winston that rabban
gamaliel II11 had indeed unambiguously expressed that the world was
created ex nihilonichilo 2721

for present purposes it does not make much difference whether
rabban gamaliel 11II expressed a view favoring creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo at the end of
the first century after christ goldstein or whether the first unambiguous
jewish expressions of that doctrine date back only to the ninth and tenth
centuries winston or whether creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo first arose in polemical
arguments involving the gnostic view of creation winston or the
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extreme view of bodily resurrection goldstein what is significant for
our purposes are the contours of this debate there is no serious argument
that creaticcreatio ex nihilonichilo was a biblical doctrine in fact the more conservative
goldstein expressly acknowledges that rather than expressing creatiocreatic ex
nihilonichilo jewish exegetesexegeses and philosophers knew that the words of genesis
11 2 could as easily and even more easily be interpreted to mean that
god created the world from preexistentpre existent mattermatter2828 from this debate we
can see that the historical evidence strongly favors joseph smiths rejection
of creaticcreatio ex nihilonichilo in his reading of genesis 11

A plurality ofdivine beings

in thevery beginning there is apluralityaplurality ofgodsof gods beyond theshethepowerpower of refutation29refutation29

it can scarcely be doubted today that the earliest hebrew conception of
god was pluralistic the evidence for this position is extensive 30 and it is a
position widely 31 if not universally held by contemporary scholars this
does not mean that scholars fully understand or agree on important issues
concerning the nature of this early pluralism questions abound regarding
its meaning for the hebrews its source that is mesopotamian versus
canaanite influences and the manner in which it evolved toward
universal monotheism and the era when this monotheism superseded it
and whether it was ever fully superseded these are hot topics in the
world ofbiblicalofbiblical scholarship and they still await a fully convincing analysis
and synthesis 32 nevertheless the basic concept that the ancient hebrews
of the patriarchal age believed in a plurality of gods has become an essen-
tially accepted idea in scholarship today
the king follet discourse supports the idea of a plurality of gods As

indicated by the prophets june 161844 discourse the two principal rational
evidences from which joseph derived this view were the plural form of the
word elohim and the plural syntax of genesis 126 33 there is now scholarly
support for both positions although these positions remain controversial

linguists have been unable to agree on the origins or significance of
the plural form elohim etymologically elohim is often assumed to be a
plural of el61 as expanded by an intermediate heh perhaps reflecting
aramaic influence the hebrew form eloahvbahabah attested mainly in poetry
would then be a late singular derived backwards from the plural elohim 34

even if correct however this etymology offers little insight into how or
why the plural form came to be used with a singular meaning when refer-
ring to the god of israel one possibility is that the singular use ofelohimofilohimof elohim
evolved as hebrew theology moved from pluralism to monotheism an
argument that is resisted by more conservative scholars 35 A close
examination oftheodtheof the textual evidence suggests a somewhat more complicated
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picture although the predominant use of elohim in the hebrew canon
today treats this word as a singular referring to the god of israel its use as
a plural referring to the gods of other nations is also widely attested
intriguingly the use ofofelohimelohim as a singular referring to a foreign god has
also been preserved in the hebrew bible and parallel usage involving
the akkadian word ilanuilana has been documented 36 it appears that from the
very beginning the word elohim had the capacity to be used as a plural or
as a singular as required by the context of the passage irrespective of the
identity of the god or gods in question once one acknowledges the exis-
tence of an ancient hebrew pantheon it becomes likely that fioaioiloelohimhim was
used at times in the plural to refer to the gods of that pantheon in fact in
a number ofold testament passages the wordmihimword elohim originally appears to
have had a plural force even if the tradition that preserved that plural
understood the word in a singular sense
the ambiguity inherent in the possible singular or plural uses of the

word61ohimword elohimelohtm is captured by gerald cooke s use ofofparenthesesparentheses in the title of
his article the sons of the gods 73371137373737 cooke begins his study by stating
that any serious investigation of conceptions of god in the old testament
must deal with recurrent references which suggest a pluralistic conception
of deity 38 after a careful review of many such passages he asks whether
they reflect a purely literary form which was taken over by israel or
whether they are an element of the living pattern of israelite faith39faith 39 and
concludes that the latter is the more likely alternative perhaps the most
succinct statement of the ambiguity inherent in the word elohim was
offered by the german theologian ludwig kohler who wrote that god is
called in hebrew elohim but elohim61ohim means not only god it means also a
god the god gods and the gods 04040140 these quotations illustrate that
although by no means universal there is now scholarly support for relating
the plural form elohim to ancient hebrew pluralism just as joseph smith did

As for the plural syntax of genesis 126 the possible explanations may
be grouped into five categories only two of which are taken seriously by
most scholars today 441I1 the first of these two theories and the one for
which joseph argued is that a literal plural is involved

it is natural to suspect as some have that the plural form in which god
speaks is due to a reminiscence of an originally polytheistic source which the
priestly author referred to by text critics as P used or at least on which he
modeled his story in the creation myths with which both P and his readers
were undoubtedly familiar counsel among the gods before their important
undertakings was a fairly routine procedure 42

the perceived problem with this approach is that the perspective ofofpofaP was
profoundly monotheistic and he would scarcely have allowed a literal
plural to slip through his editing and become embedded in his text the
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principal alternative theory therefore is that the plural is a pluralofpluralpluralofof delib-
erationeration used rhetorically such as the modern english examples ofanafanof an indi-
vidual deliberating with himself as in let s do it or what shall we do

arguments from an editorial perspective are always rather slippery
they assume that we fully understand the editorial stance of a redactor and
that the redactor made no editorial mistakes a proposition for which there
are numerous counterexamples in the old testament text nevertheless
I1 am willing to assume for present purposes that P who is presumed to
have lived and worked around the time of the exile would have under-
stood this verse in monotheistic terms the commentators are concerned
with what this verse meant to P in contrast josephs treatment is con-
cerned with what this verse meant originally that is in the earlier israelite
creation narrative from which P derived it Westerwestermannmaimmarm acknowledges
that although P could not have intended it so the idea of a heavenly court
may well be in the background 3143114343 the parallel expression in genesis 322
suggests that in their original setting these words probably had a plural
meaning man has become like one of us kaadkaalkaawksdadks dad mtmmennumtmmennefl in this
passage the use of the word one is inconsistent with a merely rhetorical
plural 4414 therefore joseph s interpretation matches one of the two
principal explanations of the plural forms in genesis 126 further going
behind P to the earlier sources most scholars would agree that the plural is
to be taken literally

A supreme god at the head

the head oneheadsone heads ortheof the gods broughtbroughtforthporthforth the gods 45

one can argue that the existence of a pantheon implies the presence of
a supreme god who rules the pantheon joseph described this deity as the
head one rosrj of the gods in the case of the early hebrew pantheon
that god was referred to variously as el elohim or el elyon or el com-
bined with other epithets 46 el elyon was the name of the god worshiped
by melchizedek in genesis 1418 20 this name can be interpreted in
various ways god most high el the highest one el who is elyon or
ic the god elyon ugariticUgaritic parallels suggest that the most likely interpreta-
tion is the second one that of a proper name followed by a description the
association of the epithet elyon with el the father of the gods is
intriguing because the basic meaning of elyon is most high or highest
greek hypsistoshypsistos which is also a meaning of the word rosru derived sym-
bolicallyboli cally from the head being the highest part of the body the hebrew
expression rosro hwlohimhaelohtmhaelohim could be rendered the head one of the gods
but it could just as easily be translated the highest one of the gods or
c god most high thus not only did the hebrew pantheon have a head
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or supreme god but one of his principal epithets is essentially a synonym
of the word joseph chose to represent that god

joseph s discourses are somewhat ambiguous as to whether there was
one head god or multiple heads of the gods theologically joseph seems
to have preferred the idea of a single head god this being the idea he
expressed in the king follett discourse but his reading of the hebrew
may have raised the possibility of multiple heads of the gods which he
expressed almost as an aside in his june 16 1844 discourse the idea of
multiple heads of the gods does have a parallel with scholarly reconstruc-
tion of the ancient hebrew pantheon that pantheon appears to have con-
sisted ofanafanof an extensive body of ofunnamedunnamed generic gods and a small number
of named major gods including el and yahweh thus reference to the
heads of the gods could be understood as referring in a similiar sense to
the major gods of the pantheon 47

the premortal council in heaven
thus the head god broughtbroughtforthforth the gods in the grand council 4841

that joseph should have described the gods as meeting in a grand
council seems unusually prescient the idea oftheodtheof the divine council or coun-
cil of the gods is widely acknowledged by scholars today but the seminal
study of this concept did not appear until one hundred years after the king
follett discourse 49
the character of the divine council as it was understood among the

israelites evolved over the course of time in two important respects first
with the ascendancy of yahwism the nature of the council moved from
being a council of the gods to being merely an assembly of yahweh sur-
rounded by his attendant angels these angels became increasingly generic
until they eventually lost their onetimeone time function of counseling god serv-
ing only the ornamental function ofworshipingofworshiping yahweh

second was the unique role the council would come to play in the
ministry of the prophets of israel the prophets would be brought by
vision into the presence of the divine council where they would see the
lord seated upon his throne in the heavenly temple surrounded by his
divine counselors the prophets would be allowed to witness and partici-
pate in the deliberations oftheodtheof the council when a decision had been reached
the prophets would return from this vision and report the decree of the
council to the people usually in the very words they had heard in vision
this pattern is particularly evident when a prophet received his prophetic
calling and LDS scholars have identified a similar pattern in the pro-
phetic commissions of lehi in the book of mormon50mormon5oMormonmormondo50 and enoch in the
book ofmoses 51
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older hebrew literature however retains the original conception of a
council of the gods this can best be illustrated by certain passages from
the psalms pertinent references to the council and its members are identi-
fied in hebrew

ascribe to the LORD YHWHYHWHI 0 heavenly beings asnebanebsneb 6 elimehm lit sons of
gods ascribe to the LORD glory and strength RSV psalm 291
god Hoelohimhim has taken his place in the divine council baradatbaddatbaadat eolafoej in the
midst of the gods chimelohtm&himelohtm he holds judgment I1 say you are gods elil
bhimohirnohim sons oftheodtheof the most high bsnelyon all ofyouofyou RSV psalm 8216821 6

let the heavens praise thy wonders 0 LORD YHWH thy faithfulness
in the assembly of the holy ones bithalbiqhalbiqal qsdosimqodogim for who in the skies
can be compared to the LORD YHWH who among the heavenly
beings baneb 6 elimlehm is like the LORD YHWH a god 1 elI feared in the
council oftheodtheof the holy ones sofsodsod qsdosimqadjfiml great andterribleand terrible above all that are
round about him 0 LORD god of hosts YHWHyhwh&weloheclohe sbdotssba6tsadot who is
mighty as thou art 0 LORD YHWH with thy faithfulness round about
thee RSV psalm 895 8

the concept of the divine council is certainly present in the KJV old
testament but since the king jamesfames translators did not know of the con-
cept their translation largely obscures it compare for instance the clear
RSV rendering ofbadatba ada teltteiel in psalm 821 in the divine council with the
obscure translation oftheodtheof the KJV in the congregation oftheodtheof the mighty in fact
the word council makes only one appearance in the KJV old testament
in psalm 6827 and in that verse the word quite clearly does not refer to the
divine council that joseph should have seen a century before scholarly
discussion began on the subject that the gods met in a grand council
demonstrates at the very least an unusual perceptiveness

A god appointed over this world

the heads ortheof the gods appointed one godforgodfoygod for us 52

josephs notion oftheodtheof the gods appointing one god over us appears to be
supported by an archaic fossilized bit of scripture that has been preserved
in deuteronomy 328 9 the following translation is from the revised
standard version

when the most high elyon gave to the nations their inheritance when he
separated the sons of men he fixed the bounds of the peoples according to
the number oftheodtheof the sons of god bsneelohimb 00him00homhim for the LORDS YHWHYHVM por-
tion is his people jacob his allotted heritage

the KJV at the end ofverseobverseofverse 8 reads sons ofisraelof israel following the masoretic
text but current scholars uniformly accept the reading reflected in the
RSV sons of god which is supported both by the septuagint and by
the dead sea scrolls 53



six key concepts in joseph smiths understanding of genesis 11 117

scholars are divided into two camps concerning the interpretation of
these verses one position interprets this passage as predating the conflation
or attempted conflation of el and yahweh into a single deity in this view
el assigns one ofhis sons to each of the nations assigning his son yahweh to
israel 5414 the other position interprets this passage as it would have been
understood following the convergence with yahweh elyon assigning
other gods to other nations but retaining israel for himself 55 this second
position is once again essentially an argument from editorial perspective
although the deuteronomist may have understood and preserved the pas-
sage in the latter sense in its earlier setting it seems more likely to have been
understood in the preconvergence sense although the former interpreta-
tion more closely parallels josephs view both interpretations involve the
divine council assigning individual gods to different peoples

A continuous conception of god

it is a great subject I1 am dwelling on the word eloiheamEloiheam ought to be in the
plural all the way thro 5616

As we have seen contemporary scholars acknowledge that the earliest
hebrew conception of god was pluralistic the scholarly orthodoxy
however has been that at some point in time scholars differ concerning
when el and yahweh were merged into a single god often referred to as
yahweh elohim the LORD god and that this merger was profoundly
and completely effected josephs assertion that early hebrew pluralism
had a continuity throughout the bible is inconsistent with this view

over the past twenty years however a different scholarly perspective
has begun to emerge culminating in the publication of an important study
by margaret barker entitled the great angel A study of israels second
god 5717 this perspective has been heavily influenced by several book length
studies preceding barkers such as alan E segalslegals two powers in heaven
jarl fossumpossum s the name of god and the angel of the lord and larry W
hurtadosHurtados one god one lord early christian devotion and ancient jewish
monotheism 56 and numerous articles including peter hayman s
monotheism a misused word in jewish studiesstudies5933591159305959 in fact this new
approach has garnered sufficient adherents to have been given a name the

schule 3360116060new religionsgeschichtliche
the basic idea behind this new approach is that the attempted fusion

of el and yahweh was undertaken by a small coterie of priests and scribes
representing a minority viewpoint a group that has been called the
yahweh alone party 61 much of today s old testament either assumes this
identification as accomplished fact or is consciously devoted to the effort to
sustain this identification as in the formula YHWH huha haohalhaelohimelohim
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yahweh he is god or more pointedly yahweh he is elohim which
appears several times in the old testament the new approach however
argues that the effort to equate el and yahweh did not fully take that in
much of popular religion these two gods or other divine entities derived
from their memory retained their separate identities this view draws
considerable support from the longstanding hebrewnotion ofgod in con-
cert with an extensive underlying pluralism as reflected for instance in
the hosts of heaven the holy ones the angels or the watchers com-
bined with a persistent overarching dualism in which two divine entities
are presupposed one the supreme creator god the other his vizier or
prime minister or some other spiritual agency who really runs the show
or at least provides the point of contact between god and humanity116262
the evidence supporting this newly emerging picture of the nature of

god derives from many different sources that span the centuries in fact
one of the reasons that this picture of early israelite theology is only now
emerging is that the evidence comes from so many disparate sources with
which no one scholar is completely conversant for instance barker begins
her study by going back to the beginning and working forward in time
through the sources 63 while hayman reaches remarkably similar conclu-
sions based in the first instance on his study of sefer cesirayesira 64 which dates
between AD 200200 and 800800 most interestingly this scholarship appears to
have answered a longstanding problem of new testament studies how
was it possible that the jewish christians in the early church were able to
acknowledge jesus as divine if as many believe the jews of that era held
to an ironcladiron clad monotheism such a result would have been very problematic
if however the pluralisticdualisticpluralistic dualistic elements of historic hebrew theology
had a continued vitality until and beyond the christian era then it
becomes more understandable how the earliest jewish christians were
able to worship both the father and the son as readily as they did

it is one thing for scholars today to identify the persistence of ancient
hebrew pluralism and to write papers and books on the subject each
building on the work of earlier scholars it is quite another thing for
joseph smith to have made these claims against his own earlier pietistic
preconceptions ofmonotheism and without any discernible support from
the learned of the day and to have committed the church to this position
as a principle of doctrine that no scholar ever did it was a course
bespeaking a profound serene authoritative confidence that the position
he outlined in the king follett discourse was true although he had
discerned certain rational indications in the KJV text supporting this
position his confidence in that position could have derived only from his
sense that it had been revealed to him spiritually
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in conclusion we have seen that there is now scholarly support for the
concepts joseph derived from his reconstruction of hebrew genesis 11
namely his rejection of creatiocreatic ex nihilonichilo the ancient conception of a
plurality of gods the idea of a head god among that plurality the council
of the gods the appointment by the gods of a single god over us and the
continuity of ancient hebrew pluralism across biblical eras that joseph
should have articulated these ideas so well and so forcefully in the middle
of the nineteenth century is in my view nothing short of remarkable
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