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A Note on 2 Sam 7 

In Jerusalem, in the capital he chose for his kingdom, David 
wanted to build a temple for his God. The word of God concerning the 
matter, spoken through the mouth of Nathan and recorded in 2 Sam 7, 
has been a puzzle to many biblical scholars, and innumerable attempts at 
its explanation have been made. l Whether of the opinion to see there an 
expression of absolute denial of a temple in the religion of Israel,2 or to find 
there the tension between the Ark and the tent,3 or to feel David's attitude 
toward the temple building problematic,4 or to try to explain it from a politi
cal viewpoint,5 or whatever else,8 none of those numerous attempts seems 
really to offer the solution of the puzzle. 

The Old Testament itself offers two explanations outside the text of 2 
Sam 7: that David shed too much blood, and the temple building should 
not be undertaken by such a hand;7 and that he was too busy because of 
the wars he had to fight. 8 In the first we have a glimpse into the current 
temple theology,9 and in the second we find the simple historical fact: 
David just could not do it. It seems, from the above, that it did occur to 
the people of the Old Testament to wonder why David, of all their kings, 
did not build the temple. It does not seem, however, to have occurred to 
them to wonder why the temple was built at all. lo 

The purpose of this paper is very modest. It is not another attempt to 
solve the difficult literary and historical problems that are involved in 2 
Sam 7. It will try only to put the biblical text in the wider context of an
cient Near Ea,stern religious thought. It might very well be-as we hope
that this very shift of perspective will shed no little light on the text and 
show that some of the problems that have been found in it are automatically 
solved. 
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In the world of ancient Mesopotamia, the relationship god-king-temple 
. was clear. A king was a mediator between the divine and the human worlds 
and, as such, he carried an immense load of responsibilities in two directions: 
heavenward to assure the gods of the devotion of the people, and earth
ward to confirm the fertility thus resulting from the gods' pleasure. One of 
the most important of the royal duties was to build, rebuild, and repair the 
gods' earthly abodes-the temples-and to keep them and their functions 
in good condition.ll None of those activities, however, could be undertaken 
at a king's own will or whim. The sole authorizing power rested with gods. 
That it was no casual matter for a king to undertake one of those activities, 
especially the (re)building of a temple, can be seen in many Mesopotamian 
inscriptions. The classical examples are Gudea, Esarhaddon, and Naboni
dus. Esarhaddon states quite simply: 

For the renewal of that temple I was agitated and was struck with awe, 
and was quite at a loss. But through the X (some divination utensil) of the 
divination Sham ash and Adad answered me with a reliable affirmative, and 
concerning the building of that temple and renewal of its cells they caused 
a liver-omen to be written (to show their Will).12 

Discovery of the foundation inscription of any former kings being considered 
a favorable omen for an affirmative divine will for the renewal of that temple, 
Nabonidus had the foundation of the ruined temple excavated thoroughly 
until such was found. Upon coming across one, he says: 

The inscription of Hammurapi, an ancient. king, who, 700 years before 
Burnaburiash, had built Ebarra and the ziggurat for Shamash upon the 
ancient foundation, I found therein, and was struck with awe, agitated 
with fear, and was troubled. Thus I said to myself: the wise king Burna
buriash built the temple and had Shamash the great lord dwell within it. 
I ......... 1 me that temple, in its place [ ......... ] I raised my hand 
and prayed to the lord of lords: "0, Lord, foremost of the gods, Prince 
Marduk, without you no dwelling is founded, no foundation is laid; without 
you who can do anything! Lord, by your exalted command let me do 
what is pleasing to you! ,,13 

But by far the most elaborate is the account concerning the renewal of the 
temple of Ningirsu by Gudea, preserved for us by the famous Gudea Cylinder 
A. Ningirsu reveals to Gudea in a dream his wishes for the renewal of his 
temple. Though the dream seems rather clear to modern readers, Gudea 
insists that he does not understand the meaning. How he confirms. and 
reconfirms that will by many and repeated means, how he is worried and 
then overjoyed, at one and the same time, at the revelation of that divine 
will-all these are told in the somewhat exaggerated literary composition 
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of the first twenty columns of the Cylinder, followed by the detailed descrip
tion of how he then set out for the undertaking.1t 

We sense in the above examples those kings' feeling of agitation at the 
revelation of the divine will concerning the renewal of the temples. They 
made repeated efforts to confirm the divine will and to assure themselves 
of their own capacities to engage in the task. Not only were the physical 
and spiritual preparations made with utmost care, but the tension and ex
citement during the construction work seem to have been nationwide. It 
certainly presupposed an historical moment when a king felt assured of his 
people's united attention as well as favorable physical conditions. 

As to who should be nominated for the task, the gods reserved the right 
of the decision to themselves. For a king to be chosen for such a task or 
to have secured the divine permission for it no doubt meant his uncontested 
position and power over his kingdom, and he seldom failed to boast of it. 
We may quote, as an example, some passages from the inscription of Ne
bukadnezar written at his renewal of the temple of Shamash: 

~t that time; Ebarra, the temple of Shamash, which was iri Sippar, which 
SInce long before me had been in ruins, was like a flat land. Sham ash, my 
great lord, had not showed favor toward any of the former kings nor had 
he commanded (any of them) to bJlild; he desired me, his servant, the 
devout one, reverent of his divinity, for the building of the shrine. I waited 
for the sun, raised my hand, and prayed to the sun. I prayed for the building 
of the temple Ebarra .... 1& . 

It must have happened, as we may deduce from the above, that there were 
cases when a king was denied the task. Relevant records usually being the 
so-called building inscriptions, it is difficult to find a text explicitly mentioning 
such a denial. We may still be able to see in the following examples that 
such did happen once in a while. In the famous Sumerian poem "The Curse 
of Akkad:" Na~am-~in seeks permission from Enlil to renew his temple 
Ek~r. It IS demed him, and, according to the poem, the denial caused very 
senous consequences. 

Concerning the temple he sought for an oracle
To· build the temple, there was no oracle. 

Again concerning the temple he sought for an oracle
To build the temple, there was no oracle.11 

. Amon.g t~e Mari Letters we may find a similar example, though the letter 
10 questIon IS broken, and, not knowing the circumstances of the correspon
dence too clearly, we must admit that the rendering of the word bitu presents 
some problems: 
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He saw the following (dream): "You (pI.) shall not (re)build this deserted 
house. If the house is (re)built, I will make it collapse into the river." 
The day he saw this dream, he said nothing to anyone. The next day he 
again saw the following dream: "It was a god. 'You (pI.) shall not (re)build 
this house. If you (re)build it, I will make it collapse into the river.' "17 

From these few passages, though presented neither systematically nor ex
haustively, it will have become clear that a positive divine command and 
a divine appointment of a specific person were absolute requirements for 
the building (rebuilding or repairing) of a temple. If we now return to 2 
Sam 7, we will see that similar religious ideas underlie Nathan'S prophecy 
concerning the building of the temple in Jerusalem. There is no question 
in our text of a denial of temple building. Nor is there any hint at theolog
ical streams in Israel that were opposed to the building of any temple for 
Yahweh. The real issue is that both the initiative to build a temple and the 
choice of the person for the task must come from God and not from an in
dividual king. The prophecy stresses these two points. First, God has not 
commanded the building of a temple either to any of the past leaders or 
to David himself (vss 6-i). Second, the choice of the person is God's affair. 
God's denial-put in the interrogative form (vs 5)-concerns the person of 
David and not the temple itself. The emphatic position of the pronoun 
(h'lh) makes this point more than clear. Moreover, this denial of David 
results in the positive choice of his successor in vs 13, where the emphatic 
hw' ybnh is to be noted as a counterpart of the emphatic denial in vs 5. 

Tliere still remain many problems, both literary and historical, in the 
text. But we hope that the similar texts presented here have made it clear 
that 2 Sam 7 falls into the category of divine revelations concerning temple 
building, which is so common in the ancient Near East, and that, like those 
similar texts, Nathan's prophecy is positive in tone-that is, it does not 
imply any criticisms of temple building as such but, on the contrary, ex
presses the positive choice o.f one person for the task of building a temple 
for Yahweh.18 
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