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Play
Playing in the Bible encompasses a range of human activities, most of them involving pleasurable recreation, the arts or sports.
One cluster of images surrounds the playing of musical instruments (Gen 4:21; 1 Sam 16:16–17, 23; 1 Chron 15:16, 20; Ps 33:3; 144:9; Mt 11:17; Lk 7:32; 1 Cor 14:7). Filling a role, as in a drama, furnishes another cluster. There are two dozen references in the Prophets to “playing the whore,” meaning to serve the role of prostitute. Another connotation is that of presuming to fill a role for which one is not suited, as when the townspeople taunt Lot, an outsider, for presuming to “play the judge” before them (Gen 19:9). Elsewhere the meaning is that of someone’s pretending to be something that he is not, as in the proverb “Some friends play at friendship but a true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin” (Prov 18:24 NRSV). When David pretended to be a madman, King Achish asked sarcastically, “Do I lack madmen, that you have brought this fellow to play the madman in my presence?” (1 Sam 21:15 NRSV).
Another motif is that of sport, including children’s play. The voice from the whirlwind asks Job with obvious irony whether he will play with Leviathan “as with a bird, or … put it on a leash for your girls” (Job 41:5 NRSV; see Mythical Animals). God portrays the mountains as yielding “food for [Behemoth] where all the wild animals play” (Job 40:20 NRSV). The catalog of God’s provisions in nature in Psalm 104 includes the statement that God created Leviathan to “sport” in the sea (Ps 104:26). Recreational play can also become the spectacle of pagan orgies, as in Paul’s retrospect on the golden calf incident: “the people sat down to eat and drink, and they rose up to play” (1 Cor 10:7 NRSV).
The most positive images of playing occur in apocalyptic visions of the coming millennium. Chief among them is Zechariah’s marvelous street scene of the new Jerusalem, where old men and women will sit in the streets, which will “be full of boys and girls playing” (Zech 8:4–5 NRSV; see also Jer 30:18–19; 31:4, 13–14). In Isaiah’s parallel vision of the peaceable kingdom, “the nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp” (Is 11:8 NRSV).
If we extend the motif of play to playfulness, the prime biblical example is Jesus. Jesus’ discourses and his sparring with opponents (and occasionally his friends) are marked by a whimsical and playful quality. One of the most characteristic rhetorical features of Jesus’ parables and discourses is the giantesque motif-comic exaggeration designed to secure a listener’s assent and produce a smile in the process. Jesus was also fond of wordplay (as when he gave the mercurial Peter the nickname “Rocky”) and irony (e.g., asking the crowds who had sought out the rugged desert dweller John the Baptist whether they had gone to see a delicate dandy [Mt 11:7–8]).
