DISTURBING DIVINE BEHAVIOR: 

TROUBLING OLD TESTAMENT IMAGES OF GOD

Study Questions for Reflection and Discussion
By Eric A. Seibert

The following questions are based on the book, Disturbing Divine Behavior: Troubling Old Testament Images of God, and proceed by chapter. There are also a few general questions at the end.

Introduction

Thinking Rightly about God and the Problem of the Old Testament

1. Which images of God in the Old Testament do you find most helpful? Which are most perplexing or troubling? Explain why.

2. The author claims that the way we think about God impacts the way we relate to God and the way we behave. To what extent do you agree?

3. How comfortable do you feel raising questions about the appropriateness and morality of God’s behavior in the Old Testament?

Chapter 1

Problematic Portrayals of God
1. Which portrayals of God in the Old Testament do you find most disturbing? Explain why.

2. What additional categories of disturbing divine behavior could be added to those developed in this chapter?

3. After reading this chapter, are you convinced that certain Old Testament portrayals of God seriously complicate our efforts to think rightly about God? Explain.

Chapter 2

Problematic for Whom?
1. Do you know people who have problems with certain portrayals of God in the Old Testament? Which portrayals bothered them and why? Be as specific as possible.

2. The bulk of this chapter is devoted to describing the way disturbing divine behavior bothers various groups of people. Which of the groups described in this chapter did you identify with or feel most sympathetic toward? Why?

3. Were there other groups of people you think should have been added to the ones discussed in this chapter? If so, briefly describe who they are and what you think they would find most problematic about the portrayals of God discussed in chapter 1.

Chapter 3

Ancient Approaches to Disturbing Divine Behavior
1. How has this chapter helped you better understand the way some people in the ancient world struggled with certain Old Testament portrayals of God?

2. How would you assess the early church’s efforts to save the Old Testament? Do you regard their efforts as noble, misguided, ill-informed, and so on?

3. Near the end of the chapter it is suggested that many modern Christians act like functional Marcionites. What does the author mean by this expression and to what extent do you agree?

Chapter 4

Defending God’s Behavior in the Old Testament
1. The majority of this chapter explores various ways people today attempt to defend God’s behavior in the Old Testament. Which of these did you find most convincing? Least convincing?

2. The author suggests that the attempts to defend God’s behavior discussed in this chapter are all governed by the same control belief, namely, that Old Testament narratives are historically reliable and that God actually said and did whatever the text claims. Why do you think this control belief is so popular with people today? To what extent do you agree with it?

3. What control beliefs about God govern the way you deal with disturbing divine behavior in the Old Testament?

Chapter 5

Asking the Historical Question: Did It Really Happen?
1. This chapter discusses different kinds of evidence that some believe casts doubt on the historicity of narratives such as the conquest of Canaan and the story Jonah and the “whale”? How convincing did you find this evidence?

2. How does a better understanding of some of the characteristics of Old Testament narratives inform your thinking about the historicity of these stories?

3. How important do you think it is to ask the historical question when reading Old Testament narratives? Do you think it makes a big difference one way or the other if these stories happened as reported or not?

Chapter 6

Concerns about Raising the Historical Question
1. What reservations do you have about questioning the historicity of Old Testament narratives? 
2. To what degree do you share the concerns raised in this chapter about the dangers of demanding that everything in the Old Testament happened just as described?

3. Now that you have read chapters 5 and 6, what is your current position on the “did it really happen” question? Do you think everything in the Old Testament happened as described? If not, how do you decide what actually happened and what did not?

Chapter 7

The Functions of Old Testament Narrative
1. Are you convinced that Old Testament narrative represents a unique literary genre, one that was crafted according to particular standards that should guide how it is read and interpreted?

2. Which of the possible explanations for writing the conquest narrative were most compelling to you? Explain why.

3. How does understanding the various functions of Old Testament narratives better prepare us to deal responsibly with disturbing divine behavior in this part of the Bible? 

Chapter 8

Israel’s Theological Worldview
1. Do you believe that ancient writers sometimes portrayed God in ways that contradicted some of their most basic beliefs about God’s true nature? Explain.

2. How has this chapter helped you understanding the origin of some of the more problematic portrayals of God in the Old Testament?

3. Do you think we should we adopt Israel’s theological worldview as our own? If not, how do we determine which aspects to accept and which to reject?

Chapter 9

Distinguishing between the Textual and Actual God: The Amalekites, Genocide, and God

1. To what extent do you agree that thinking rightly about God necessitates differentiating between the textual God and the actual God? 

2. What are some benefits of making this distinction between the textual God and the actual God? What are some of the potential dangers of doing so?

3. Do you agree with the author’s claim that God, the actual God, never issued the genocidal decree found in 1 Samuel 15:2-3? Explain your reasoning here.

Chapter 10

Evaluating Disturbing Divine Behavior by the God Jesus Reveals: Toward a Christocentric Hermeneutic

1. Do you agree with the assumption that God’s moral character is most clearly and completely revealed through the person of Jesus?

2. The key idea in this chapter is that the God Jesus reveals should be the standard by which all literary portrayals of God throughout Scripture should be evaluated. To what extent do you agree or disagree with this claim and why?

3. Do you think this chapter fairly represents the God that Jesus reveals? Can you think of other passages of Scripture in the New Testament that would confirm or challenge the description rendered here?

Chapter 11

Using Problematic Passages Responsibly: Becoming Discerning Readers 

1. In your own words, describe what you think the author means when he speaks of being a discerning reader? 

2. How helpful do you find the idea of utilizing a dual hermeneutic? What do you see as its strengths and weaknesses? How does this help one deal with disturbing divine behavior in the Old Testament?

3. How effective did you find the interpretive method advocated in this book when applied to Genesis 22 and 1 Samuel 15? 
Chapter 12

Talking about Troubling Texts: Some Practical Suggestions

1. Which of the guidelines for dealing with disturbing divine behavior given in this chapter did you find most helpful? Why?

2. The author urges readers to start talking about the problems these passages raise. How willing are you to do that? For example, if you were part of a small group Bible study on the book of Joshua, and nothing was being said about how problematic some of the images of God are in the conquest narrative, would you speak up?

3. What can you do to encourage those within your circle of influence to deal responsibly with problematic portrayals of God in the Old Testament? What concrete steps will you take to help people think more constructively about God? 
Appendix A

Reexamining the Nonviolent God

1. Which of Jesus’ teachings about eschatological judgment seem most incompatible with the portrayal of God discussed in chapter 10?

2. Do you think Jesus’ teachings about eschatological judgment refute the claim that Jesus reveals a nonviolent God?

3. Which of the three interpretive options for handling eschatological judgment in the gospels seems most convincing to you? Explain.

Appendix B

Inspiration and the Authority of Scripture

1. Which view of inspiration discussed in this chapter most closely corresponds to your understanding of God’s involvement in the formation of the Bible?

2. Do you agree with the author’s claim that it is possible to take the approach advocated in this book for dealing with disturbing divine behavior and still maintain that the Bible is inspired and authoritative?

3. In what sense does the Bible function authoritatively for you? 

Some Final Questions
1. In what ways has reading this book impacted the way you will read and interpret the Old Testament, particularly Old Testament narratives?

2. How has reading this book changed or challenged your view of God?

3. Identify two or three key insights you gained from the book and two or three crucial questions that remain for you.

