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This study is based on a dissertation at the Evangelisch-Theologische faculty of the University of 

München, under the guidance of Eckart Otto. Well documented and very detailed Martin Arneth offers an 

important contribution to the discussion of the problem that on the one hand the cult of a sun god is 

rejected in the Old Testament, but on the other hand the God of Israel is clearly depicted as a sun god in 

some texts. He presents his study as a reaction to previous research by H.-P. Stähli, H. Niehr, O. Keel, C. 

Uehlinger and B. Janowski with special emphasis on Psalm 72. At first sight this Psalm seems to have 

little to do with something like a sun cult, but it was already pointed out by other scholars that YHWH 

being described as the one who guarantees right and  righteousness with the help of the king (verse 1), 

can be interpreted as an element of the “Solarisierung des JHWH-Glaubens”. For this is characteristic of 

the role of the sun god in the religions of neighbouring cultures.  

Arneth first offers a thorough literally critical analysis of the Hebrew text of Psalm 72. He comes to the 

conclusion that verses 8-11, 15 and the first words of verse 17 were added later. He then compares this in  

his view original text to Assyrian texts and finds a number of correspondences regarding themes and 

structure of the text with the Akkadian hymn to Shamash on the occasion of the coronation of 

Assurbanipal (SAA III, 11). In his opinion one can even speak of a “Vorlage für Psalm 72”. There are 

also a number of correspondences to West Semitic conceptions of the sun and the moon, but Arneth sees 

no direct influence here. He assumes that Psalm 72 was composed in the second half of the seventh 

century BCE on the occasion of the accession to the throne of the young Josiah. As a first signal of the 

later reform by this king the poet of this Psalm would have taken up elements of the Assyrian hymn but in 

an anti-Assyrian manner. This surprising interpretation (Arneth calls it “der subversive Character der 

Rezeption”) is based on the literary analysis. Precisely the parts on the foreign politics, typical of the 

Assyrian propaganda, are left out in the original text. Not these threatening elements but the more positive 

picture of the king bringing justice and helping the poor are emphasised. YHWH has taken over the 

function of Shamash as source and keeper of this kind of right and righteousness. 

As Arneth is able to give Psalm 72 a precise place in history, he can now also make some remarks on the 

roots and the fruits of this way of describing YHWH. In his opinion Psalm 72 had direct influence upon 

later texts like Psalm 89; Isaiah 9:1-6; Jeremiah 21:11-12; and Zephaniah 3:1-5. Its roots are found in 

Exodus 22:20-26 about the care for the people who need help and in the old lists in 2 Samuel 8:15-18 and 

1 Kings 4:1-6 of officials responsible for right and righteousness. The observation that Psalm 72 makes 

clear that the description of YHWH as a sun god does not have to be regarded as a threat to sound 

monotheistic Yahwism now also sheds new light on a number of texts about the veneration of the sun. 

According to Arneth Josiah’s reform as described in 2 Kings 23:5, 11 only concerned the Assyrian 



elements of the worship of the sun. Veneration of YHWH as a sun god as attested in Ezekiel 8:16 was in 

itself not to be condemned. This is in line with texts like Zephaniah 3:5 and especially Isaiah 60 with its 

many relations, extensively discussed by Arneth, to Psalm 72. 

Arneth sketches a clear and at first sight plausible reconstruction of the way in which YHWH could be 

song about as “Sonne der Gerechtigkeit” in modern Christian hymns. And his study offers the reader a 

mass of nicely ordered material concerning the history of research and the relevant Assyrian texts. It is, 

however, not in every respect convincing. An important argument is derived from the literary analysis 

differentiating between a original text and later added verses. The least one can say about this that it also 

possible to defend the integrity of the song. Some of the verses interpreted by Arneth as secondary, like 

the verses 8 and 15, are clearly related to the context, respectively to verse 7 and verse 17. The basic 

reason to assume layers within the text does not seem to come from the reading of the text itself.  

With regard to the comparison with the Akkadian hymn to Shamash one can have doubts about the 

assumed very close relationship. The noticed parallel elements and similar structure are rather general. 

Moreover, it remains hazardous to use an argumentum ex silentio: the fact that something purposely 

would have been left out. 

It is surprising to find in between of the many Akkadian texts analysed by the author a number of texts in 

English or French translation.  

In the extensive list of literature a Dutch reader will have difficulties in finding many of his countrymen 

because their names are not correctly arranged alphabetically. Van den Toorn, for instance, should be 

listed under the letter T. De Moor, to be arranged under M, is wrongly spelled as “De Moore” and of his 

study The Rise of Yahwism a second enlarged edition appeared in 1997. 

Although there are reasons to doubt whether his theory about the development of the image of YHWH as 

a sun god will keep up to new studies, the book of Arneth can be recommended as an up to date and 

thorough survey of research in this matter. His detailed analysis of Psalm 72 and its relation to other 

biblical texts, especially Isaiah 60, in itself makes the reading of this book worthwhile. 
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