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Abstract 

 

In this scholarly interview, Prof. Eckart Otto discusses his four-volume commentary on 

Deuteronomy, the literary history of the Pentateuch, biblical law in its ancient Near Eastern 

context, Max Weber’s studies of Ancient Judaism, and the reception of the Hebrew Bible and 

Weber in China. He explains why Deuteronomy occupies a pivotal position in his reconstruction 

of the Pentateuch’s literary development and describes his effort to correlate synchronic and 

diachronic approaches to biblical interpretation. Particular attention is given to the historical 

character of the biblical text. Otto considers the relationship between the Masoretic Text, the 

Qumran manuscripts, ancient translations, canonization, and the literary prehistory preserved 

within the final form of biblical books. He argues for a historically informed synchronic 

interpretation capable of recognising the theological, political, and legal debates embedded within 

the received text. The interview further examines the development of biblical law from ancient 

Near Eastern legal traditions. Otto discusses the distinctiveness of presenting God as lawgiver, the 

relationship between secular and religious law in the Covenant Code, the legal paradigm of the 

goring ox, and the reception and transformation of Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaty in 

Deuteronomy. These examples illustrate how biblical legal traditions adopted earlier material 

while reconfiguring the relationship between religion, political authority, and law. 

A substantial section is devoted to the reception of the Hebrew Bible and Max Weber in China. 

Otto relates contemporary Chinese discussions of Confucianism and Legalism to questions of 

ethics, law, political authority, and voluntary obedience. He also explains why Chinese scholars 

have shown renewed interest in Weber’s comparative sociology of religion, Ancient Judaism, 

Jewish legal tradition, and the social role of the Hebrew Bible. The interview concludes with Otto’s 

reflections on the future of Pentateuchal research. He identifies the correlation of synchronic and 

diachronic interpretation, the integration of exegesis with cultural history, and the unresolved 

literary relationship between the Pentateuch and the books from Joshua through Kings as central 

questions for further scholarship. 
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Interview with Prof. Eckart Otto 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

Good afternoon again, Professor Otto. 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

Hello. 

 



Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

In this second interview, we would like to focus on several important areas of your work: your 

major commentary on Deuteronomy, the history of biblical law, the reception of the Hebrew Bible 

in China, and your work on Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism. 

 

Your four-volume commentary on Deuteronomy comprises more than 2,000 pages and represents 

one of the most important parts of your scholarly work. You also edited Max Weber’s Ancient 

Judaism for the historical-critical complete edition of Weber’s works. Thank you, Professor Otto, 

for giving us the opportunity to discuss these subjects. 

 

Your commentary on Deuteronomy comprises more than 2,000 pages. What was your main goal, 

and what do you consider its most important conclusion? 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

My intention was, on the one hand, to test a new paradigm in Pentateuchal research. From my 

perspective, Deuteronomy is a focal point in the literary history of the Pentateuch. I wanted to test 

this approach by beginning the interpretation of the Pentateuch’s literary history not with Genesis, 

but from the end—moving from Deuteronomy back to Genesis. This simply reverses a perspective 

that has shaped scholarship for 300 years. That was one aspect of the project. 

 

The other aspect concerned the two approaches of synchronic and diachronic interpretation. I 

wanted to determine whether it was possible to correlate these two different methods of 

interpreting texts. 

 

I thought we could do that with a single book. It would have been very complicated to attempt it 

just now with the entire Pentateuch, with all five books, but we could select one book and correlate 

these different methods. 

 

I think it worked. I would say that this supports the claim that, sooner or later, we can harmonize 

these two different approaches now found in Old Testament scholarship, where one side often does 

not accept what the other is doing. Perhaps it will become clear that we can bring these approaches 

into harmony. That would represent a genuinely new step in twenty-first-century Old Testament 

scholarship on the Hebrew Bible. 

 



Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

For our listeners at the New Books Network and our viewers on the Institute for Hebrew Language 

and Literature channel, I would like to ask you something. In your commentary, you study both 

the historical development of Deuteronomy and its final form. Why is it important to combine 

these two approaches? 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

Those who work with the final form of the text argue that what matters is the text we have, because 

this is the only factual text available to us. All other texts proposed in literary-historical models 

are reconstructed texts. They are hypotheses, not facts. Such scholars therefore proceed from what, 

as they say, we actually possess. 

 

In the end, however, I think this approach does not really work because it is, to some degree, too 

simple. The first question we must ask is: what is the text that we really have? The text itself has 

a history, so which text is actually relevant? Christians, and to some degree Jews as well, have 

attempted to answer this question through the canonization of a fixed text. But if we do not follow 

this line of canonization—or appeal to divine inspiration or anything similar—we must enter the 

historical dimension, and that begins with the text itself. 

 

The text has a history of its own. We have the Qumran texts, the Masoretic Text, the various 

translations, and so on. It is therefore not so easy to say what the text we possess—the factum, as 

it is called—actually is. 

 

On the other hand, when you interpret a text synchronically—let us say, the Masoretic Text—it 

often also represents its own prehistory. Scribal scholars in antiquity worked with these texts, and 

within the texts we can observe how they worked. This should, of course, also form part of our 

interpretation of the text we have. 

 

We therefore need what I would call a historically informed synchronic interpretation. A 

synchronic interpretation must also take account of the text’s prehistory and literary history, 

because these often explain the text we possess. Behind the text, we find many theological 

discussions: argument A against argument B, followed by argument C, and so on. We can see how 

these arguments operate within the text. 

 

This is, or should be, part of understanding the text: recognizing the theological, political, and legal 

discussions preserved within it. 



 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

How did biblical law develop from older social and legal traditions, and what special role did 

Deuteronomy play in this process? 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

I would say that Hebrew legal history is a field in its own right. It is related to ancient Near Eastern 

law, but the central paradigm—making God the lawgiver and the source of law—is unique in the 

ancient Near East. Nowhere else do we encounter the idea that God could be the lawgiver; 

ordinarily, that role belongs to the king. 

 

Here we encounter a legal paradigm that I would describe, to some degree, as subversive. It 

questions the religious and legal conception of the ancient Near East, according to which the divine 

realm—that is, the gods—serves to legitimize political power and the lawmaking authority of 

political rulers. The Hebrew paradigm disrupts and abandons this correlation between religion and 

the state. 

 

I think this is the most important idea inherited by the three monotheistic religions: Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam. All three understand God as lawgiver, and all contain subversive impulses 

within their religious traditions. Consequently, each has repeatedly faced the problem of how to 

correlate religion and the state. 

 

To some degree, this produced the highly complicated 2,000-year history of Christianity: wars, 

often fought for religious reasons, and, on the other hand, the political use of religion. The 

relationship between religion and the state becomes especially complicated when two lawgivers 

compete with one another: the divine lawgiver and the state as lawgiver. 

 

The origin of this problem lies in the Hebrew Bible, especially in the Book of Deuteronomy. There 

we find an attempt to separate the two systems: political power on one side and religion on the 

other. They are differentiated so that religion can become a critical voice against the state, and vice 

versa. 

 



Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

How was biblical law connected with Assyrian and other ancient Near Eastern legal traditions, and 

what made biblical law different? 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

It is exactly this point. Biblical law presents us with a certain paradox. We must ask: why on earth 

is God interested in the goring ox? What does the goring ox have to do with divine law? Yet it 

becomes part of the law given by God. 

 

If we interpret this historically, we can see that the goring ox is a paradigm in cuneiform law. It 

was used by scholars in the interpretation of legal rules. They studied the case of the goring ox in 

order to learn how to decide legal cases. As a paradigm of legal education in cuneiform law, it was 

received by Canaanites—or by whoever brought it to Palestine—and incorporated into secular law. 

This secular law was later theologized: it became theological law given by God. That is why the 

goring ox suddenly appears as part of divine law. 

 

We therefore have, on the one hand, a process of reception and, on the other, a subversive 

transformation of the ancient Near Eastern paradigm correlating political power and religion. 

These two dimensions are always present. 

 

The Book of Deuteronomy is, of course, related to the so-called Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon 

(VTE), now also referred to as Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaty, dated to 672 BCE. Deuteronomy 

received this Assyrian material but turned it upside down. In the Assyrian text, the king and crown 

prince are the objects of absolute loyalty; Deuteronomy places Yahweh in that position. Yahweh 

deserves absolute loyalty—not the king. This is exactly the principle expressed in Acts 5:29: “We 

must obey God rather than human beings.” In German, Gott mehr gehorchen als den Menschen. 

This New Testament paradigm is founded in Deuteronomy. 

 

Here we see the reception of an Assyrian text of royal ideology—a text which, by the way, one 

can be sure Manasseh was among those required to swear—as it is transformed within 

Deuteronomy. 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

You have presented your research in China. How is the Hebrew Bible studied there, and what 

surprised you most about the interest of Chinese scholars and students? 



 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

To answer this, we must first return to the question of why God was made a lawgiver. This was 

something the ancient Near East had never done. The ancient Near East did not conceive of two 

lawgivers—God and the state—competing with one another. It was entirely clear that the state 

gave the law, while the divine realm legitimized the political sphere. 

 

In the Covenant Code, however, this paradigm was changed. God was made lawgiver. The reason 

was a social crisis produced by what we might call an early form of rent capitalism. This created 

many of the problems that we observe in prophets such as Amos, Micah, and Isaiah. 

 

They confronted social problems, and priests believed that the Jewish community was coming 

apart. They therefore sought ways to bring it together. They wanted to advance a social-ethical 

program of solidarity with the poor, but as priests they lacked the power to implement it. They 

therefore assigned this ethical program—which can also be found in prophetic literature—the 

highest possible authority: the authority of God himself. 

 

They gave this social-ethical program a legal form: it looked like law, or they made a form of law 

from it, and they combined it with secular law. This is precisely what we find in the Covenant 

Code: secular law and religious law brought together. 

 

When we turn to the Chinese situation of today, we find that they face exactly this problem today. 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

Yes, that is my other question. 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

They face the problem of how to bring legal norms into people’s minds so that people are willing 

to follow them. How can legal norms be given a political authority that cannot be questioned? 

 

There are two models in the Chinese context. The first is the Confucian model, with a positive 

anthropology: human beings can be educated toward what lies at the center of Confucianism, 

namely, piety within the family—the piety of children toward their parents, between brothers, and 



so on. Human beings can be educated. This Confucian model developed in the first millennium 

BCE, around the same period as the Book of Deuteronomy. 

 

Then, in the third century BCE, China was unified as an empire under the Qin dynasty, which 

adopted a negative anthropology. According to this view, people cannot be educated ethically; 

attempting to do so will fail and will weaken the state. The Qin therefore relied on the coercive 

power of law: people had to obey, and those who did not would be punished. 

 

They rejected the Confucian idea of ethics. Traditional accounts state that 460 Confucian scholars 

were buried alive. It was a very cruel way of suppressing this ethical tradition.[1] 

 

The Qin dynasty lasted only fifteen years. The Han dynasty attempted to combine Confucianism 

and Legalism. This synthesis remained influential until the Chinese Revolution of 1911. 

 

Then came the Mao era, during which this synthesis was again rejected. The Cultural Revolution 

sought to eliminate Confucianism as outdated, but this effort failed. 

 

Now they are once again attempting to recover the Han model by combining Legalism and 

Confucianism, law and ethics. Within China, Legalism is relevant; in what we call in German 

Außenpolitik—foreign policy related to other states—Confucianism is relevant. It is, to some 

degree, a kind of schizophrenic system. 

 

But the central question is how to correlate Confucian ethics and Legalist law, and how to bring 

these ethical ideas into people’s minds so that they follow the law voluntarily. This is why they 

are interested in the Hebrew Bible, just as they are interested in Jewish literature. 

 

At present, they are translating Maimonides into Chinese—a major task. They believe that, as a 

first step, they must understand what happened in the Hebrew Bible. How did the Jewish, or 

Hebrew, tradition accomplish this? How could the Jewish system survive for 2,000 years without 

a state? It must be a very strong model. They are trying to understand that. 

 

They are working with texts from the first millennium BCE, which is precisely the period in which 

the Hebrew Bible was formulated. The Confucian texts are from approximately the same period 

as Deuteronomy, while the Confucian and Legalist texts of the third century BCE are highly 



relevant today. To some degree, they shape the ideology of China today, which engages with these 

texts. 

 

They pursue this interest in Jewish tradition in cooperation with Israeli universities, including Tel 

Aviv University and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. They are very interested in this field. 

That is why I asked them: why are you interested in me as a German scholar in his eighties? There 

are younger scholars. Why me? This leads to the second point: Max Weber. 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

You edited Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism. What parts of Weber’s interpretation are still valuable? 

Why is there now such strong interest in Weber in China? And what can Western scholars learn 

from the Chinese reception of both Weber and the Hebrew Bible? 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

These are two complicated questions. First, concerning Max Weber: his studies on what is called 

in German Wirtschaftsethik der Weltreligionen—the Economic Ethics of the World Religions—

followed his famous thesis concerning the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. The three 

comparative studies deal with Confucianism and Taoism (MWG I/19), Hinduism and Buddhism 

(MWG I/20), and Ancient Judaism (MWG I/21). In the Max Weber-Gesamtausgabe, the Protestant 

ethic is edited separately in MWG I/18. 

 

There should have been a further volume on Christianity, but it was never written because Weber 

died in 1920. The only material we possess is a section he wrote on the Pharisees, which should 

have formed part of that projected volume but is now included with the material on Judaism. 

 

What could interest Chinese scholars? There is currently a Max Weber boom in China, similar to 

the one in Japan fifty years ago. Around 50 percent of the copies of the volumes in the Max Weber-

Gesamtausgabe—the complete edition of Max Weber’s works, now comprising forty-seven 

volumes—went to Japan, and Japanese scholars read them fluently in German. The same is now 

happening in China. Chinese translations of Weber are available, but the particular Chinese 

researchers under discussion read Weber in German. 

 

Why are they interested? Because, in their reading, Weber showed that Confucian religion, or 

ethics, works directly with the state, and this is what they want. They do not want two lawgivers—

the divine lawgiver and the state. They want only one lawgiver: the state. Confucianism is, to some 



degree, part of the state; it is a state ideology. Piety toward the family and piety toward the state 

have, to some degree, the same value. 

 

They read Weber upside down, I would say, through a Sinocentric interpretation. For them, the 

most important part of Weber is precisely the second volume of the Wirtschaftsethik der 

Weltreligionen, the Economic Ethics of the World Religions, where he argued that Confucianism 

and state politics work together because there is a kind of amalgamation of religion and state. This 

is what interests them. 

 

The Jewish tradition is important to them because they are interested in Jewish pragmatism: how 

religious ideas order people’s daily lives, as in the Mishnah and the Talmud. This system worked 

for 2,000 years, and they are trying to understand why it worked. 

 

They want to identify tools and means for bringing legal values into people’s minds so that those 

values are accepted. This would minimize the use of legal power and punishment as tools for 

enforcing law and instead encourage people to follow the law voluntarily. 

 

They believe that materials from the Hebrew tradition could help them achieve this aim. They are 

trying to determine how this can be done. I think this explains their interest in Max Weber on the 

one hand and the Hebrew Bible on the other, especially the Book of Deuteronomy. 

 

Other topics also interest them, including what we call particularism and universalism. The 

Hebrew Bible contains tensions between Jewish particularism and, let us say, prophetic 

universalism. How can these two perspectives be correlated? This also means correlating domestic 

Chinese perspectives with global perspectives. 

 

In addressing these questions, they also work with materials from the Hebrew Bible, especially the 

prophets. 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

Professor Otto, is there another subject that you consider important and would like to discuss with 

our audience? 

 



Prof. Eckart Otto: 

I think there are three paradigms that I am trying to bring into Old Testament scholarship: first, 

Deuteronomy and its position in the Hebrew Bible; second, the correlation of synchronic and 

diachronic interpretation, which represents a new methodological paradigm; and third, the 

correlation of exegesis with cultural-historical perspectives on the Bible itself and its reception. 

 

I think it is most important to bring these perspectives together. We should continue in this 

direction. On the one hand, we should pay greater attention to cultural history; on the other, we 

should try to overcome the gaps that currently divide different factions within Old Testament 

scholarship and bring them into conversation. These are questions for the future of Hebrew Bible 

scholarship. 

 

One question remains unresolved in Pentateuchal research: the Enneateuch, and how to bring the 

Pentateuch together with Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. In my own work, I have separated 

them: Deuteronomy is part of the Pentateuch and not of a Deuteronomistic History. Sooner or 

later, however, we must bring these elements together again. This will require a perspective on the 

literary context extending from Genesis to 2 Kings. 

 

What were the theological ideas involved? If there was a redaction that brought all these elements 

together, what was the perspective of that redaction? This remains an open question. We do not 

yet have an answer. Do you understand? 

 

Prof. Željko Stanojević: 

Professor Otto, it has been a great honor to hear about your commentary on Deuteronomy, your 

research on biblical law, and your experience of the reception of the Hebrew Bible and Max Weber 

in China. Thank you for joining us at the Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature and the 

New Books Network. Thank you very much. 

 

Prof. Eckart Otto: 

Thank you very much. It was a pleasure, colleagues. It was truly a pleasure to speak with you. 

Goodbye. 

 



Notes 

 

[1] The account of the burial of 460 Confucian scholars is a traditional narrative associated with 

Qin Shi Huang. Its historicity is debated. 
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