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General introduction:

The paper I have presented is draft 8 of what I hope will be the beginnings of a course that focuses on a variety of models of G-d’s intervention in the Biblical world..

I originally intended to write a complete course that covered six different models of G-d’s intervention in the world. I also hoped to write a teacher’s guide with accompanying worksheets, however, it soon became very clear that I was being far too ambitious.

So, I narrowed my focus onto a mini-course, to research only three models. However, I did not reach even that target. I finished with a paper that focuses on two models of G-d’s Biblical intervention and have provided worksheets with them.

However, I am not at all disappointed with my achievement. My mentor Esther Lapian, to whom I am very grateful, constantly made me examine and re-examine my ideas. She made me realise that I was unclear about many of the ideas that I had. However, through her focused questioning, I was able to analyse my thoughts and present them clearly. 

I am only now coming to grips with the information in this paper. I hope that one day, I will be able to complete this task.

G-d's Role in Biblical Events:

A Historiographical View of the Bible as a Model for a Modern Understanding of 

G-d's Role in History.

Aims:

In this essay, I would like to:

1) Examine two specific Biblical episodes in which the narrator views G-d's 

intervention as the critical and deciding factor in the outcome of events. I will 

suggest alternative reasons for the outcome.

2) Show how the ancients designated G-d as  the sole determiner of history 

and events.

3) Show how the Bible's view of historiographical events can be used as an 


educational model for an understanding of G-d's role in history.

Rationale:

I was taught Tanakh poorly and I want to teach it properly.

For example, when I was taught the story of Gideon I read:

שו' ז:כ"ב...וַיָּשֶׂם ה' אֵת חֶרֶב אִישׁ בְּרֵעֵהוּ וּבְכָל הַמַּחֲנֶה וַיָּנָס הַמַּחֲנֶה... 

...HaShem set every man's sword a against his fellow, even throughout all the host; and 

the host fled...




Judges 7:22
When I asked how was it possible for the sane and well trained soldiers of Midian to 

suddenly kill their comrades, I was told that it was a miracle and that I just had to 

believe it. 

As soon as I heard this, I stopped understanding the story. Why did Gideon need to 

summon an army, why did he need to blow on the shofarot, if G-d was simply going to 

have the enemy kill themselves. What was the point of Gidon's battle plan? This and 

many other stories did not make sense to me; I would like to try and make sense of 

them.

Another problem I had with the Tanakh was that I was never able to empathise with 

the ancient world. The ancients constantly experienced miracles and yet I never did. 

I was taught that the reason that we don't experience similar miracles today is because 

of הסתר פנים and ירידת הדורות i.e. that G-d deliberately hid Himself from us because 

we no longer deserved to be close to Him.

I never liked these answers because I did not feel that the world around me was so 

wicked or at least, more wicked than the ancient world. The ancient world, including 

Israel, was filled with idol worship, murder, injustice, etc., and yet they seemed to 

experience miracles constantly. Whilst our world today still has much wickedness, the 

people around me are generally good people. Growing up, I only felt love, kindness 

and awe of G-d. I did not feel distanced from Him at all.

Therefore, I want to claim that we misunderstand the representation of G-d in the 

Bible. Instead of reading the stories from a twentieth century perspective, we must put 

ourselves into the time and mindset of the authors and of the people experiencing the 

stories to see how they felt G-d's presence. I intend to show that the biblical author had 

a subjective view. His telling of the narrative could be interpreted as natural events as 

well as acts of G-d. 

It could be argued that I will be taking G-d out of these stories thus giving students the 

opportunity to take G-d out of Jewish history altogether. I acknowledge this 

possibility, but feel strongly that the opposite is more likely. The more realistic the 

presentation of the story, the more likely students will be to believe in them. They will 

hopefully, also stop seeing the Bible as a book of supernatural tales, and will be able to 

empathise more strongly with their ancient ancestors.

I believe that if we were to look at the world in the same way the Biblical authors did, 

we too will see G-d as directly involved in the world.

I have chosen two episodes to discuss. Each episode has a different model of G-d's 

intervention in human affairs:


a) Tower of Babel - G-d's control of human development.


b) Deborah and the Battle at Mount Tabor - G-d's control of battle.

I originally intended this paper to be a teacher's guide for a course that would allow 

students to examine numerous models of G-d's interaction with the world. However to 

do that I would need to elaborate on many more biblical episodes which is beyond the 

scope of this project. I nevertheless hope that educators will be able to use this paper 

as a guide to teaching these two episodes. To that effect, I have included worksheets 

as a supplement to this paper.

Translation:

I have used the 1917 JPS translation of the Bible for all Biblical quotes. The medieval 

commentaries have been translated by myself.

The Tower of Babel: Genesis 11:1-9

Why  I have chosen the Tower of Babel:

The Tower of Babel is an episode that I never understood as a child. It seems to be a 

classic story of "zap". The people were wicked and wanted to fight G-d. G-d stopped 

them in their tracks by changing their languages. One minute they all spoke one 

language, the next, they all spoke seventy languages
. How could this have happened? 

Surely the people realised that suddenly they no longer understood one another. "It 

was a miracle," I was told.

In this paper I will attempt to explain how the people sinned, show the relevance of the 

punishment and explain the process of how G-d confused their languages.

Introduction:

The episode describing the Tower of Babel contains only nine verses. These nine 

verses present us with an extremely dense and opaque story, making it difficult to 

understand at first glance.

It is apparent that the people of Shinar were sinning
, since G-d stops them from 

achieving their aims. Yet, as the Rashbam explains
, from only a "simple" reading of 

the text, there does not seem to be any obvious crime. Nor is it explicitly stated that 

G-d is angry with them. The verse merely states:

בר' י"א:ה וַיֵּרֶד ה' לִרְאֹת אֶת הָעִיר וְאֶת הַמִּגְדָּל אֲשֶׁר בָּנוּ בְּנֵי הָאָדָם. 


HaShem came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men 
builded.







Gen 11:5

G-d does not simply pass judgement on these people. He goes down to investigate 

whether they are actually doing anything wrong as their actions were not obviously 

wicked. Indeed what is so wrong with building a skyscraper, and what kind of 

punishment is it, that everyone has their languages confused? This episode, therefore, 

needs investigation.

My original understanding of the story:

When taken at face value, the episode of the Tower of Babel appears to be the Bible's 

explanation of how nations developed different languages even though they all 

stemmed from one source. G-d proves to be the answer to that question:

שם ט ... כִּי שָׁם בָּלַל ה' שְׂפַת כָּל הָאָרֶץ וּמִשָּׁם הֱפִיצָם ה' עַל פְּנֵי כָּל הָאָרֶץ: 


...because HaShem did there confound the language of all the earth; and from 


thence did HaShem scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth.











Ibid

The whole episode from beginning to end seems to be a simple history lesson which 

took place over a short space of time.

I want to argue, that the development of many languages took place over a long period 

of time and could be seen as a natural progression, but that in essence, G-d controlled 

the whole process behind the scenes. Yet the Torah deliberately describes G-d's actions 

as direct and immediate. This is because the Torah wants to emphasise that G-d was 

indeed responsible for all of the changes, even though to the people experiencing the 

changes, it would not have appeared that way.

The story:

The world was going through changes. Originally the whole world was of:

שם א ... שָׂפָה אֶחָת וּדְבָרִים אֲחָדִים. 

...one language and of one speech.


Ibid 

Ibn Ezra argues that not only did everyone speak the same language, but that there 

was no distinction between dialects:

אבן עזרא שם וטעם דברים אחדים - בעבור שימצא היום בכל לשון דברים שלא יבינום כל 

אנשי הלשון ובימים ההם דברי חכם וכסיל היו אחדים...



...today it is possible to find in every language, words that are not understood 

by everyone. However at that time, the words of the educated and the 

uneducated were one.




Ibn Ezra 11:1

All this was about to change.

When the flood ended, humans lived in the mountains around Ararat. However, they 

soon started to migrate. One group found a valley in Shinar and decided to live there. 

However, their lifestyle had to adapt to the change in environment. In the mountainous 

Arrarat, people found shelter in caves and by using the large stone slabs available 

there. However, the valley of Shinar had no natural shelters
. To compensate for this, 

the people had to create artificial substitutes. Thus they invented bricks.

בר' י"א:ג וַיֹּאמְרוּ אִישׁ אֶל רֵעֵהוּ הָבָה נִלְבְּנָה לְבֵנִים... 

And they said one to another: 'Come, let us make brick
...










Gen 11:3

With this technological development came a linguistic development. These new 

inventions needed names. Therefore, from the word לבנות - to build, came the word לבנה  - brick. The Torah hints at this continued linguistic growth in the same verse 

with the continued double usage of the roots שרפ and חמר:





שם
וְנִשְׂרְפָה לִשְׂרֵפָה






וַתְּהִי לָהֶם הַלְּבֵנָה לְאָבֶן






וְהַחֵמָר הָיָה לָהֶם לַחֹמֶר
and burn them thoroughly.' And they had brick for stone, and slime had they

 for mortar. 







Ibid

I can explain this linguistic development with a modern example. Today we have new 

words in English being created all the time. Words such as "Internet", "CD-ROM", 

"modem" are all new. New developments in the hi-tech industry have brought about 

these new words. 

Thus, over a substantial period of time, new words and new languages developed. 

Rashi explains that the process began slowly, with people merely misunderstanding one 

another. However it soon led to conflict. The process is explained below.

: רש"י שם  ז לא ישמעו - זה שואל לבנה וזה מביא טיט וזה עומד עליו ופוצע את מוחו
One asked for a brick the other brought cement, so he stood over his friend and 

smashed his skull.






Rashi 7

One person asked his partner for a brick. His partner, whilst speaking the same 

language could not understand the request for a brick. Surely he needed cement, so he 

brought his partner cement. The original person who had asked for the brick, became 

so frustrated with his friend's lack of understanding, that he eventually became violent 

towards him.

People simply could not understand each other's ideas. As their frustrations grew, 

disputes grew and so, people could no longer live together. Groups began to leave 

Shinar and spread all over the earth.

Today, even though they speak English, when computer specialists talk, I find it 

difficult to understand them and they have difficulty understanding why I cannot 

understand them. As a Jewish Studies teacher, I can also clearly understand the 

frustration that Rashi was referring to when a student does not understand what I 

consider to be a simple point.

The Torah considers these frustrations as being G-d's tool for bringing about the 

dispersal of peoples throughout the world. Groups of people left Shinar because they 

could no longer live with one another. They settled in new areas. They eventually 

spread out across the whole earth. However, the Torah explains this process very 

concisely, as it is only concerned with its architect, but not withe the process itself. 

שם ט  ...בָּלַל ה' שְׂפַת כָּל הָאָרֶץ וּמִשָּׁם הֱפִיצָם ה' עַל פְּנֵי כָּל הָאָרֶץ.

HaShem did there confound the language of all the earth; and from thence did     


HaShem scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth. 

Ibid 9

As time progressed, these groups evolved new languages.

As Ibn Ezra explains, these events took a very long time. He even goes as far as to say 

that the whole process was not a punishment, but G-d's mercy in guiding humanity to 

this ideal of multiple languages.

אבן עזרא שם ז ...ובימים רבים במות הדור הראשון נשכח הלשון הראשון והשם הפיצם והוא 

טוב להם.


...many days after the original generation had died, the original language was

 
forgotten and the Lord had scattered them. This was for their benefit.










Ibn Ezra 11:7

Why however, was G-d forced to intervene at this juncture? The Chizkuni explains 

that humanity challenged a basic principle of creation:

חזקוני שם ג פן נפוץ: הם בקשו לבטל מה שגזר הקב"ה: ומלאו את הארץ.
They wanted to cancel G-d's decree of "fill the earth".
Chizkuni 3

Chizkuni is making a subtle point. G-d created Man in His own image charging him to 

"be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth, conquer it and dominate" (Gen 1:28) the 

animal kingdom. Thus, Man would continue the creation process, which is part of 

being in G-d's image. 

The Chizkuni argues that the settlers in Shinar wanted to uproot this basic tenet of 

creation. The tower would act as a prison for humanity, preventing humankind from 

spreading and filling the earth. This in turn would stunt its creative growth, negating 

the whole purpose of creation. Humanity's actions therefore, demanded divine 

intervention. G-d achieved His desire for humanity to "fill the earth" by first confusing 

their languages.

Out of all the many episodes that must have occurred between the post-Noah and 

pre-Abrahamic period, this story was included in the Bible, because it describes 

humankind's attempt to violate a basic tenet of creation
. G-d therefore, intervened in 

such away so that Man could not achieve his goals. 

However, as Ibn Ezra explains and as I understand Rashi, this process was long and 

drawn out. The people experiencing this process would not have even noticed it 

happening. G-d was nevertheless still firmly in control, directing the whole process 

behind the scenes.

It is my belief that the new languages reflected a new pluralism of culture. This new 

pluralism would constantly challenge Man to seek the truth. Eventually, in spite of or 

as a result of humanity's continuous conflicts, Mankind would eventually discover the 

truth of G-d. I believe that this is what the Ibn Ezra was referring to when he said that 

the changes was beneficial for them.

Conclusion:

I believe that I have given the modern believer a new way of  understanding this story. 

I have also given him the opportunity to apply this model of G-d's intervention in the 

ancient world to his own world. He can now view global political, economic, 

environmental events and even scientific discoveries as evidence of G-d's ever presence 

and of His guiding hand in order to enable humanity to achieve the targets that He has 

set for them.

Just as G-d was working behind the scenes in the Tower of Babel, so too, He 

continues to work behind the scenes today.

Deborah and the battle at Mount Tabor: Judges 4-5

Introduction:

The story of Deborah is also one that disturbed me as a child. There seemed to be 

much human activity at the beginning of the story, i.e. Canaan's persecution of Israel, 

Barak's mobilisation of an army and Deborah's military and strategic plans. Yet in the 

end, G-d  does everything.

שו' ד:ט"ו וַיָּהָם ה' אֶת סִיסְרָא וְאֶת כָּל הָרֶכֶב וְאֶת כָּל הַמַּחֲנֶה לְפִי חֶרֶב לִפְנֵי בָרָק וַיֵּרֶד 

סִיסְרָא מֵעַל הַמֶּרְכָּבָה וַיָּנָס בְּרַגְלָיו:









HaShem discomfited Sisera, and all his chariots, and all his host, with the edge
of the sword before Barak; and Sisera alighted from his chariot, and fled away 

on his feet.






Judges 4:15

Starting from no involvement in the process, G-d ends by taking control. He confuses 

the Canaanites and causes them to flee. What need do we have for Deborah's military 

tactics and Barak's mobilisation of ten thousand men, if at the end of the day, G-d 

Himself causes Sisera's demise?

I would like to examine this episode and show that Deborah carefully planned this 

battle and that her army fought bravely to achieve their victory. Nevertheless, the 

biblical author emphasised that for all her planning, Israel was victorious only because 

G-d directed the events behind the scenes. Hence, the author of the book of Judges 

places the emphasis on G-d's intervention alone.

Analysis:

Israel was technologically very weak at the time and did not have proper weapons to 

fight the Canaanites. In previous battles against the Philistines, Israel was forced to 

fight with agricultural implements, for they had nothing else to fight with
. 

שם ג:ל"א וְאַחֲרָיו הָיָה שַׁמְגַּר בֶּן עֲנָת וַיַּךְ אֶת פְּלִשְׁתִּים שֵׁשׁ מֵאוֹת אִישׁ בְּמַלְמַד הַבָּקָר 

וַיּושַׁע גַּם הוּא אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל








After him was Shamgar the son of Anath, who smote of the Philistines six

hundred men with an ox-goad; and he also saved Israel. 

Ibid 3:31

It is, therefore, not surprising that Sisera's nine hundred chariots had overwhelmed 

Israel. Therefore, Deborah used her knowledge of the area as an integral part of her 

battle plan. She led her men to the relative safety of the mountains, where the threat of 

Sisera's horses and chariots was neutralised.

Deborah chose Mount Tabor knowing that the only possible route for Sisera's chariots 

to reach her was along the dry river bed (wadi) of  Nahal Kishon. 

שם ד:ז וּמָשַׁכְתִּי אֵלֶיךָ אֶל נַחַל קִישׁוֹן אֶת סִיסְרָא שַׂר צְבָא יָבִין וְאֶת רִכְבּוֹ וְאֶת הֲמוֹנוֹ 

וּנְתַתִּיהוּ בְּיָדֶךָ:


I will draw unto thee to the brook Kishon Sisera, the captain of  Jabin's army, 


with his chariots and his multitude; and I will deliver him into thy hand. 











Ibid 4:7

For the purposes of this story it is important to know that a wadi is a dry river bed that 

can be hit by flash floods, quickly becoming a powerful flowing river.

Sisera responded as Deborah had anticipated, by moving his forces to Mount Tabor. 

The two sides were at a stalemate: Sisera could not climb the mountain without losing 

his technological advantage, Deborah could not go down for fear of losing her height 

advantage.

The length of time both sides waited before Deborah ordered her troops down Mount 

Tabor is unclear. In the text's presentation of events, Sisera's arrival at Tabor is 

immediately followed by Israel's descent.

שם י"ד וַתֹּאמֶר דְּבֹרָה אֶל בָּרָק קוּם כִּי זֶה הַיּוֹם אֲשֶׁר נָתַן ה' אֶת סִיסְרָא בְּיָדֶךָ הֲלֹא ה' 

יָצָא לְפָנֶיךָ וַיֵּרֶד בָּרָק מֵהַר תָּבוֹר וַעֲשֶׂרֶת אֲלָפִים אִישׁ אַחֲרָיו:






Deborah said unto Barak: 'Up; for this is the day in which HaShem hath 

delivered Sisera into thy hand; is not HaShem gone out before thee?' So Barak 

went down from  mount Tabor, and ten thousand men after him.
Ibid 14

Nevertheless, this verse seems to infer that Deborah shrewdly waited for the right 

moment to attack. Before giving the orders to descend, she tells Barak that "This is the 

day" for the battle to begin. That day may have been the day Sisera arrived, or perhaps  

many months later. What is clear, is that on a specific day, something happened that 

caused Deborah to decide that "This is the day" to attack. That something was her 

seeing "HaShem gone out" before them.

When Deborah said that that she saw "HaShem gone out" before them, what did she 

mean? The text never tells us directly, however the song of Deborah and Barak in 

chapter 5, does say the following:

שם ה:ד-ה ה' בְּצֵאתְךָ מִשֵּׂעִיר בְּצַעְדְּךָ מִשְּׂדֵה אֱדוֹם אֶרֶץ רָעָשָׁה גַּם שָׁמַיִם נָטָפוּ גַּם עָבִים 

נָטְפוּ מָיִם: הָרִים נָזְלוּ מִפְּנֵי ה' זֶה סִינַי מִפְּנֵי ה' אֱ-לֹהֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל:






HaShem, when Thou didst go forth out of Seir, when Thou didst march out of
the field of Edom, the earth trembled, the heavens also dropped, yea, the 

clouds dropped water. The mountains quaked at the presence of HaShem, even 

yon Sinai at the presence of HaShem, the G-d of Israel. 

Ibid 5:4-5

Deborah saw the weather changing. There was thunder and lightning. It felt as if "the 

earth trembled" and "the mountains quaked..." 

Deborah waited for a change in the weather. This was the sign from G-d that Deborah 

was looking for. She knew that Sisera's chariots were waiting for them in the wadi; it 

was the only way for him to reach Tabor. She also knew that as the weather changed 

the wadi would become muddy. The chariots would not be able to move. G-d had 

given the sign that it was time to attack.

Josephus
 describes a huge storm that blew hail into the faces of the Canaanite troops 

– they could not see ahead of them. The ground became damp and the chariot wheels  

stuck in the mud. With the Canaanite's main weapon neutralised and the visibility poor, 

the Canaanites began to panic. When Barak and his army charged down the mountain, 

the noise and its echoes increased their panic causing them to flee. Israel had won. 

Yehuda Elitzur
 suggests that Deborah anticipated a miracle in some sense, by taking a 

risk and commencing the battle in the early spring, a time when a storm was possible 

but quite rare. This would explain why Sisera put his army at risk and led them into the 

wadi.

So when Deborah sang:

שם כ-כ"א מִן שָׁמַיִם נִלְחָמוּ הַכּוֹכָבִים מִמְּסִלּוֹתָם נִלְחֲמוּ עִם סִיסְרָא: נַחַל קִישׁוֹן גְּרָפָם 

נַחַל קְדוּמִים נַחַל קִישׁוֹן תִּדְרְכִי נַפְשִׁי עֹז:


The brook Kishon swept them away, that ancient brook, the brook Kishon. O 

my soul, tread them down with strength. Then did the horsehoofs stamp by 

reason of the prancings, the prancings of their mighty ones. 

Ibid 20-21

..she meant it literally. Deborah viewed the storm as G-d coming to her aid.

As John Gray 
 explains:


"The account of the battle, as so often in the Old Testament, is inexplicably 


laconic. The poetic version is more explicit at this point, stating that the stars in 

their courses fought Sisera, and adding that the river either swept them away or 

headed them off. A passage in the Ris Shamra text refers to the stars as the 

source of rain, so that a sudden  rainstorm seems to be indicated as the cause of 

Sisera's sudden discomfiture, which is directly referred to G-d..."

For Deborah, Barak and, their troops, G-d brought down the rain. They had no doubts 

the He had performed an open miracle for them. Hence, He was the deciding factor in 

their victory. Without Him, Israel never would have won.

Although we can piece together detailed military strategy, this is not the thrust of the 

account of the author of Judges. His purpose is not to teach us Deborah's tactics or 

how battles were fought in ancient Israel or even ancient Israelite history, but rather to 

teach us the importance of loyalty to G-d. When Israel was loyal to G-d, He rewarded 

them. When they were disloyal, He punished them.

Conclusion:

I have now explained another story that originally appeared opaque. Once again, one 

may ask why am I as a religious educator allowing students the opportunity to 

interpret this story in a purely secular manner. They could argue that ancient Israel was 

primitive for believing that every piece of luck that came their way, in this case the 

rain, was a miracle.

However, whilst this remains a possibility, I believe that I have done the opposite. By 

developing the naturalistic view of events, I have allowed a modern student to relate 

more closely to the Bible. As a result of piecing together the battle and its strategy, the 

student will hopefully look at his world in the same way his ancestors did. If he so 

wishes, he can now see G-d in his life in the same way the people of the book did.

Overall Conclusion

I have brought two models as to how G-d's participation in human affairs is presented 

in the Bible; one being G-d's control of human development, the other being G-d's 

control of battle. There are of course many more models of G-d's intervention. I 

believe that if the Jewish educator was to present all of G-d' intervention in a similar 

way, the student will become more committed to the Bible and to his heritage.
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� This corresponds with the seventy nations listed in the chapter


� Ibn Ezra rejects  this.אבן עזרא שם ד ואלה הבונים ראו בעצתם שלא יפרדו והשם לא יעץ כן והם לא ידעו:


� רשב"ם על בראשית י"א:א


� לבנים שאין אבנים בבבל שהיא בקעה: - רש"י שם ג


� I prefer to translate it as: 'let us invent bricks'


� Nahum Sarna argues that through this episode the Torah explains why G-d set aside Abraham and the Jewish people: "The post diluvian generations having learned nothing from history, have proved themselves to be disappointingly out of harmony with G-d. G-d must start again, as it were, in a fresh attempt to have His purposes on earth fulfilled. This is why the present narrative, which closes the second universal epoch in human history, is immediately followed by a genealogy that issues in Abraham..."


� See also שמואל א י"ג:י"ט-כ"ב


� Josephus Flavius, “Antiquities of the Jews” Book 5. Translated by William Whiston.


� “Daat Mikra” commentary on Judges, Mossad Harav Kook.


� John Gray editor of “The New Century Bible , Joshua, Judges and Ruth” Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd 1967
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