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In Families in Ancient Israel, Leo G. Perdue summarizes Blenkinsopp, Collins, and Meyers while providing a view of Old Testament covenant theology influenced by the early Israelite family structure.  The institutions that most influenced this theology, as Perdue explains, are marriage and interfamily relationships.  The Old Testament uses metaphors of these institutions to explain the character and activity of God, as well as human morality.  The reason that the Old Testament uses these metaphors to explain God is that these institutions are what the Israelites comprehended most.  Perdue begins with an overview of these institutions by summarizing the previous authors.  


Perdue’s main point about the ancient Israelite family is that it had three primary functions.  The first function is reproduction and the continuity of bloodlines.  The second function is social stability, and the third function is the economic well being of the other family members.
  The first function was achieved by creating a patrilocal, patrilinial society in which all members of the family (possibly four generations) lived in the same house.  The second function was achieved by giving the eldest male of the household almost absolute authority, although Perdue argues against this by explaining that the Old Testament arrested most of the male’s authority through the Deuteronomic laws.  The third function was achieved through each member working on the family ‘farm,’ and living in the same house through which they all shared the household and farm responsibilities.  


Perdue’s understanding of the functions of the family leads him to the connections he draws between these functions and the Old Testament that was written during this time.  He states, “Ancient Israel’s major understandings of God, creation, the nation, the nations, and morality were forged in large part by the social character and experience of the family household.”  Perdue points out that God is seen as both the head of the household (Israel), and the mother of Israel.  Both are metaphors derived from the family structure.  He also makes a good second connection between the relationship between Yahweh and Israel and the institution of marriage.  He says that the Old Testament draws metaphors from marriage by painting God as the husband and Israel as the wife.  Perdue then implies that monogamy, while not only preserving the social stability, is seen as faithfulness to Yahweh and His covenant.  


Perdue then continues with covenant by saying, “…laws, customs, values, and practices originating within the development of the household and its larger social constructs of clan and tribe were placed within a theology of covenant.”  He states that “fundamental assertions about the character and activity of God in history and creation, formed the basis and realization for laws, instructions, and proclamations about the family and about responsible moral life within the household.”  Perdue clearly thinks that the Israelite family experiences influenced Old Testament covenant theology, while the theology also influenced the family experience.  


These influences are good assertions by Perdue.  As he showed earlier with the comparisons of social institutions and covenant theology, a culture cannot help but influence its own writings through the culture’s experience.  Through an understanding of the ancient Jewish family, it is possible to see how it influenced a major source of religious knowledge while the source influenced the culture.  This is the profound relationship between the Bible and any culture.  It is possible for the Bible to be influenced, while at the same time influence the surrounding society.

�  These functions are in no particular order.  Perdue’s list has been condensed to place nurture, education, and reproduction into reproduction, as well as judiciary and military functions into social stability.  








