PIETY

(1) THEOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF PIETY

Piety is the response of the heart to God, or more particularly, to God’s self revelation of Himself.  When the eternal God shows Himself as holy and loving, there must be a response. The response of the Old Testament believer is an active response that involves the whole of life.  For Abraham, it meant he had to leave, to follow and walk before God in a blameless way.  For Moses and Israel, it meant leaving Egypt, listening to God’s voice and following in the way He set.

(a)  The fear of the Lord

The initial response to a revelation of power is fear, but this is not exactly the same as what the Old Testament means by the “fear of the Lord”.  In fact, when Moses tells the people what God had revealed to him, he explicitly says, “do not fear” (Exodus 20:20), and yet he goes on to say that God came so that the “fear of Him” may be before them.  Moses wanted them to know that they need not fear as if they faced something unknown or unpredictable ( = the root cause of fear in pagan religions), but they were to live in the clear awareness of who God is.
In pagan religions, people lived in constant fear of the spirits which they must constantly seek to appease.  Israel’s fear of God was to be an awesome realisation that the holy God had turned to them and had chosen them to be His people.  They were to walk in a Godly fear, but a fear that led to confidence and trust, and not to paralysing uncertainty.

Wisdom, ( = the art of forming wise and successful plans), the psalmist said, begins with the fear of the Lord (Psalm 111:10).  The parallel phrase adds: “a good understanding have all those who practise it”.  So fear was not primarily an emotion, but a way of life based on a sober estimate of God’s presence and care.  Such an attitude includes emotion, but not a disintegrative emotion.  This fear leads to life and satisfaction (Proverbs 19:23).  Jeremiah prophesied that when the everlasting covenant would be made, the fear of the Lord would be put in people’s hearts, so that they would not turn away from Him (Jeremiah 32:40).  This inferred that the fear of the Lord Israel experienced in her own day was not perfect.

(b)  Faith in God

Genesis 15:6 says that Abraham believed God who reckoned him righteous because of his faith.  Throughout the Old Testament, only God is recognised as the proper object of faith (cf. Proverbs 28:26).  This faith or trust first implies a knowledge and understanding of God – not a theoretical knowledge, but a practical, experiential awareness (cf. Psalm 46:10 where the Psalmist asks us to be still and know who God is, because, from vs. 9, He makes wars to cease).

An awareness of the reality of God leads to a volountary surrender to God for guidance.  Psalm 37 typically follows the progression of firstly trusting in God (v.3), then delighting in God (v.4) which naturally leads to committing your way to Him (v.5).  Such a surrender leads to a trust in the promises of God ( = an active obedience).  Once God is known and commitment is made, life then becomes a matter of following.  In Psalm 26:1, the psalmist says he is not afraid to be judged by God because he has walked in integrity.  He adds, “I have trusted in the Lord without wavering.”  He is not saying his confidence is in his integrity, but that his integrity is offered as evidence of his trust in God.  

Implicit in the idea of faith is repentance, or as it is usually expressed in the Old Testament, turning.  Turning from one’s own way and following the Lord and His statutes implies that the past way was wrong. The Old Testament doesn’t project a picture of a once-for-all turning to follow God.  Rather, one confesses failure to God each time sin is committed ( = whenever a wrong turning has been discovered: Leviticus 5:5;  Deuteronomy 30:2; Ezekiel 18:30).
(c) Love for God

The classis passage which describes the whole of human duty to God is Deuteronomy 6:5 “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  The language typically calls for a love that involves the whole person.  The basic thirst of the human heart is for God (Psalm 42:1).  Love for God is an inner cleaving to God that naturally involves the whole life in loyalty and commitment.  The highest developed picture of this relationship is found in the prophet Hosea, where this bond is likened to the love between a husband and a wife.

This loving response is the only proper response to God’s faithfulness to humanity.  As Deuteronomy 7:9 explains, God keeps His covenant with those who love Him.  Later Moses put loving God together with serving Him and following in His ways (Deuteronomy 11:13,22).  This reinforces the Hebrew concept that love is not a feeling, but is a strong inner commitment that shows in outward obedience.  In both the Old and New Testaments, keeping God’s commandments shows why the psalmist could celebrate his love for the law above gold or any other riches (eg. Psalm 119:127).

Hosea also emphasises that love for God is a response to God having first loved and chosen Israel (Hosea 11:4).  The only reason given for God’s choice of Israel, was that He had set His love on them, and that was clearly not in response to anything Israel had done (Deuteronomy 7:7,8).  Jeremiah adds that God’s everlasting love is the basis for His faithfulness to them (Jeremiah 31:3).  The Old Testament prophets often used the term “know the Lord” with the sense of lovingly responding to Him (eg. Jeremiah 24:7; 31:34).  To “know” a person was often used in the Old Testament as a euphemism for having a sexual relationship with them (eg. Genesis 4:1).  

(2) CHARACTERISTIC EXPRESSIONS OF PIETY

(a)  Praise

The root idea of praise (hillel or yadah), is connected with making a voice or bodily gesture, or with playing and singing. This aspect was rarely missing form worship.  But in its usage, praise came to be associated with the joyous recounting of God’s gracious work as an expression of the gratitude of the worshipper.  Early examples are Exodus 15 and Deuteronomy 26:5-9 where confession of faith and praise are offered together.

The awareness and remembrance of God’s goodness gave Hebrew worship its characteristic exuberance (Psalms 92-100, 103-118).  For Old Testament believers, the reality of God was everywhere and immediately evident.  To deny God’s existence was to be classed a fool (Psalm 14:1).  Yet God’s presence was always personal.

Praise was often boisterous.  There was dancing (Psalm 150;4), all kinds of instruments (Psalm 108:2), constant singing (Psalm 33:3), and even tumultuous shouting (Psalm 27:6).  In praise, men and women found their highest end.  Praise was the most elementary proof that one was alive; the dead were those who didn’t praise (Psalm 115:17)

(b)  Prayer

Growing out of the same intensely personal relationship between God and His people was the sense that God could be talked to.  Though particular forms of prayer (such as the “sanctuary” prayers in Psalm 24:7-10) developed later, the basic content of Old Testament prayer was a spontaneous expression of trust called for by some personal experience.  Abraham’s servant knew that it was not necessary to pray only at sacred places, but that God could be talked to whenever the need arose (Genesis 24:42-44).  Very clearly, prayer was closely related to sacrifice, which was usually termed “seeking the Lord”.  This connection is important, because it suggests that one of the basic attitudes of prayer is submission to the will of God, which itself characterised the faithful keeping of sacrifices.  The connection was not always a fixed one though.  Prayer then, as now, was a natural expression of trust. 

For the Hebrew, there was no “magic” or any formula associated with the name of God.  Exodus 20:7 forbids taking God’s name in vain, which basically means “thoughtlessly.”  This, along with the spontaneous character of prayer, shows how distinct the Hebrews were from the nations surrounding them, who used the name of their god(s) in a “magical” way, who repeated phrases over and over, and who used whispering or muttering as the prescribed way to pray.
Missing also is any mystical sense of losing oneself in God and separating oneself from the world in praying.  Prayer in the Old Testament is an energetic means of cooperation with God in His work, rather than some form of retreat.  This is all the more important when it is recalled that the Hebrew saw the relation between God and the world as an intimate one.  God never called people out of the world, but into it, because it was to the world that God was revealing Himself as Lord and Redeemer.

The full range of spiritual life comes to expression in Old Testament prayer.  It expressed the people’s love and praise to God, and it also expressed one’s love for one’s neighbour.  One of the main emphases was intercession – Moses (Exodus 32:32), Aaron (Numbers 6:22-27), Samuel (1 Samuel 17:5-13), Solomon (1 Kings 8:22-53), and Hezekiah (2 Kings 19:14-19).  Any person, unknown or greatly known, could serve as a mediator between God and humanity.  This does illustrate though that a sinful people need someone who will plead their case before God.  In a sense, all who trust God need one another to intercede for them.  For this reason the awareness of sin and weakness was the constant context of prayer; expressions of distress and confession often begin Old Testament prayers. 
Though prayer is the expression of the personal relationship between God and His people, it finds its fullest expression in the communal worship of the temple.  The Songs of Ascent (Psalms 120 – 144), show the joy worshippers felt at the opportunity to go together to the house of worship (Psalm 137:5,6).  In the Old Testament, private and communal prayer are always complementary.

(c)  Glorifying God

The biblical idea of glory is that of heaviness or worthiness.  Glorifying God in the biblical sense could be expressed as letting the worthiness, the essence of God, be known.  The context of this idea in the Old Testament is the belief that the whole earth is an arena for God’s glory to show itself.  The heavens declare the glory of God (Psalm 19:1), but more than that, the whole earth is full of the glory of the Lord (Isaiah 6:3 = literally ‘the fullness of the whole earth is His glory’).  The Hebrew conceived the relation of God to the earth as a direct one, though not in any mystical sense.

However, because of sin, people do not see God’s glory in the world, and when God manifests Himself, it is invariably in judgement.  Isaiah had to have his lips cleansed when he was shown God’s glory and splendour (Isaiah 6:6,7 cf. Exodus 33:20).  But beyond judgement (after sacrifice has been properly made), it is possible for the believer to behold God’s beauty.  Beauty for the Hebrew was primarily an experience of worship and was related always to the presence of God (Psalm 50:2).  But this beauty was never something limited to only being seen and enjoyed.  It was characteristic of God’s manifestation of Himself that when His glory was seen, it was also communicated.  Hebrew worshippers became like what they beheld.  They were to reflect what they worshipped.  Praise was the means by which the believer remembered publicly what God had done.  It reflected in this way the glory, the worthiness of God.  In expressing praise then, the worshippers spread the glory of God. 

The prophets looked forward to the day when the glory of the Lord would cover the earth as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11:9).  In worship, the believer anticipates that day, because in the experience of worship, the beauty and glory of God are manifest.  Outside the temple, there were those who did not see God’s glory as they looked at the heavens.  So the prophets awaited a day when the glory of the Lord would be revealed in such a way that all flesh would see it together (Isaiah 40:4,5).  That day would be characterised by beauty (Isaiah 33:17), great joy (Isaiah 9:2,3) and praise (Isaiah 12:1,4).  No one would have to lead in worship urging us to know and praise the Lord, because we would all know Him, from the least to the greatest (Jeremiah 31:34).
This experience will be intensely personal without ceasing to be communal.  It is true that personal and individual communion with God was present from the beginning.  Noah, Abraham and Moses spoke with God. But their experience was also representative and mediatorial.  They spoke for the group and God dealt with them for the sake of the group.  It was always a people that God was calling to Himself, and these individuals found their communion with God within the context of this people of God.  In knowing God better, we are free to love our neighbour more perfectly and share this knowledge together. 

(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness,

InterVarsity Press, [1977], pp. 161-169)
© Geoff Wilson 2007

