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Preface

The present book is a slightly revised version of my doctoral thesis sub-
mitted at the Faculty of Catholic Theology of the University of Strasbourg
in 2017 in the presence of a committee composed by Prof. Eberhard
Bons, University of Strasbourg (Supervisor); Prof. Daniel Gerber, Uni-
versity of Strasbourg (President of the jury); experts: Prof. Hermann
Spieckermann, University of Göttingen, Prof. Martin Karrer, Kirchliche
Hochschule Wuppertal /Bethel, Prof. Maria Armida Nicolaci, Faculty of
Theology, Palermo.
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several people who, during the years of doctoral research and study, sup-
ported and encouraged me with their professional advice and with their
personal friendship, especially from 2011, when I moved to Strasbourg
after earning a Canonical Licence in Biblical Theology at the Faculty of
Catholic Theology of Palermo.

In the first place, I would like to thank my supervisor, Professor Eber-
hard Bons (University of Strasbourg), for believing in me and accepting
my research project from the very beginning of my doctoral studies, when
I was granted a French scholarship for biblical studies. I appreciated his
careful attention in the discussion of many important aspects of my ex-
egesis. He gave me useful advice and introduced me to new and recent
exegetical debates, as well as to the interesting field of Septuagint lexico-
graphy.

Special thanks go to Dr. Michael Tait for revising and improving my
English and to the publishing house Mohr Siebeck for accepting to publish
this study in the prestigious collection FAT II, under the suggestion of
Professor Hermann Spieckermann, co-editor of the series and member of
my doctoral committee. In this regard, I wish to express my outmost grat-
itude to him and to the managing director of Mohr Siebeck, Dr. Henning
Ziebritzki, and his collaborators, Dr. Katharina Gutekunst, Ms. Susanne
Mang, and Ms. Kendra Mäschke, for the accurate editing work.

I would also like to mention here the professors and scholars I met
in Jerusalem at the “École Biblique et Archéologique Française” during
the academic year 2013–2014. In this regard, I would like to thank Prof.
Paolo Garuti, Prof. Francolino José Gonçalves (deceased in 2017), Prof.
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Émile Puech, Prof. Marcel Sigrist, Prof. Olivier-Thomas Venard, for their
precious support, as well as the members of the library in the person of Fr.
Pawel Trzopek for their availability. In Jerusalem, I also met several dear
colleagues who studied at the library and with whom I had the chance
to share exegetical ideas as well as to spend some hours of cultural expe-
riences and relax. In particular, I remember some of them here: Nicola
Agnoli, Richard Amalanathan, Mila Diaz, Tony Escobedo, Elisa Panato,
Lena Residori, Antônio Seganfredo and Carlos Thomas.

I have received valuable support in different ways from many schol-
ars during these years in France and abroad. Especially, my thanks go
to Prof. James K. Aitken (University of Cambridge), Dr. Ralph Brucker
(Universities of Kiel and Strasbourg), Prof. Yannick Courtel (Univer-
sity of Strasbourg), Dr. Jennifer Dines (University of Cambridge), Prof.
Cécile Dogniez (CNRS and University of Paris IV-Sorbonne), Prof. De-
nis Fricker (University of Strasbourg), Prof. Daniel Gerber (University
of Strasbourg), Prof. Flavio Dalla Vecchia (Catholic University of Mi-
lan), Dr. Jill Husser Munro (Strasbourg), Prof. René Heyer (University
of Strasbourg), Prof. Jan Joosten (University of Oxford), Prof. Martin
Karrer (Kirchliche Hochschule Wuppertal /Bethel), Prof. Wolfgang Kraus
(Saarland University), Prof. Siegfried Kreuzer (Kirchliche Hochschule
Wuppertal /Bethel), Prof. Christoph Kugelmeier (Saarland University),
Prof. Luca Mazzinghi (Gregorian University, Rome), Prof. Martin Meiser
(Saarland University), Prof. Maria Armida Nicolaci (Facolty of Catholic
Theology, Palermo), Prof. Anna Passoni Dell’Acqua (Catholic University
of Milan), Prof. Emanuela Prinzivalli (University of Rome “La Sapienza”),
Prof. Patrick Pouchelle (Centre Sèvres, Paris), Prof. Françoise Vinel (Uni-
versity of Strasbourg).

On a personal level, I express my gratitude to my friends in Strasbourg
who encouraged me and with whom I could share some moments of
light-heartedness and joyfulness. Many thanks to the doctoral colleagues
of the University of Strasbourg: Antonella Bellantuono, Dr. Kathy Lentz,
Stefanie Plangger, Dr. Nesina Grütter (University of Basel), and to my
friends Dr. Consiglia Alvino, Salvatore D’Errico, Dr. Matteo Di Franco,
Martina Landolfi, Lydia Ouaja, Gabriella Robulotta, Dr. Federica Rossetti,
Dr. Caterina Sansoni.

Finally, I would like to thank my lovely family and my friends who
accompanied me in my professional career: my parents, my mother Gra-
ziella Calisti and my father Giuseppe Scialabba (R. I. P.), my sisters Elisa
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my brother Emanuele and my sister-in-law Gabriella Musso, as well as



Preface IX

my dear friends Mauro Billetta, Salvatore Franco, Andrea, Laura e Matteo
Lombardo and Valentina Sgrò.

To all of them, my most sincere thanks!

Palermo, 02. 08. 2018





Table of Contents

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . VII

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
1. The starting point of this study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
2. The broader scientific context . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
3. The scope of the present study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
4. Methodological approach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

a) The book of Jonah . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6
b) Psalm 33 (MT and LXX) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
c) The novel “Joseph and Aseneth” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
d) The final conclusions of this study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Chapter 1: The Book of Jonah . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
1. Introduction: preliminary observations and starting point

for our exegesis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
a) The importance of the book of Jonah for our study . . . . . . . 11
b) A brief summary of the book of Jonah and the

consequences for our study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
c) Date of composition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15
d) The problem of the literary genre . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

2. Exegetical analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
a) Background: Jonah’s call and his flight to Tarshish

(Jonah 1:1–3) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
β) Text and working translation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
δ) Concluding remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

b) Jonah and the sailors (Jonah 1:4–16) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
β) Text and working translation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32
δ) Concluding remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

c) Jonah and the Ninevites (Jonah 3:1–10) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60



XII Table of Contents

α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
β) Text and working translation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64
δ) Concluding remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102

d) Jonah’s Dialogue with God (Jonah 4:1–11) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105
α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105
β) Text and working translation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108
δ) Concluding remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 130

3. Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
a) The initial theological problem and the aim of the book . . . 131
b) Was the destruction of Nineveh only postponed? . . . . . . . . 132
c) The links of content between the two parts of the book . . . . 133
d) The attitude of the sailors and the reaction of YHWH . . . . . 133
e) The attitude of the Ninevites and the reaction of

YHWH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134
f) Two accounts that are complementary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
g) The function of the theology of creation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139
h) A didactic narrative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140

Chapter 2: Psalm 33 (MT and LXX) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143
1. Introduction: Observations on the status quaestionis and

conclusions relating to the starting point of our exegesis of
the Psalm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143
a) Preliminary observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143
b) The question of the literary genre and the “Sitz im

Leben” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143
c) The question of the sapiential nature of the psalm . . . . . . . . 145
d) The question of dating . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147
e) Preliminary conclusions: the starting point for our

study of Psalm 33 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148
2. Exegetical analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150

a) The Masoretic Text of the psalm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150
α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150
β) Text and working translation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 151
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

b) The text of the psalm according to the LXX . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
α) Introductory remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
β) The LXX Psalter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205
γ) Exegetical observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206



Table of Contents XIII

3. Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 217
a) Traditional exegesis of Psalm 33 and its points of

departure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 217
b) The universal dimension of YHWH’s influence on

creation and history . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 218
c) The absence of the concept of covenant and the

importance of the divine חֶסֶד . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 219
d) The central messages of Psalm 33 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220
e) Psalm 33 as a “new song” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220
f) The LXX strengthens the motifs of creation and mercy . . . . 221

Chapter 3: Joseph and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223
1. Introduction: Observations on the status quaestionis and

conclusions on the starting point for the exegesis of Joseph
and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223
a) Preliminary observations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223
b) The content of the work: a brief summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224
c) Starting point and aims of our investigation . . . . . . . . . . . . 227
d) The novel Joseph and Aseneth in recent research . . . . . . . . 228

α) The text of Joseph and Aseneth and its textual
versions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228

β) The original language . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230
γ) Place of origin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230
δ) Date of composition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 231
ε) Joseph and Aseneth: a Jewish writing? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
ζ) The literary genre of Joseph and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235
η) Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237

2. Exegetical analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237
a) The initial situation: Aseneth’s idolatry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 238
b) Second phase: The encounter with Joseph and its

consequences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240
c) Third phase: Soliloquy and prayer to God . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 251

α) Chapter 11 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 251
β) Chapter 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255
γ) Chapter 13 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 274

d) The divine recognition of Aseneth’s actions . . . . . . . . . . . . . 279
α) A brief summary of the apparition of God’s

messenger . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 279
β) The purpose of the apparition and the nature of

salvation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 281



XIV Table of Contents

γ) Aseneth called “City of Refuge”: analysis of Jos.
Asen. 15:7. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 283

3. Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287
a) The problem of idolatry and ignorance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287
b) The process of Aseneth’s µετάνοια . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 288
c) The divine recognition of Aseneth’s µετάνοια and the

message of the angel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 290
d) The literary fiction of the novel and its purpose . . . . . . . . . . 291

General Conclusions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 293
1. Creation, mercy and salvation in Jonah, Psalm 33 and

Joseph and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 294
a) Creation, mercy and non-Israelites in the book of

Jonah . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 294
b) Creation, mercy and non-Israelites in Psalm 33 . . . . . . . . . . 300
c) Creation, mercy and non-Israelites in Joseph and

Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 305
d) Creation and Salvation: texts compared . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 309

2. Conversion: in what sense? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 318
3. Creation, mercy and salvation: further developments . . . . . . . . 322

a) Pseudo-Philo, “On Jonah” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 322
b) Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, XX, §§ 34–48 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 324
c) Wisdom of Solomon 11:23–26 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 327

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 331
Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 331
1. Sources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 332

a) Bible: Masoretic Text and Septuagint . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 332
b) Joseph and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 332
c) Jerome . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333

2. Translations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333
a) Septuagint . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333
b) Joseph and Aseneth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333
c) Pseudo-Philo, De Iona . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333

3. Research tools (dictionaries, lexicons, grammars) . . . . . . . . . . 334
4. Commentaries, monographs, articles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 335

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 349



Introduction

1. The starting point of this study

The starting point of this study is the current debate on monotheism
and religious pluralism. In recent decades, this debate has been strongly
influenced by some authors such as Jan Assmann for whom the monothe-
ism originating in the Old Testament is the root of the intolerance and
violence of the three monotheistic religions. 1 This theory has provoked a
multitude of debates among biblical scholars too. In this study, we do not
wish to be concerned with Assmann’s theory by justifying or challenging
its basic premises, namely those which are to do with the theory that Israel
developed a clear distinction between the true and the false in the sphere
of religion. What seems more interesting for our study is, rather, another
question: beyond the phenomena of intolerance and violence which can
be attributed to biblical monotheism 2, one can ask: did it not also produce
inclusive tendencies, ones that allow the conceiving of a positive relation-
ship between YHWH, Israel and the non-Israelites? Following from this,
what could be the theological assumptions permitting the elaboration
of ideas able to justify such a relationship? What role does the idea of
creation play in this process?

2. The broader scientific context

The questions we have cited have been treated, at least in part, in the stud-
ies of the development of Israel’s theology in the Persian, Hellenistic and
Roman periods, above all in relation to the real contacts between Israelites
and non-Israelites, and the gradual evolution of this relationship which
was nourished by the attraction which over time Israel’s faith exercised
on the so-called “others”. 3 In this connection, the theological reflection of

1See e. g. J. Assmann, The Price of Monotheism, chapter 1.
2We cite here Assmann’s theory and his language without going into detail into all its

problematic nature.
3For a brief study of the problem, see e. g. J. Maier, Zwischen den Testamenten, 297–299;

J.J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, chapter 7; see also the still worthwhile book by



2 Introduction

recent decades has been influenced by some categories which have taken
hold in the exegetical debates but which, at the same time, have given
rise to reservations about their sufficiency and legitimacy. Among these,
it is necessary to mention the categories which have their roots in the
biblical texts, such as those of election and conversion, and others, of more
recent origin, such as those of particularism and universalism. In the face
of this, we ask in a general way: to what degree do all these categories,
ancient and modern, allow for the better understanding of biblical and
non-biblical texts of Jewish origin? What are the debates from which these
themselves originated? To what degree are these categories the bearers of
concepts and prejudices which belong to more recent developments of
philosophical and theological thought without their doing justice to the
ideas present in the texts themselves and the circumstances in which they
arose? In what way do these categories risk locking up the ancient texts in
notions which are foreign to them and which, in the final analysis, reflect
elements which Christian theology developed in more recent times?

In fact, the debate of recent decades has shown some scruples about
employing these categories without a critical spirit. In this regard, for
example, we cite the two categories of “particularism” and “universalism”
which both go back to the period of the Enlightenment. 4 These categories
turn out to be inadequate by virtue of the fact that they are part of more
general theories about the history of the development of the Jewish and /
or Christian religions. In particular, the latter was conceived of as univer-
sal right from its beginnings, while Judaism was supposed to have known
strong particularist tendencies which Christianity overcame. Thus, one
understands how the two categories, “particularism” and “universalism”,
imply a valuation: a universalistic religion would transcend the limits of
a certain ethnocentrism, that is, of the specific traditions and particular
religious history of a people. Religious particularism, on the other hand,
would be associated with exclusivist tendencies and phenomena of intole-
rance. Because of the problematic nature of these categories, we ask,
therefore, if they bear misleading preconceptions and if they are really
suitable for an adequate enquiry into the biblical texts and /or the texts

A.D. Nock, Conversion, 61–64, and the recent monograph by M.Z. Simkowich, The Making
of Jewish Universalism, chapters 3–4.

4For a more detailed study of the problems dealt with in this paragraph, see e. g. the fol-
lowing articles: U. Rüterswörden, art. “Universalismus /Partikularismus. II. AT”, 774–775;
J. Blenkinsopp, “Yahweh and Other Deities. Conflict and Accommodation in the Religion
of Israel”, 360–361; J.S. Kaminsky, “Election Theology and the Problem of Universalism”,
35–39.
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developed in the Jewish milieu of the Hellenistic-Roman period. Finally,
it is not to be taken for granted that these generic categories are the passe-
partout for texts which often present facets and realities that are a good
deal more complex.

Mutatis mutandis, although the categories of election and conversion
have biblical roots, 5 they cannot be applied tout court as pre-set concepts
to texts in which they do not appear explicitly. There is a particular risk
in speaking of the election of Israel as a category opposed a priori to those
tendencies which allow us to conceive of a reciprocal relationship between
the God of Israel and the non-Israelites. 6 Doing this would create a real
opposition between election and those tendencies of openness to the “oth-
ers”. 7 Such an opposition, however, is not in harmony with the biblical
texts in which the theme of election is mentioned; on the contrary, it does
not seem impossible for the biblical authors to reconcile the election of
Israel with the approach of others to the faith of Israel (e. g. Isa 14:1).

With regard to the category of conversion, it should be noted first
of all that the use of this word has no equivalent in the texts of the
Hebrew Bible. Hence, there is actually no technical term to designate
the conversion of non-Israelites to the God of Israel. 8 In fact, where the
verb ,שׁוב for example, has a religious connotation, it refers mainly to
those Israelites who “return” to their God after being separated from
him (e. g. Hos 6:1; Amos 4:6, 8–11). Or else, it is employed in relation
to God who changes his decision about a punishment to inflict on those
who have made themselves guilty before him (e. g. Jonah 3:10; Joel 2:14).
However, it is unquestionable that, in some texts of the Hebrew Bible and
the so-called intertestamental literature, there is mention of the cases of
non-Israelites entering into a close relationship with the God of Israel.
In this connection, one asks if the concept of conversion is an adequate
common denominator with which to encompass all these examples of

5See e. g. F.A. Spina, The Faith of the Outsider; V. Haarmann, JHWH-Verehrer der Völker.
6See F.A. Spina, The Faith of the Outsider, 6: “God did not choose Israel in order to pre-

serve Israelites while condemning all others. That is not the way either election or exclusion
works in the Old Testament. Israel was not chosen to keep everyone else out of God’s fold;
Israel was chosen to make it possible for everyone else eventually to be included. Remember
that YHWH selected Abraham and Sarah in the first place for the express purpose of blessing
all the families of the earth (Gen. 12:3).”

7For a more thorough study of the implications of election, especially the relationship be-
tween election and behaviour towards non-Israelites, see e. g. J.S. Kaminsky, “Did Election
Imply the Mistreatment of Non-Israelites?” 398–399.

8For a brief survey of the Hebrew and Greek vocabulary concerning this topic, see D.
Scialabba, “The Vocabulary of Conversion in Joseph and Aseneth and in the Acts of the
Apostles”, 502–504.
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a positive relationship between non-Israelites and the God of Israel to
which scholars refer. Thus, we ask, for example, if a so-called “conversion”
necessarily implies inclusion within the people of Israel? If the answer is
positive, would this also involve the observance of the Law for those who
are not Israelites by birth? Finally, would conversion to the God of Israel
be translated into the exclusion of every other cult? To give a concrete
example, could one speak of a case of conversion when the Aramaean
official Naaman recognises that there is no God in all the earth except the
God of Israel (2 Kgs 5:15) since he asks the prophet Elisha’s permission
to be able to prostrate himself at the same time in the temple of Rimmon
(2 Kgs 5:18)? 9 Clearly, the answer to this question depends on the idea one
has of “conversion”. It is for this reason that, in recent decades, scholars
have sought to differentiate more neatly among the various categories of
those non-Israelites who seem to display “sympathy” toward the people
of Israel, its way of life and its God. 10 These studies have led to employing
the category of conversion tout court only with great caution.

The situation of research at the beginning of the third millennium
allows us to examine in depth and in various ways the themes we have
mentioned. For example, we could ask about the legitimacy of the tradi-
tional categories and seek to differentiate them better or to fine-tune them
according to the historical and literary data. 11 Another approach would
consist in investigating the historical evolution of these phenomena by
tracing their various stages and influences. Yet another approach could
even be occupied with the reciprocal relations between the Hellenistic-
Roman historico-cultural sphere and the society in which some non-Is-
raelites “sympathised” in some ways with the Jewish world and its religion.

3. The scope of the present study

Far from going in the direction of one of the approaches just mentioned
or examining the historical research into the relationships between the
non-Israelites and the Jewish communities in the Hellenistic and Roman

9For this text, see e. g. F.A. Spina, The Faith of the Outsider, 86.
10For seven different categories and a large number of examples quoted in the Hebrew

Bible, in the intertestamental literature and in non-Jewish texts, see S. J. D. Cohen, “Crossing
the Boundary and Becoming a Jew”, passim.

11See the approach of S. J. D. Cohen, ibid.; D.L. Smith-Christopher, “Between Esdra and
Isaiah: Exclusion, Transformation, and Inclusion of the ‘Foreigner’ in Post-Exilic Biblical
Theology”, passim.
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periods, our work is aimed at looking into the theological principles mo-
tivating and supporting the possibility of an approach by individuals and
peoples to the God of Israel. With this aim, our objective is to analyse
some texts where the relationship between YHWH, Israel and the non-
Israelites is examined. In particular, our analysis will deal with two Old
Testament texts, the book of Jonah and Psalm 33, and an intertestamental
text belonging to the Hellenistic-Jewish literature, the novel Joseph and
Aseneth. Through the analysis of and exegetical comment on these texts,
our study aims at understanding their position towards those who, al-
though not Israelites by birth, come to know and /or find a relationship
with the God professed by the people of Israel. The present study looks at
three texts of different genres, periods and provenance in order to observe
what ideas and theological themes they adopt in order to speak of the
relationship between YHWH, Israel and the non-Israelites. In this way,
we shall seek to identify the common ideas in the texts and to study how
each text intended to present them in order to provide possible theological
concepts for the argument.

For a first step, then, we shall investigate how the book of Jonah, with
its didactic message, places both the sailors and the Ninevites before the
message which God sends to each of them through his prophet and how
all the characters in the story react in their relations to one another. In this
connection, it will be our aim to identify and analyse the key theological
motifs implied by the text and to investigate how coherent they are and
how warranted by the narrative frame in which they are presented. Even
if some questions remain open on account of the enigmatic character
of certain passages, it seems interesting to point out and scrutinise two
aspects: the motifs of creation and the mercy of God which, on close
examination, constitute the threads with which the whole narrative is
woven.

In a second stage, we shall look at Psalm 33 (MT and LXX). It is a hymn
and so presents its arguments not through a narrative or a more or less
clear allusion to historical facts or precise biblical episodes; rather, in it,
the theme of the relationship between God and the nations is established
according to more general ideas and principles which refer explicitly to
the theme of YHWH as creator and Lord of history and as one who is
merciful to those who trust in him. In this connection, we shall indicate
particularly the implications of these themes in relation to all those who
dwell on the earth and who are called on to fear and trust in YHWH.

In the third step of this study, we shall examine some passages we think
important in Joseph and Aseneth. In its account of the story of the transfor-
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mation of Aseneth who from being a pagan, repents in order to embrace
the Jewish faith in full, it constitutes an example of a narrative in which
there emerge on several occasions some fundamental theologumena of
Israel’s creed which the author uses to give theological legitimacy to the
fact that a foreigner not only can have access to the salvation prepared
by God for his people in the beginning but that, by becoming the wife of
Joseph, Aseneth will have a not unimportant role for the descent of this
people in the future. The aim of our enquiry in this case will once again be
that of investigating exegetically those concepts and principles which the
text adopts so that the prayer of a foreign woman who wishes to embrace
the Jewish faith and her repentance can be accepted by the God of the
patriarchs and by those who have been called to follow him right from
the beginning.

It is our view that the combined analysis of these three texts will offer
new perspectives for understanding how the relationship between God
and the non-Israelites matured in the development of Israel’s theology and
with regard to its relationship with its God. In this way, the present study
is an example of research which, by bringing together three different texts,
aims to identify some central theological considerations which, although
formulated differently in the respective texts, lie at the basis of a theology
which seeks to conceive of a positive relationship between God and the
non-Israelites. In this respect, we shall pay particular attention to the
possible models of relationship which each text offers.

4. Methodological approach

a) The book of Jonah
The starting point of the present study will be the analysis and exegesis of
chapters 1, 3 and 4 of the book of Jonah. As has been said, this analysis
aims to investigate the text starting from the question as to the way in
which it delineates the dynamic of the relationships between Israel, God
and the nations. In this connection, we must clarify immediately that,
even if our analysis is carried out carefully on the basis of a reading as
close as possible to the text, it is not our business here to provide a sys-
tematic commentary on the book of Jonah as a whole. Thus, we shall not
be considering chapter 2, and in particular, the so-called “Psalm of Jonah”
(Jonah 2:3–10) since it is our belief that, in the overall scheme of the book,
it is not an important passage for answering our basic question. The anal-
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ysis of the chapters examined will be carried out on the basis of a “close-
reading” of the Hebrew text which will make use of all the important
grammatical and philological observations on the Hebrew text and take
into consideration the narrative characteristics of the account. We do not
aim to provide a criticism of the sources or to investigate the literary strata
which such research could hypothesise; rather, we intend to take the text
just as it is, in its final Masoretic redaction, in order to understand how
it established the basic ideas concerning the theological concept of Israel
regarding its relationship with the nations. It is clear that the text of Jonah
is distinguished from others by its parabolic character; it has no interest in
transmitting historical facts. Rather, the genre of the book is close to what
could be described as a didactic narrative. In this way, as will be indicated
in the introduction to the book in question, which will mention the main
matters belonging to the composition of the text, the book of Jonah is
not a linear account which presents events in a definite chronology and
furnishes precise and exhaustive information on the change of places or
scenes or characters. Therefore, working precisely from its didactic cha-
racter, we shall seek to understand better the fundamental message which
the text intends to transmit by focusing our attention on some questions
which are often neglected by exegetical studies on the book of Jonah,
even by recent commentaries, or which have been interpreted according
to concepts which seem problematic today, as we have seen above, for
example, “conversion” or “universalism”. In particular, we shall consider
some aspects which in our opinion are of decisive importance for a better
understanding of the status of the non-Israelites within this account in
relation to Israel and its God. In this way, this study will be especially
concerned to investigate the implications of the vows and sacrifices which
the sailors offer to YHWH at the end of chapter 1; the “believing” of
the Ninevites in chapter 3; the difference between the sailors’ “fearing”
and the Ninevites’ “believing”; “God’s seeing”, as well as the vocabulary
of mercy in chapter 4 and the interweaving of discourses and actions in
it. Investigation into these elements will allow us to reconsider the book
of Jonah by throwing new light on those aspects which have sometimes
entangled its interpretation in conventional schemes such as that which
offers a vision of the person of Jonah as a negative type of the Judaism of
his time. 12

12See e. g. W.H. Van Wijk-Bos, “No Small Thing: The ‘Overturning’ of Nineveh in the
Third Chapter of Jonah”, 218–219, who argues against such an understanding of the book
of Jonah and the prophet.
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b) Psalm 33 (MT and LXX)
The second text examined is Psalm 33. This psalm will help us to under-
stand better how a poe tic - hymnological composition intended to establish 
some theological ideas which gravitate around the question of God’s ac-
tion on the cosmos and his relation with all humanity of which Israel 
is a part. In a first stage, our exposition will focus on providing some 
guidelines which locate the psalm within the panorama of existing studies 
on the psalter. In this con nec tion, we shall not fail to highlight that the 
interpretation of Psalm 33, above all, that developed in the course of 
the twentieth century, was largely influenced by Formgeschichte and its 
rami fi cations. We shall thus seek to throw new light on some character-
istics proper to the psalm which, rather than having been read in a more 
universal interpretative key, which the text pro vides on several occasions, 
have been pigeon - holed, sometimes in a highly arguable way, for example, 
in a liturgical Sitz im Leben proper to Israel. This has prevented the studies 
from ta king account of some important characteristics of the psalm which, 
instead, does not, for example, give any clear and explicit reference to 
Israel and its history. In this connection, it will be our business to try to 
understand what human qualities this composition is addressing and if it 
is treating solely of Israel. After presenting Psalm 33 within the framework 
of exis ting exegetical studies, we shall look first at the Masoretic Text 
followed by an interpretative reading of each verse taking account of the 
theological development of the psalm which we think to be unitary. In 
this connection, in fact, it will seem appropriate to consider the ele ments 
which figure in it within the overall frame of the theological ideas which 
structure the com position as a whole, giving it a harmonious hymno-
logical shape, despite its “alphabetising” structure. For this reason it will 
be necessary to study in detail some distinctive elements of Psalm 33, 
above all those of mercy and creation which play a role of fundamental 
importance for understanding to what degree and why all the people on 
earth are being called on to fear YHWH and trust in his חֶסֶד . In relation to 
the latter, we shall not neglect to try to understand the significance which 
the macarism in verse 12 assumes in the entire structure of the psalm. In 
addition, we shall compare the Masoretic Text of the whole psalm with 
that of the LXX which is characterised by some considerable differences 
precisely in relation to the main themes just mentioned. In the last step of 
our analysis, we shall look at all the important variants in the LXX so as 
to highlight how the universal stamp of the psalm is further con firmed by 
the oldest translation of the Hebrew Psalm text. 
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c) The novel “Joseph and Aseneth”
Joseph and Aseneth is an intertestamental novel belonging to Hellenistic-
Jewish literature. Taking its cue from the hints in Gen 41:45, it devel-
ops the story of how the patriarch Joseph ends up marrying Aseneth,
an Egyptian young woman, daughter of Pentephres, priest of On. The
present study will consider especially the first part of the text, namely,
chapters 1 to 21, which tell of the story of the meeting of Joseph and
the pagan Aseneth. This is the starting point for a process of profound
transformation in the woman which will lead her to abandon her idol-
atrous behaviour and embrace the faith in the God of Israel alone. It is
clear that by developing the story of the change in Aseneth, the novel
is concerned with the Israelites as cultic and ethnic community. Thus,
it seems that the example of Aseneth, taken as a model by the narrator,
could constitute a paradigmatic example of a pagan who has become a
believer in the God of Joseph. This is because, on the one hand, she will
have a certain importance in the story of the future Israel on account of
her marriage with Joseph; on the other hand, the story of the two spouses
is ascribed to the patriarchal period in which the prescriptions concerning
new converts to the God of Israel play no role since the Sinai covenant
and all the regulations required by the gift of the Torah are actually still
non-existent. The novel, therefore, allows the placing of the story of the
transformation of a pagan to the worship of the God of Joseph, outside
every legal restriction in order to go still further and thus to present
some theological ideas which would give not only legitimacy but also
desirability to a foreigner’s adhering to the Jewish faith.

After all the preliminary questions which will allow us briefly to situate
the text of Joseph and Aseneth in a basic historico-literary framework, our
analysis will investigate the text, interpreting some passages chosen in
order to observe how this writing tackles the question of the relationship
between God, the foreigners and the Jewish community of which Aseneth
and Joseph are the respective representative models. In relation to this,
therefore, there will be a careful reading of some passages of the novel
which, taking account of the vocabulary employed, will examine all the
important stages of the process of the maiden’s transformation: starting
off as pagan, she ends up in rejecting the gods of Egypt to which she had
been devoted exclusively in order to worship the God of Joseph alone.
To this end, we shall examine especially those elements which determine
Aseneth’s “religious” status both before and after her radical change, pay-
ing attention, first, to those conditions which constitute an obstacle to
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getting close to Joseph and so to his God; then, the conditions which allow
these obstacles to be overcome for the girl to address the God of Joseph as
that creator God who gives pardon to all who call upon him.

The text will be analysed using a “close-reading” approach which will
permit us, moreover, to identify those biblical topoi which occur on sev-
eral occasions in the novel and which characterise Aseneth’s language,
above all when she addresses the God of Joseph in her long prayer. As we
shall see, Aseneth is presented as a non-Israelite who is calling on this God
as creator God and merciful God. In this connection, it seems important
to stress that our research is a sort of novum in the panorama of existing
studies on Joseph and Aseneth. In fact, even if, since the nineteen fifties
until the present day, this novel has increasingly recalled the attention
of specialists, who have been occupied with it in various ways, there
still exist few works which are concerned to comment in detail on some
central passages of the text. Above all, an exegesis of the novel must take
into consideration those passages which record the principal steps in the
transformation of Aseneth, the theological concepts alluded to, and also
what is not said in the text.

d) The final conclusions of this study
The final conclusions will contain a summary of the main results obtained
from the analysis of each text. We shall also highlight the common ideas
which the texts present in order to show how, in these texts, Israel con-
ceived the models of relation between God, Israel and the nations. Finally,
we shall seek to note how the important ideas and theological concepts
in Jonah, Psalm 33 and Joseph and Aseneth return to a certain degree
in contemporaneous or later texts in which similar questions arise the
responses to which are open to new horizons. In this connection, there
will be a brief presentation of some passages in which the question of the
relationship between God, Israel and the other peoples is taken up again:
Pseudo-Philo, On Jonah; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities (XX, §§ 34–48), and
Wisdom of Solomon 11:23–26.
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