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Ed Noort

“Vengeance is Mine”. Some Remarks on Concepts of

Divine Vengeance and Wrath in the Hebrew Bible

Never avenge yourselves beloved, but leave it to the wrath (orgè) [of God];

for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay” says the Lord.

(Rom 12:19)

If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to

drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on his head.

(Prov 25:21f)

The Problem of the Concept of Divine Vengeance

In the collective memory of Christianity, this famous text from Paul’s letter to

the Romans1 is often used as a demonstration of the superiority of New

Testament theology over the ways of thinking and believing of the Hebrew

Bible. It is no secret, however, that this quotation is composed of two Old

Testament texts: Deuteronomy 32:35 and Proverbs 25:21f. But the combina-

tion made in the New Testament combining “Never avenge yourselves” from

Deuteronomy with the command of loving your neighbour from Leviticus and

doing good to your enemy from Proverbs sustained the popular antithesis

between the God of wrath and revenge of the Old and the God of love of the

New Testament. Ascribing wrath and vengeance2 to God is not a popular

thing to do in Christian circles, nor — I suppose — would psychoanalysts

ever suggest wrath and vengeance as a course of action.

On the other side, the assertation that vengeance belongs to God means

that human vengeance has less justification. The Hebrew Bible, Early Judaism

and the New Testament have this point of view in common. Before turning to

the Hebrew Bible, I would like to refer to the writings of the Qumrân

community as an example of one position in Early Judaism.

The 1Q-Rule of the Community reads: “I shall not repay anyone with

an evil reward; with goodness I shall pursue man. For to God [belongs] the

1. Quoted again in Heb 10:30.

2. B.E. Baloian, Anger in the Old Testament 1992; H.A. Brongers, Die Rache- und Fluchpsalmen

1963, pp. 21-42; W. Dietrich, Rache 1976; W. Dietrich and Chr. Link, Die dunklen Seiten Gottes

1995; K. Koch (ed.), Prinzip der Vergeltung 1972; G.E. Mendenhall, The Tenth Generation 1973,

pp. 69-104; H. Niehr, Rechtsprechung in Israel 1987; E. Lipiński, s.v. nqm, TWAT [V], pp. 602-

612; E. Noort, Geweld in het Oude Testament 1985, 2nd ed. 1990; E. Noort, JHWH und das Böse

1984; E. Noort, UNDE MALUM 1997; H.G.L. Peels, The Vengeance of God 1995; W.T. Pitard,

s.v. Vengeance, ABD [VI], 1992, pp. 786f.; A.A. van Ruler, Over de psalmen gesproken 1973; G.

Sauer, s.v. nqm, THAT [II], pp. 109; N.A. Schuman, Gelijk om Gelijk 1993; F. Stolz, s.v. Rache,

TRE [XXVIII], 1997, pp. 82-88.
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judgement of every living being; and it is He who pays man his wages”.3

And the Damascus Document states: “And what He [God] said: ‘Do not

avenge yourself or bear resentment against the sons of your people’,4 every-

one of those brought to the covenant who brings an accusation against his

fellow, unless it is with reproach before witness, or brings it when he is angry,

or tells it to his elders so that they might despise him, He is the ‘one who

avenges himself and bears resentment’. Is it not perhaps written that only ‘He

(God) avenges himself on his foes and bears resentment against his

enemies?’.”5 The text demonstrates that this Jewish community, on the eve of

Christianity and between the Testaments, puts strong limits on human

vengeance. A black-white separation between Judaism and Christianity cannot

be made.

In spite of the importance of this common tradition of Judaism and

Christianity, vengeance does not belong to the accepted terminology of

theological language. A short look at some “Theologies of the Old Testament”

where the theological relevance of the Hebrew bible is studied, make one

aware that “vengeance” is not an independent theme in this genre. Gerhard

von Rad6 does not treat the subject, neither do Claus Westermann,7 Walther

Zimmerli,8 or in recent time, Otto Kaiser.9 The important new Theology of

the Old Testament by Walter Brueggemann10 discusses the subject very

briefly within his 800 pages, with a complementary reference to George

Mendenhall: “Thus George Mendenhall has shown that Yahweh’s ‘vengeance’

is not wild and capricious, but is in fact the exercise of a rule of order to

which Yahweh from the outset is committed. This constant of Yahweh as a

judge who upholds ‘right law’ against offenders is the ground on which much

of Israel’s rhetoric is cast in juridical language”.11 But these positive

statements are rare. The classical contradictions between Old and New

Testament are frequently maintained. In the Dutch Hoofdlijnen der Theologie

van het Oude Testament of Theodorus Chr. Vriezen, it is stated that there is a

3. 1QS x 17-18. F. García Martínez and E.J.C. Tigchelaar (eds.), The Dead Sea Scrolls Study

Edition (DSSSE), vol. 1, 1997.

4. Lev 19:18.

5. Nah 1:2 quoted in CD-A ix 2-5: DSSSE I, pp. 564f.

6. G. von Rad, Theologie des Alten Testaments, Vol. I+II, 1957 and 1960.

7. Cl. Westermann, Theologie des Alten Testaments 1978.

8. W. Zimmerli, Grundriss der alttestamentlichen Theologie 1972.

9. O. Kaiser, Theologie des AT: Der Gott des Alten Testaments 1: Grundlegung 1993; 2: Wesen

und Wirken 1998.

10. W. Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament 1997.

11. W. Brueggemann, Theology p. 236 referring to G.E. Mendenhall, Vengeance of Yahweh 1973.
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contradiction between the prayers for vengeance in the Old and the prayers for

forgiving and love for the enemies in the New Testament.12

The awareness of this kind of supposed contradiction between Old and

New Testament as long ago as the Early Church had enabled Marcion to

formulate his famous antitheses.13 Moreover, in modern times, the feeling is

that vengeance is socially, psychologically and theologically unacceptable, as

Dietrich stated as long ago as 197614:

1) In judicial language, revenge is understood as an individual, usually emo-

tional action to repay the damages caused by a crime, or as a malicious

retaliation by the wronged person. In the legal practice of a constitutional

state, such actions cannot have a place.

2) Psychologists teach us that revenge is a destructive form of human

aggression. What Freud thinks about “Vengeance is mine, said the Lord” can

be demonstrated by the following well-known passage:

A progressive renunciation of constitutional instincts, whose activation might

afford the ego primary pleasure, appears to be one of the foundations of the

development of human civilization. Some part of this instinctual repression is

effected by its religions, in that they require the individual to sacrifice his

instinctual pleasure to Deity: “Vengeance is mine, said the Lord.” In the

developments of the ancient religions one seems to discern that many things

which mankind had renounced as “iniquities” had been surrendered to the

Deity and were permitted in his name, so that the handing over to him of bad

and socially harmful instincts was the means by which man freed himself

from their domination. For this reason, it is surely no accident that all the

attributes of man, along with the misdeeds that follow from them, were to an

unlimited amount ascribed to the ancient Gods. Nor is it a contradiction of

this that nevertheless man was not permitted to justify his own iniquities by

appealing to divine example. (S.E. IX, p. 127.)15

12. Th.C. Vriezen, Hoofdlijnen der Theologie van het Oude Testament 1966, pp. 303, 434f.

13. A. von Harnack, Marcion: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gott 2nd ed. 1924, pp. 89-92. The

antitheses III, VII, VIII, IX, X, XXIV are important here.

14. W. Dietrich, Rache 1976, pp. 451ff. The position is repeated in W. Dietrich and Chr. Link,

Die dunklen Seiten Gottes [I] 1995, pp. 128ff.

15. In the debate about the Jewish background of Freud, the question was which Freud was

quoting: Romans or Deuteronomy. The matter seems clear: in “Zwangshandlungen und Reli-

gionsübungen” Freud is quoting Paul, not Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy, “Vengeance is mine” is

divine speech, but it is not marked by a “says YHWH”. In Romans, Paul states: “Vengeance is

mine, says the Lord” (legei kyrios). This is the quotation, found in Freud’s text. Freud is quoting

Paul! The question whether Freud was aware that he was quoting Paul is much more difficult to

answer. The editors of Freud’s Gesammelte Werke had their difficulties with the quotation too.

The German and the Spanish editions show quotation marks at the first part of the sentence. The

second part “says the Lord” is incorrectly presented as a part of Freud’s formulation. Only the

English Standard Edition offers the correct quotation marks with the full quotation from Paul’s

letter to the Romans.
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3) Christian ethics try to demonstrate us that revenge is contrasted by norms

of love, grace, forgiveness etc.16

Vengeance in the Hebrew Bible: a Few Observations

Against these objections one can make a simple general observation. In many

texts of the Hebrew Bible vengeance is an accepted part of the religious

language in situations involving a cry for justice. The community of faith of

the Hebrew Bible does not have the same difficulties with the concept of

vengeance as we have nowadays. Only Lev 19:18 forbids vengeance within its

own religious community: “You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge

against the sons of your own people,” and Prov 20:22 (//24:29) states that God

will repay men, therefore men should not take vengeance themselves: “Do not

say ‘I will repay evil’, wait for YHWH, and he will help you”. In all other

cases in the Hebrew Bible (divine) vengeance is accepted, is longed for, is

waited for.17

It is precisely this last sentence that should make us more careful,

because it makes clear that there are differences in the use of the diverse

concepts. Taking an initial look at those texts where terms implying vengeance

are used we find that their distribution is quite remarkable.

In some narrative texts (e.g. Gen 4:24; 27:42; 50:15; Josh 10:13;

Judg 15:7; 1 Sam 14:24; Esth 8:13), in wisdom literature (Prov 6:34) and in a

few prophetic texts (e.g. Jer 20:10; Ezek 25:15), vengeance is seen as a human

action against human beings. Sometimes human vengeance is declared to be

the vengeance of God.18 But a large majority of texts in the Hebrew Bible

relates vengeance to the acts of God in situations of injustice and suffering,

not to the wild and capricious actions of a demonic God. God is asked to do

justice. To that end the prayer asks for God’s vengeance: “Why should the

nations say, ‘Where is their God?’. Let the avenging of the outpoured blood of

your servants be known among the nations before our eyes” (Ps 79:10).19 In

the older narrative texts, the tendency to divine vengeance instead of human

vengeance can already be observed. In the conflict between Saul and David,

David states: “May YHWH do justice between me and you and may YHWH

avenge me upon you! But my hand will not be against you” (1 Sam 24:13). A

16. W. Dietrich, Rache 1995, p. 128.

17. W. Dietrich 1995, p. 129.

18. E.g. Judg 11:36; 2 Sam 4:8; 22:48 //Ps 18:48.

19. Cf. Ps 58:11; Jer 15:15.
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survey of the texts shows that the avenging God is a specific theological

theme of the Hebrew Bible particularly in the poetic20 and prophetic texts21.

But for the judgement of many theologians, these differences between

human and divine vengeance would not have mattered. Vengeance in a still

“primitive” society as Ancient Israel was believed to be, can be forgiven, but

an avenging God as a model for modern thinking and believing does not fit

with the God-talk of modern times.

In general, the concept of vengeance22 as including the basic concept

of the ius talionis is taken up in a positive way in the Hebrew Bible, as the

only possible form of doing justice in a world where a legal system has not

developed far enough so that state or society can take over the role of the

judge. This ius talionis does not only appear in legal texts, but in narratives

too. The most important cases are those, where life, the highest good to be

protected, has been destroyed; that is, in the case of murder. The main role of

the ius talionis is to restrict unlimited (blood) revenge.

Vengeance as the Last Possibility for the Victims to be Heard

The story of Cain and Abel in Gen 4 demonstrates how difficult it was in a

presupposed early society to do justice to the victim and to maintain belief in

a world order where good and evil are in balance, and where the good is

rewarded and crime is punished. In this story, magical concepts build the

bridge between crime and punishment. After Abel has been murdered by his

brother Cain “in the field” — a place without witnesses —, Abel’s blood cries

from the ground. The earth does not accept innocent blood. Moreover, this

innocent blood does have a voice, it cannot be silenced. That is the reason

why YHWH becomes aware of the crime and the murderer can be punished.

That these are long living concepts can be seen from Ezek 24:8, the

judgement about those inhabitants of Jerusalem who did not go into exile in

597. In this addition to v. 9.10a, YHWH is already at work in his judgement,

because the blood has not been covered: “To make anger flare up, to call

down vengeance, I have set the blood on the bare rock, so that it may not be

covered”.23 The late book of Job contains similar references. In Job’s

20. Deut 32:35.41.43; Ps 9:11f; 94:1; 99:8; 149:7.

21. Isa 1:24; 34:8; 59:17; 61:2; 63:4; Jer 5:9.29; 9:9; 11:20; 20:12; 46:10; 50:15.28; 51:6.11.36;

Ezek 5:13; 24:8.17; 25:14.17; Mic 5:15.

22. The situation still becomes more complex when we have a look at the Hebrew roots used for

vengeance. For a treatment of the vocabulary, see THAT and TWAT. See also W. Dietrich, Rache

1976; H.G.L. Peels, Vengeance of God 1995. A simple collection shows that the concept of

“vengeance” in modern languages, and the negative feelings associated with it, meet a complex

and multi-faceted counterpart in the world of Hebrew thinking.

23. W. Zimmerli, Ezekiel [I] 1979, p. 500.
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complaint: “O earth, cover not my blood, and let my cry find no resting

place” (Job 16:18) and in his trust about the redeemer of the blood (Job

19:25), the same way of thinking comes to light. Connected with blood as the

voice of the victim is the assumption that vengeance in the case of murder

means life for life. A classical story about blood vengeance developing into a

feud between different clans is the narrative about Abner and Joab (2 Sam

2:12ff; 3:20ff; 1 Kgs 2:28ff). Abner, Saul’s general, kills Asahel, the brother

of Joab, David’s commander, during a fight (2 Sam 2:23). That a spiral of

violence will be the result of this death is known to Abner: “Then Abner

called to Joab, ‘Is the sword to keep devouring forever? Do you not know that

the end will be bitter?’.” (2 Sam 2:26). So he tries to stop the spiral of blood

revenge. For a short time it works (v. 28), but afterwards Abner is murdered

by Joab in a treacherous way (2 Sam 3:27). V. 30 concludes: “So Joab and his

brother Abishai murdered Abner because he had killed their brother Asahel in

the battle at Gibeon.” David does not take the responsibility; on the contrary,

he explicitly states: “May the guilt fall on the head of Joab, and on all his

father’s house!” (v. 29). Blood revenge will then develop into a never-ending

spiral.

This, however, is not the aim of the ius talionis, in this case life for

life. The ultimate goal is protecting life. If punishment — wild revenge as

expressed by the song of Lamech in Gen 4:17— were the ultimate goal of

vengeance, the story of Cain and Abel would have another ending. Life for life

means that the murderer should be executed. This, however, does not happen.

YHWH Elohim puts a mark on Cain that will protect him. He will live “east

of Eden”, but his life will go on. There will be life after the murder.

Vengeance in the form of life for life would make the story senseless because

Adam and Eve would have lost both their children.

The biblical narrators are aware of the fact that blood vengeance could

lead not to justice but to a cyclical retaliation and a never-ending drama. In 2

Sam 13, the sister of Absalom, Tamar, is raped by Amnon, her half-brother.

Absalom kills Amnon and flees to the king of Geshur, trying to escape blood

vengeance. Then a wise widow from Tekoa appears on the stage and tells

David a story about her two sons. “They quarrelled with one another in the

field; there was no one to part them, and one struck the other and killed him”

(2 Sam 14:6). Now the whole family longs for the murderer to be executed. If

this happens, “it will leave to my husband neither name nor remnant upon the

face of the earth” (v. 7). David then decides: “Not one hair of your son shall

fall to the ground” (v. 8). The story and David’s reaction to it are the first

steps enabling the return of Absalom without running the risk of being killed

by the blood avenger. Just as in the Cain and Abel story, an alternative is

offered for a situation in which the original aim — protecting life — becomes
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senseless, because blood vengeance would mean that the widow would loose

everything which was left to her after this tragedy.

These two stories, full of reflection about the boundaries of doing

justice, are not the only line which can be found in the Hebrew Bible.

Sometimes there is acceptance (Num 35:31-34) or refusal (Gen 50:15-21; Lev

19:18; 1 Sam 24 c.q. 26) to exact vengeance, but in general, it can be stated

that in the legal parts of the Hebrew Bible, vengeance is accepted, but limited.

All the laws are focussed on trying to limit unlimited blood vengeance.

If we can say that in Ancient Israel a general concept of a divinely

guaranteed world order, in which deeds were followed by reward or punish-

ment, existed (Tun-und-Ergehen-Zusammenhang), then a gradual upgrading of

legal organization took place in the development from a segmentary society to

monarchy24. There must have been a process during which the former private

vengeance was taken up and changed into a public legal system. The judicial

state systems would never have had enough power to banish private

vengeance completely, but at this point more sophisticated distinctions were

made. There is a difference between a wilful attack and killing by accident.

Only in the case of the latter can a murderer flee to the altar of YHWH, to the

city of refuge, and explain his case (Ex 21:12). Blood vengeance is stopped

then. There were many rules aimed at preventing unlimited vengeance.

That a more sophisticated legal system developed did not mean that in

reality, more justice was done. This would be the experience of Israel under

corrupt kings and under the hands of the military superpowers of Assyria and

Babylonia. We have seen above that early texts were already pleading for

divine instead of human vengeance. But from the 7th century on, divine

vengeance is stressed as being the ultimate hope for the oppressed when

military superpowers sweep over the land. So divine vengeance is the hope of

the text of Deut 32:35, which in the better text of LXX reads:

F(or the day of) vengeance and recompense

for the time when their foot shall slip,

for the day of their calamity is at hand

and their doom comes swiftly.

In post-exilic times, this belief in a just world order is broken. Deeds are not

rewarded or punished automatically. Justice cannot be maintained any longer.

Death, the fate of everybody, sweeps away every difference between the

righteous and the evil-doer: “One fate (death) comes to all, to the righteous

and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean... As is

the good man, so is the sinner..” (Eccl 9:2). Not broken, however, is the trust

in the God of Israel, who can do justice even in situations where law cannot

be maintained.

24. F. Stolz, s.v. Rache, pp. 84f.
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It is against the background of the Assyrian and Babylonian oppression

in pre-exilic times and the broken belief in a world order in post-exilic times

that the cry for vengeance from the hand of YHWH reaches its zenith. YHWH

is a God of vengeance. And here we arrive at the centre of the passage quoted

by Freud: not people dealing with vengeance, but a God in whom vengeance

and wrath are connected. I will give only two examples:

1) A redactional addition at the beginning of the prophetic book of Nahum

starts in the following way:

A zealous God and an Avenger is YHWH,

an Avenger is YHWH and a wrathful Lord;

an Avenger is YHWH against his foes

and He feeds the anger against his enemies (Nah 1:2).

In the following verses and chapters, the destruction of Nineveh is described.

The prophet Nahum, active from the middle of the seventh century, is the

voice of the opposition against Manasseh, the Assyrian vassal in Judah,

protesting against the cruelty with which Assyria has dominated and occupied

the Ancient Near East, including Palestine. In his language, a century of

occupation and oppression finds a voice. His language is hard, without

compassion, aiming at the fall of the hated Nineveh and the corruption and

treachery in his own country.25

Against the mighty power of Nineveh stands the mightier power of a

God who is an Avenger. The threefold repeated participle of God’s nqm is a

cry for God’s justice. The function of vengeance here is to give a voice to

oppressed people who do not have any other possibility of escaping the rape

of freedom.

2) The 94th Psalm reads:

O YHWH, you God of vengeance,

you God of vengeance, shine forth!

Rise up, o judge of the earth;

Give to the proud what they deserve!

O YHWH, how long shall the wicked,

how long shall the wicked exult?

They pour out their arrogant words,

they boast, all the evildoers.

They crush your people, O YHWH

and afflict your heritage.

They kill the widow and the stranger

and murder the orphan.

and they say “YHWH does not see;

the God of Jacob does not perceive”

...

25. W. Dietrich, Rache 1995, pp. 133ff.; K. Spronk, Nahum 1999, pp. 58ff.; H.G.L. Peels,

Vengeance of God 1995, pp. 199ff.
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Who rises up for me against the wicked?

Who stands up for me against evildoers?

If YHWH had not been my help,

my soul would soon have dwelt in the land of silence!”

(1-7.16.17)

YHWH is asked to be the god of vengeance, to be the judge of the earth.

Again, the post-exilic psalm asks for deliverance in a threatened situation. For

the prayer, it is a matter of life and death. The evil-doers “crush your people”

(v. 5). Totality of oppression is expressed. All the usual powerless and poor;

the widow, the orphan and the stranger, pass the stage. Even the prayer

himself would be “in the land of silence” that is the land of death, if YHWH

had not helped him.

What these two texts have in common is again that oppressed people are

praying for justice and liberation. In that particular situation they are asking

for deliverance by speaking about the God of vengeance. Do they have an

other possibility?

The God of vengeance is connected with several metaphors of ruling.

YHWH is described as King, as Divine Warrior and as Judge.26 Together

with some other verbs and certainly together with the root qn’ pi. (“to be zeal-

ous”) it does have an emotional aspect. Used as an adjective, YHWH can be

called “a zealous God” (Nah 1:2). This emotional aspect is most clear in Isa

59:15ff:

There was no justice.

He saw that there was no man

and wondered that there was no one to intervene.

Then his own arm brought him victory

and his righteousness upheld him.

He put on righteousness as a breastplate,

and a helmet of salvation upon his head.

He put on garments of vengeance for clothing

and wrapped himself in fury as a mantle!”

Fury, vengeance, salvation, righteousness here together belong all in the

picture of the divine warrior who girds himself and goes to war because there

is no justice in the land and no helper for the poor. Vengeance in this context

means protecting the victims, doing justice to those who have no power or

influence. This is the context of divine vengeance and the reason why YHWH

is described as He is in the texts of the Hebrew Bible. Every analysis which

ignores this context and this Sitz-im-Leben of YHWH as the God of ven-

geance has not understood why these texts were written as they were.

26. See H.G.L. Peels, Vengeance of God 1995, pp. 276ff.
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Divine Vengeance against Israel

The divine vengeance, though mainly used in the form of oracles and judge-

ments against Midian (Num 31:3), Edom (Isa 34:8; Ezek 25:14), Philistines

(Ez 25:17), Babylon (Isa 47:3; Jer 50:15.28 etc.) and Egypt (Jer 46:10) is used

against Israel too. Isa 1:24 reads:

Therefore says the Sovereign, YHWH of hosts, the Mighty One of Israel: Ah,

I will pour out my wrath on my enemies, and avenge myself on my foes.

V. 24 is the centre of a speech of judgement (v. 21-26) against Jerusalem

starting with the complaint: “How the faithful city has become a whore!”

(v. 21) and ending with the promise “Afterward you shall be called the city of

righteousness, the faithful city” (v. 26). There the circle is closed; the “faithful

city” of old will be a “faithful city” again in the future. But between

complaint and promise stands the divine judgement, the “cleaning” of

Jerusalem by divine vengeance. The enemies meant here are the royal servants

of Jerusalem, who are corrupt, love bribes, and do not protect the poor and the

weak (v. 22-23).

In Jer 5 and 9, all the complaints about Judah are concluded with the

refrain:

Ought I not to punish them for these things? Should I not take my revenge on

a nation such as this? This is YHWH’s word. (Jer 5:9.29; 9:8)

The passages imply the inevitability of a destructive judgement against Judah.

Though the divine judgement is embodied in questions, there can only be one

answer: “yes.”27 The divine vengeance corresponds to the following crimes:

going after foreign gods, adultery (5:7.8), storing plunder and loot (5:27), not

maintaining justice for orphans and the poor (5:28), and deceit (9:7). In those

cases, divine vengeance will come upon Judah after the words of Jeremiah.

Finally, the curse Lev 26:25 at the end of the Holiness Code states “I

will bring a sword upon you that shall execute vengeance for the covenant”

can be understood as a divine word against Israel. The expression has an

antithetical relationship with the blessing of v. 6. There the sword will not

pass through the land of Israel, meaning that there will be no warfare, and

Israel will live in peace. But here, the curses (v. 14-45) state that warfare will

come over the land if the covenant is broken. Behind the text lies the concept

of a covenant that is connected with the keeping of the law in such a way that

Israel can even break that covenant.28 We are here in the heart of the

27. W. McKane, Jeremiah [I] 1986, p. 118.

28. The well-known different concept of covenant as seen by the Priestly writers unties the

relationship between covenant and law. Gen 9 has the animals participating in the covenant, the

covenant of Abraham (Gen 17) is about circumcision, not about keeping the law. The last phase of

Deuteronomistic thinking, however, points into the same direction. It can be found in Jer 31:31-34,

— the new covenant — where the law will be in the heart.
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theology of covenant, where law and covenant are related as it was formulated

first by Deuteronomic, later more specifically and strongly by Deuteronomistic

scribes.29 In Lev 26, the curses of the covenant of Deut 28 are presupposed.

The covenant is here not a gift, but a treaty which can be broken by the

human party, in this case Israel.

Conclusions

I conclude with a short summary and a theological question:

1. In the New Testament as in Early Judaism, vengeance belongs to God. The

statement “Vengeance is mine” is part of a process which was started in and

received broad support from the Hebrew Bible. Divine vengeance is seen as

being opposed to human vengeance. A real antithesis between the Old and the

New Testament cannot be made here.

2. Vengeance is accepted in the Hebrew Bible as the only possible form of

doing justice in certain sociological segments of societies. In the legal parts of

the Hebrew Bible, which indicate the existence of an organized state, private

vengeance undergoes a change. As ius talionis it becomes part of the public

legal system. Vengeance means just retribution here.

3. When under the occupation of Assyria and her successors, the belief in a

just world order is abandonned, the call for vengeance as a cry for justice

from the hand of YHWH is formulated in even stronger terms. Oppressed

people are praying for justice and liberation. In the prophetic texts, YHWH as

a Divine Warrior is an avenger of the widow and the orphan, the poor, and

the stranger. His vengeance does not just concern the enemies of Israel.

Divine vengeance may affect Israel, Jerusalem and Judah too.

4. In theology, the motif of divine vengeance and retribution does not have

much standing. Systematically spoken, however, the last question will be

whether retribution as a hope for justice for the victims of this world is a

legitimate way of speaking of God. To end on a provocative note, I will add a

quotation from the Dutch systematic theologian, A.A. van Ruler, in a study

about judgement and retribution in the Psalms:

It seems to me, that the last judgement, the divine vengeance and retribution

are a deeper and more drastic solution of the mystery of human experience in

this world than the cross of Golgotha, the sacrifice of atonement and divine

29. For the difference between the two concepts, see L. Perlitt, Motive und Schichten 1983, pp.

46-58.
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love. Through love the mystery of the world is endured, by retribution it is

solved.30
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The original Freudian text in:

Zwangshandlungen und Religionsübungen (1907)

Ein fortschreitender Verzicht auf konstitutionelle Triebe, deren Betätigung dem

Ich primäre Lust gewähren könnte, scheint eine der Grundlagen der mensch-

lichen Kulturentwicklung zu sein. Ein Stück dieser Triebverdrängung wird von

de Religionen geleistet, indem sie den einzelnen seine Trieblust der Gottheit

zum Opfer bringen lassen. “Die Rache ist mein”, spricht der Herr. An der

Entwicklung der alten Religionen glaubt man zu erkennen, daß vieles, worauf

der Mensch als “Frevel” verzichtet hatte, dem Gott abgetreten und noch im

Namen des Gottes erlaubt war, auf welchem sich der Mensch von der Herr-

schaft böser, sozialschädlicher Triebe befreite. Es ist darum wohl kein Zufall,

daß den alten Göttern alle menschliche Eigenschaften - mit den aus ihnen

folgenden Missetaten - in uneingeschränktem Masse zugeschrieben wurden,

und kein Widerspruch, daß es doch nicht erlaubt war, die eigenen Frevel

durch das göttliche Beispiel zu rechtfertigen. (G.W. VII, p. 139.)


