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Introduction 


Christianity is the best news the world has ever had. It focuses on the hope of a dynamic new life – life that begins right now and that will not end even when we die – made possible through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Those who have discovered the joy of the gospel will know the sense of peace and delight that comes from knowing Christ.


The Bible – which Christians often refer to as ‘Scripture’ – sets out the great historical events on which the Christian gospel is established. It reassures us that the gospel is founded on the bedrock of historical truth. It gives substance to the hope and joy of the Christian life. It allows us to picture the figure of Jesus Christ and realise the enormous attraction he had for ordinary people. Reading the four Gospels fills out our understanding and appreciation of Jesus Christ. There is no better place to start reading Scripture than with one of the Gospels. The Acts of the Apostles also indicates the great joy and delight the good news brought to men and women as it began its explosive expansion in the civilised world.


However, Scripture does more than allow us to appreciate the attraction of the gospel and its central figure, Jesus Christ. It goes behind the coming of Jesus Christ, and helps us understand the great sense of expectation that had built up within Judaism. By reading the Old Testament, we can understand the way in which God was preparing the way for Jesus Christ. We can go back in history and appreciate the hopes and expectations of the Old Testament community of faith, as they looked to the future that they knew would hold the coming of God’s long-awaited Messiah. And as we read the gospel accounts of Jesus Christ, we can see how Christ fulfilled those great hopes.


Scripture also helps us to understand the difference knowing Jesus Christ makes to the way Christians think and behave. The New Testament letters help us understand the basic ideas of the Christian gospel – the central doctrines that sum up the Christian understanding of the way things are, and the hope the gospel brings to the world. They also help us learn the way in which knowing Christ should affect the way in which we behave. Paul’s letters, for example, are full of wise advice on how Christians ought to live in a pagan world – advice that continues to be relevant and helpful today.


If you’ve been a Christian for some time, you’ll probably feel ready to begin reading the Bible immediately. If you’re new to being a Christian, or feel that you could do with a little more information – read on!


This Bible Handbook is designed to help all Christians understand and apply the Bible more. It’s in three parts.


 


 


Part 1 contains three introductory articles to set the scene:


What Is in the Bible?


Can We Trust What the Bible says?


How Can We Get the Best from Reading the Bible?


 


Part 2 is the main part of this book: a commentary on all 66 books of the Bible, interspersed with many maps, charts and feature articles on issues of Christian teaching and life.


 


Part 3 is the reference section containing factual help:


People of the Bible


Places of the Bible


Concordance


For Further Reading


 


We trust that you will find this book a helpful and reliable guide to your Christian life.


 


Mike Beaumont


Alister McGrath


Martin Manser










SETTING THE SCENE










What is in the Bible?


The Bible is divided into two major sections, referred to as the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Old Testament consists of 39 books, beginning with Genesis and ending with Malachi. This first section of the Bible deals with the history of the people of God before the coming of Jesus Christ. It helps us understand God’s plans for his people, and the way in which he chose to redeem them. It introduces us to the great hopes of divine intervention in history, which will eventually be fulfilled through Jesus Christ. It is impossible to appreciate the full importance and wonder of the gospel without being aware of the preparation for the coming of Christ in the history of the people of God.


The Old Testament itself includes a number of different kinds of writings. Appreciating their different natures will help you get more out of reading them. The main sections of the Old Testament are the following:


1. The Five Books of the Law (which are sometimes also referred to as The Five Books of Moses, or The Pentateuch): Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. These deal with the creation of the world, the calling of Israel as a people and its early history, including the exodus from Egypt. The story they tell ends with the people of Israel about to cross over the Jordan and enter the promised land. One of the most important themes of these books is the giving of the Law to Moses, and its implications for the life of Israel.


2. The Historical Books: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther. These books deal with various aspects of the history of the people of God from their entry into the promised land of Canaan to the return of the people of Jerusalem from exile in the city of Babylon. It includes detailed accounts of the conquest of Canaan, the establishment of a monarchy in Israel, the great reigns of kings David and Solomon, the breakup of the single nation of Israel into two parts (the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah), the destruction of Israel by the Assyrians, the defeat of Judah and exile of her people by the Babylonians, and the final return from exile and the rebuilding of the temple. The books are arranged in historical order.


3. The Prophets: this major section of the Old Testament contains the writings of a group of individuals, inspired by the Holy Spirit, who sought to make the will of God known to their people over a period of time. There are 16 prophetic writings in the Old Testament, which are usually divided into two categories. First, there are the four Major Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel. These are followed by the twelve Minor Prophets: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. The use of the words ‘major’ and ‘minor’ does not imply any judgment about the relative importance of the prophets. It refers simply to the length of the books in question. The prophetic writings are arranged roughly in historical order.


 


Other types of book can be noted, including the Wisdom Writings: Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes. These works deal with the question of how true wisdom may be found, and often provide some practical examples of wisdom. Another category of writings that lies outside the Old Testament should also be noted – the Apocrypha. This is also sometimes referred to as the ‘deuterocanonical writings’. It includes a number of later writings from Old Testament times that, although informative, have not been regarded as of binding importance by Christians. Some Bibles include this section of writings; others, like the NIV, do not.


The New Testament is of vital importance to Christians, as it sets out the basic events and beliefs of the Christian gospel. The New Testament, which consists of 27 books, is considerably shorter than the Old Testament. It is strongly recommended that new readers of the Bible begin by reading one of the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The word ‘gospel’ basically means ‘good news’. Each of the four gospel writers – or ‘evangelists’, as they are sometimes known – sets out the basic events lying behind the good news. These four books describe, from different viewpoints, the life of Jesus Christ, which reaches its glorious climax in his resurrection, as well as presenting his teachings.


The four Gospels have distinctive characteristics – for example, Matthew is concerned to present Jesus’ teaching, whereas Mark is more interested in focusing on the last week of his earthly life. Taken together, all four build up to give a comprehensive account of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. They provide the main building blocks of the Christian faith, allowing readers to understand why Christians believe that Jesus Christ is indeed the Lord and Saviour of the world. You will sometimes find the term synoptic Gospels used to refer to the first three Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke); this term refers to their similar literary structure. The Gospels are usually referred to simply by the name of their author – such as ‘Mark’ – rather than the more lengthy phrase ‘the Gospel according to Mark’.


The Gospels are followed by an account of the expansion of Christianity. How were events described in the Gospels received at the time? How did the gospel spread from Palestine to Europe? These questions are addressed in the Acts of the Apostles, which is almost always referred to simply as ‘Acts’. The Gospel of Luke and Acts were written by the same person – Luke.


The next major section of material in the New Testament is the Letters, sometimes still referred to by the older English word Epistles. These letters provide teaching concerning both Christian beliefs and behaviour, as important today as they were when they were first written. Some of the false teachings that arose in the early period of the church’s history continue to arise in present times, and these letters provide important resources for defending the integrity of the Christian faith today.


Most of the letters were written by Paul, whose conversion to the Christian faith led him to undertake a major programme of evangelism and church planting. Many of his letters were written to churches he had planted, giving them advice. All of Paul’s letters are written to individuals (such as Timothy or Titus) or churches (such as the churches at Rome, Corinth and Philippi). Although the letters are sometimes referred to as ‘Paul’s first letter to Timothy’ or ‘Paul’s second letter to the church at Corinth’, they are much more usually referred to simply as ‘1 Timothy’ or ‘2 Corinthians’.


Other letter writers include the apostles Peter and John, as well as the unknown author of the letter to the Hebrews (possibly Barnabas or Apollos). Often, the letters describe the hardship being faced for the gospel, or the joy it brings to the writer and those he is writing to. This reminds us that Christianity is not just about ideas. It is about changed lives! The letters are not dull doctrinal textbooks, but living testimonies to faith, which include doctrinal teaching. Note that all these letters are identified by the person who wrote them, rather than the people they are written to. Although the full titles are sometimes used – such as ‘the first letter of Peter’ – it is more common to refer to them by shorter forms, such as ‘1 Peter’.


Two terms should be noted here. The letters of James, John, Jude and Peter are sometimes referred to as the ‘general letters’ or ‘the catholic epistles’, to indicate that they have a general readership. Unlike the letters of Paul, they do not seem to be written to a specific audience, but were meant for wide reading. The term Pastoral Letters is sometimes used to refer to Paul’s two letters to Timothy and his letter to Titus, which deal particularly with issues of pastoral importance (that is, care of people in the church).


The New Testament ends with the Revelation of John – almost always referred simply as ‘Revelation’, which stands in a class of its own. It represents a vision of the end of history, in which the writer is allowed to see into heaven, and gain a glimpse of the new Jerusalem prepared for believers.


Where do I start?


One possibility might be to start with Genesis – the first book in the Old Testament – and work your way right through to the last book in the New Testament. This is not such a good idea, however. The most appropriate way of reading Scripture is to begin by reading a Gospel. By doing this, you will focus on Jesus Christ, and become familiar with the historical bedrock of the Christian faith. It is often said that ‘Christianity is Jesus Christ’. Reading one of the four Gospels will bring you face to face with the central figure of the Christian faith.


So which of the four Gospels should you begin with? Each has a distinctive character. Matthew is especially concerned to bring out how the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ fulfil the great Old Testament prophecies of the coming Saviour and Messiah. Mark is brief and fast moving, bringing out clearly the remarkable impact Jesus had upon those around him. Luke is especially interested in bringing out the importance of Jesus for those who are not Jews. John is the most reflective of all the Gospels, and will give you substantial food for thought. The choice is yours. However, whichever of the Gospels you begin by reading, make sure that you read the other three, in whole or part, at some point.


Where do you go next? You might like to read of the rapid expansion of the gospel by looking at the Acts of the Apostles. This is an especially appropriate thing to do if you have just read Luke’s Gospel, as the two works dovetail together. You might also like to try reading one of the letters, to see how the gospel can change people’s lives and hopes. Paul’s letter to the Philippians is an especially appropriate choice for the next step. It’s brief and very easy to read. For those wanting more doctrinal input, the letters to the Romans and Galatians are particularly important.


Having gained an understanding of the gospel, you might then like to go back to the Old Testament, and explore the background to the coming of Jesus Christ. Many translations and editions of the Bible make this easier by providing footnotes or centre-column references to relevant passages in other parts of the Bible.


The best advice, however, is to study the Bible with other people, especially in groups that include older and more experienced Christians. They will be able to explore both the meaning and the implications of biblical passages for Christian life today. Your local church, college or even place of work will probably have a Christian Bible study group attached to it. Find it, and join up! If you haven’t started going to a church – do so. Try to find one that takes the Bible seriously. This kind of church will have sermons that examine important biblical passages, and will also have Bible study groups as an integral part of its teaching and support programme.


Why a Bible handbook?


So why a Bible handbook? Why not just read the Bible, and soak in its wisdom? The simplest answer is that the Bible is best read in company. One of the reasons why Bible study groups are so popular is that they allow you to listen to other people talking about their insights into the meaning and relevance of the Bible. A Bible handbook, especially one with a commentary, is like that. This reference tool gives you access to the wisdom of others.


Commentaries and Bible handbooks come in different forms. Some are technical, dealing with the detailed historical backgrounds to the books, and exploring the precise grammatical and theological meaning of the Bible text in depth. Others are devotional, aiming to help readers turn to prayer and adoration as a result of reading Scripture. Some devote entire volumes to a single book of the Bible. Others try to survey the Bible in a shorter space; the commentary section of this handbook is one of them.


The commentary in this handbook is designed to introduce you to the main features of the Bible. It is written by a single author, which ensures that the same level and style of writing will be found throughout the book. Although there is not space in a single volume to deal with all the possible questions, such a book can whet your appetite for more, and give you increasing confidence in your own ability to read and benefit from the Bible.


Referring to biblical books


A further point needs to be looked at. How do you identify the biblical passage you want to study or talk about? To make this as easy as possible, a kind of shorthand way of referring to biblical passages has evolved over the years. Once you understand it, you are set up for the rest of your Christian life. In what follows, we will explore this very briefly.


To locate a verse in the Bible, you need to identify three things: the book of the Bible, the chapter of that book, and the verse of that chapter. To make sure you understand this, turn to the Acts of the Apostles, chapter 27, verse 1. What is the name of the centurion mentioned in this verse? If your answer is not ‘Julius’, check your reference again. Now try turning to Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 16, verse 5. Who was the first convert to Christ in Asia? If your answer is not ‘Epenetus’, check it again.


The above system is cumbersome. Writing out everything – like ‘Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 16, verse 5’ – takes up too much space. So it is abbreviated, as follows: Ro 16:5. This is the standard form of reference, with the following features:


 


1. An abbreviation of the book of the Bible being referred to, usually two or three letters in length (such as 1Ki for ‘1 Kings’, Mt for ‘Matthew’, Ro for ‘Romans’, and 1Co for ‘1 Corinthians’). A full list of the books of the Bible, and their standard abbreviations, may be found near the start of this ebook.


2. The number of the chapter of that book, followed by a colon (:).


3. The number of the verse in that chapter.


 


Below are some further minor points.


First, some biblical books are so brief that they consist of only one chapter (Obadiah, Philemon, 2 John, 3 John, Jude). In this case, only the verse number is cited. Thus Phm 2 is a reference to the second verse of Philemon.


Secondly, a commentary dealing with a passage in a specific biblical book (such as Genesis) may need to refer to another passage in the same book. In this case, the book name will be omitted. Thus, in a commentary on Genesis, a reference to Ge 12:1 would appear simply as 12:1.


Thirdly, individual psalms are treated as chapters of the psalter. Thus a reference to Ps 23:1 is a reference to the first verse of the twenty-third psalm.


You will also need to know how to refer to a passage of more than one verse. This is simple. Look at the reference Mt 3:13–17. This reference is to the passage that begins with Mt 3:13, and ends at Mt 13:17. To indicate a passage within a single chapter of a biblical book, you need only identify the opening and closing verse in this way. Sometimes the passage will include material from two or more chapters. The following reference is of this kind: 1Th 4:13–5:11. This refers to a passage that begins at 1Th 4:13, and ends at 1Th 5:11.










Can We Trust What the Bible Says?


In today’s world – at least in the West – it is fashionable to doubt all authority; how much more then the authority of a book dismissed by many as the writings of a dusty old religion that is completely irrelevant for today? Since this is the atmosphere that Christians live in, it is unsurprising that they too ask – in a way previous generations might not have asked – whether we can really treat the Bible as God’s word. And can we really be expected to give it authority over our lives? How might we begin to answer such questions?


Jesus’ view of Scripture


For any serious follower of Jesus, the starting place must surely be that Jesus himself trusted these Scriptures and saw them as God’s word. For Jesus the Scriptures were both authoritative and binding (e.g., Mt 5:17–19; Jn 10:35); the word of God, not of merely human origin; and he accepted its stories as both instructive and true (e.g., Mt 12:39–42; 19:4–6). In the Gospels we find him frequently quoting from these Scriptures to settle issues (e.g., Mt 19:17–19), authenticate his actions (e.g., Mt 10:34–36; 21:16), support his teaching (e.g., Mt 13:13–15; 21:42) and challenge his opponents (e.g., Mt 15:7–9; 22:41–46). He claimed that his own life fulfilled them (e.g., Mt 26:53–56; Lk 4:18–21; Jn 17:12) and he opened the eyes of the disciples on the Emmaus Road to how they had predicted his life, death and resurrection as, ‘beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself’ (Lk 24:27). All this must surely carry significant weight in Christians determining their own attitude to the Bible.


The view of Jesus’ disciples of Scripture


It is unsurprising therefore that Jesus’ disciples adopted the same approach to the Scriptures, not only as any good Jew would have done, but in further interpreting them through their reflections on his life, which they now saw as having clearly fulfilled them (e.g., Mt 1:22; 2:15, 18, 23; 4:15–16; 8:16–17; 12:16–18; 21:4–5; 26:55–56; 27:8–10). Paul summed up the early church’s attitude to Scripture like this: ‘All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work’ (2Ti 3:16–17). The expression ‘God-breathed’ (theopneustos in Greek) means ‘breathed out by God’ (some English versions translate it as ‘inspired by God’). What that means is that God breathed out his Spirit into the writers of Scripture in such a way that what they wrote was exactly what God wanted written. This is why the Bible is often called ‘the inspired word of God’ (‘inspired’ comes from the Latin for ‘breathed into’) – though in calling it ‘inspired’ we are not simply saying it is ‘inspiring’ (many books are that), nor that God gave the authors the general idea of what to write and then left them to it. Rather, we are saying that his Spirit so breathed into them that the words they wrote were the very words he wanted written. 


The ‘double authorship’ of Scripture 


This does not exclude genuine human involvement, however. God did not ‘take over’ the writers in some way, using them as some sort of dictation machine; rather his Spirit used their different characters, styles, experiences, research, even theological reflections, but guided all of that in order to bring his word to us. In that sense, Scripture has ‘double authorship’: God, the primary author, and the human writers, the secondary. 


All this means that it was both the process and the product that were ‘inspired’. Peter summed it up by saying that ‘no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit’ (2Pe 1:20–21). The expression ‘carried along’ was used of a ship hoisting its sails to the wind to be carried along by it. In the same way, Peter says, the writers of Scripture ‘hoisted their sails’ to the wind of God’s Spirit who carried them along in their thinking and writing to the exact place where God wanted them to be. Scripture is thus doubly inspired: both its writings (2Ti 3:16) and its writers (2Pe 1:21) were inspired by God’s Spirit. Of course, any such claims of inspiration are limited to the original texts as penned by their authors – what scholars call ‘the autographs’ – and not to any particular translation, no matter how loved that translation may be. 


The process of forming Scripture 


But in the quotes we have just examined, both Paul and Peter were referring to the Old Testament. What about the New? On what basis do Christians give this the same level of inspiration and authority? While the first Christians obviously did not yet have the complete Bible (the New Testament was still in the process of being formed), it is clear that they were starting to see some apostolic writings as having the same quality and authority as the Old Testament itself. Hence Peter, writing about Paul, noted that ‘his letters contain some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures’ (2Pe 3:16). This shows that Peter was starting to see Paul’s letters on the same level as ‘the other Scriptures’, by which he would certainly have meant the Old Testament, but quite probably other early apostolic writings, including perhaps the Gospels. Paul – brought up as a devout Jew and formerly a staunch Pharisee – seemed to have no problem in claiming divine authority for what he wrote, just like the Old Testament prophets did, and in seeing those writings as commands of the Lord, as when he told the Corinthians, ‘If anyone thinks they are a prophet or otherwise gifted by the Spirit, let them acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord’s command’ (1Co 14:37). Since Jesus himself had promised his disciples that ‘the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you’ (Jn 14:26) this would not have struck the first Christians as surprising. Jesus was simply doing what he had promised.


We should also note that the early church was not casual about which books were included in the New Testament, any more than Jews had been casual about what went into their Tanak (the Hebrew name for the Jewish Scriptures, what Christians call the Old Testament). Both Jews and Christians tested the contents of their Scriptures by three key standards. First, the standard of inspiration. By that they meant, did the text really sound like it came through the Holy Spirit or was there something ‘odd’ about it when compared with other acknowledged writings? This is why, for example, early ‘Gnostic’ writings were excluded from the canon because their picture of Jesus simply didn’t line up with the picture of him in the accepted Gospels. Secondly, the standard of association. In the Old Testament this meant association with one of the great prophets (among whom Moses was numbered), and in the New Testament, with one of the apostles. Hence Mark’s Gospel was accepted because of his close association with the apostle Peter, and Luke/Acts because of Luke’s close association with the apostle Paul. Thirdly, the standard of acceptance. Did the community of faith at large accept these writings from their earliest appearance? Acceptance by one church or group was insufficient grounds for acceptance. Only when writings had passed these three tests were they accepted into the ‘canon’ (from the Greek kanon, meaning a reed or cane, and ultimately a measuring rod, rule or standard). While the final list of books in the Bible as we know it today was not finalised until the 4th century, it is clear from the writings of the early church fathers that a broad consensus on virtually all the books had been reached as early as the 2nd century. In fact Peter’s reference to ‘the other scriptures’ (2Pe 3:16) indicates some sort of agreement was already forming even in apostolic times.


It is this inspiration – tested and agreed by the community of the faithful at large – that gives Scripture (both Old and New Testaments) its authority and infallibility. By this we mean that the Bible speaks with the authority of God himself and is therefore fully trustworthy as his revelation of both himself and the way of salvation, and that it will never misinform or mislead us on that which it intends to teach us. This is why the Bible is often called ‘the word of God’ or ‘God’s word’ (an expression frequently found within the Bible itself), for it reminds us that the Bible carries authority to speak into our lives because of the authority of its ultimate author, God himself. As such, it will never let us down.


Evidence outside the Bible 


Of course, all this could be dismissed as mere self-authentication. So are there other factors, outside the Bible, that we can look to as supporting evidence? Yes, for since the Bible’s stories are rooted in history we can check its accounts against external evidence. When we do, we find that non-biblical records frequently confirm biblical accounts – for example, the ‘Black Obelisk’ of Shalmaneser III records his triumph over King Jehu, whose reign is recorded in the Bible, and Tiglath-Pileser III’s annals record his invasion of Israel, noted in 2Ki 15:19–20, though using the king’s alternative name, Pul; while in the New Testament Luke’s consistent use of accurate geographical and political terms, confirmed by contemporary sources, reveal what a careful historian he was and how his account may therefore be trusted. Contemporary customs described in non-biblical sources show that the Old Testament’s portrayal of life, once thought dubious, is in fact utterly realistic – for example, a man’s right to father a child by his wife’s maid if his wife was barren is affirmed in the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, while the 20 shekels paid for Joseph is confirmed in contemporary trade tablets as the price of a slave. Archaeological discoveries frequently confirm biblical accounts – for example, excavations at Shechem revealed a gate system containing the temple of Baal, destroyed by Abimelek (Jdg 9:46–49), while Sennacherib’s siege of Lachish (2Ch 32:9) is confirmed both by reliefs in his palace and excavations on site. 


Another common popular argument against taking the Bible seriously is that the original text must have been changed over the years – whether by error or intent – as one scribe copied from another (remember, there was no printing, at least in Europe, until the mid-15th century), and therefore it must be unreliable. But while there are indeed many ancient manuscripts of the Bible, and while those manuscripts do contain variants (though often simply variations in spelling or mislocated words), the study of manuscripts is now so advanced, and techniques for comparing variants so refined, that we can have a high degree of certainty that what we are reading is indeed what the original authors meant us to read. Where there is uncertainty or disagreement, many editions of the Bible make this plain in the footnotes, showing that there is no attempt to deceive or cover up. It should be remembered however that real uncertainty lies with less than 1 per cent of the biblical text. 


Trusting the Bible for ourselves 


Of course, ultimately there remains an element of faith in receiving the Bible as the word of God. Yet taking this step is not ‘blind faith’. As we have seen, there are sound reasons for at least ‘trying it out’. This, after all, is what scientists do all the time: take what seems a reasonable, or even possible, theory and test it repeatedly to see if it works. Over the centuries Christians have done just that: stepped out and trusted the Bible, and as they have done so they have discovered that ‘your word is truth’ (Jn 17:17), just as Jesus affirmed – truth not in a mere academic or philosophical sense, but truth that reveals what God is like (his heart, his character, his purposes, his ways, his plans) and truth that challenges (and changes) us as we follow God’s manual for life. 










How Can We Get the Best From Reading the Bible?


Let’s face it: reading and understanding the Bible isn’t always easy. After all, it’s a collection of 66 books, written by some 40 different authors, in three different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek), as even its very title reminds us – ‘Bible’, from the Latin word biblia, meaning ‘little books’, highlighting its nature as an anthology. These writings include many different styles – law, history, prophecy, poetry, wisdom, gospel, letters, apocalyptic – recording events that happened over a period of more than two millennia, the last of which occurred 2000 years ago. To complicate things even more, life changed considerably over that period and has changed even more dramatically since. But if this book is God’s eternal and inspired word, given to help us to know him and to live life to its fullest, then it must surely still be understandable and relevant in our own day. So how can we get the best out of it? Two broad areas help answer this question.


A community to help us understand


When it comes to reading and understanding the Bible it is important to remember we are not alone. God has put the community of his people around us to help us. Indeed, it is when Christians read the Bible as though they were alone on a desert island that terribly wrong readings of the Bible occur.


In the West we are so accustomed to reading the Bible personally that we forget that this is not how it would first have been encountered. When the texts were first delivered they would have been to hearers rather than to readers (e.g., Ex 24:7; Ne 8:5–8; Col 4:16). As the Bible was gradually brought together, it was in the form of hand-written manuscripts, and since these were costly they would have been read aloud to a gathered group (no one would have had their own scroll at home). Such corporate encounters with God’s word still have their place even in days when every Christian (at least in the West) can have their own copy of the Bible. They enable us to recapture the communal aspect of hearing God’s word, probing further together into what has been said, sharing our insights and reflections with one another, asking about parts we did not understand, and seeking to apply it to life today. There are so many opportunities for us to do this – from the preaching of the word in our Sunday meetings by someone who has spent hours digging into the passage, grappling with the meaning of the text in order to provide spiritual food for us to reflect on, through small-group discussions where we can study the Bible together, share our personal reflections, be shaped in our thinking, lovingly corrected in our misunderstandings, and apply the text specifically to our own lives, to one-on-one discipleship which provides an opportunity for accountability concerning what we have read in order to ensure it does not just stay head knowledge but that we put it into practice. The use of the Bible in small-group discussion has been a repeated feature of growing churches throughout the centuries as Christians have grasped that it is truly ‘useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work’ (2Ti 3:16–17). 


Tools to help us understand


Western 21st-century Christians have more tools to help them in their reading and understanding of the Bible than any previous generation. The best place to start is by ensuring you are reading a good translation, which is where the NIV excels, since it seeks to be faithful to the original text while finding suitable yet accurate language for today into which to translate it. But comparing it with a different English version can still be helpful as different versions bring out different emphases in words or phrases at times. A good study Bible is extremely helpful as its notes will explain difficult historical or theological references that aren’t obvious at first reading. Bible reading notes are available in abundance, some more devotional, some more textual, but variety in the kind you use is a key to keeping Bible reading ‘fresh’. For those who want to go deeper a wide range of Bible commentaries is available, exploring the text in more detail, at all levels from the popular to the academic. Browsing in your local Christian bookshop or your minister’s library is a good way to find one at the level you are looking for. The internet too can be a rich source of information – though you need to be wary about some of what you read there. Remember, here as in every other area, not everything you read on the internet is true or helpful. So get recommendations from trusted Christian friends or ministers. Some sites are amazing, particularly those that reveal more of the background to the Bible in words or photos. 


But what about when it comes to actually engaging with the text yourself? Are there things that can help with that? Scholars use tools called exegesis (discovering what the text meant then) and hermeneutics (interpreting what the text means for today). It is possible to follow their principles but in a much simpler way by using the following formula: Them – Us – Me.


Them 


Begin by asking what this text meant to them – to the people who first read or heard this, or who were involved in the story. Even godly imagination can play its part here. But to ensure our imagination doesn’t run riot, we can ask five basic questions to keep us on track: Who? When? Where? Why? What? (1) Who are the characters involved in this story and what do we know about them? (2) When did this event take place and what was happening at that time? (3) Where did this event occur? For example, in the promised land with its blessings, or in exile with its challenges? The right answer makes a huge difference, especially to prophecy. (4) Why? Why did the writer include this story? Yes, God wanted it there; but why in this particular place in the Bible? What has happened just before it? What happens next? What is the wider context? And is the writer trying to make a point by putting this particular story in this particular place? (5) What? What are the words actually saying, and what do those words mean? The key here is finding out what the passage and its words meant ‘there and then’ rather than trying to jump quickly to ‘here and now’. Start by remembering what kind of writing you are reading, as this is a major key in understanding. Don’t interpret history as though it were prophecy, or apocalyptic writing as though it were history. This is where we need to start digging a bit deeper now, and where study Bibles and commentaries can help us. We need to try to understand any cultural or historical features and their significance; we need to see if there are allusions to other parts of the Bible. For example, the Old Testament prophets often allude to the exodus or Israel’s time in the desert, and New Testament writers often allude to stories in the Old Testament; seeing that is often a key to understanding. Remember, the key is always to ask yourself what the first hearers would have understood this to mean.


Us


Having discovered what the text first meant to its original hearers or participants, the next step is to bring that up to date and ask ourselves: What is the exact equivalent meaning of that for today? If ‘the word of God is alive and active’ (Heb 4:12) then it is as relevant for now as when God first gave it. Sometimes the meaning for today is plain, straightforward and exactly the same: ‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church’ (Eph 5:25) means ‘husbands love your wives . . .’, even if the cultural expression of that love may change according to time and place. Sometimes there is a close equivalent for today. For example, Paul’s injunctions to slaves and masters (Eph 6:5–8) are not directly applicable in cultures where slavery does not exist; but the underlying principles of what he writes there (mutual respect, sincerity, working as though for Christ) are just as relevant today for workers and managers, and indeed would be revolutionary if put into practice. But sometimes we might come across something that seems very obscure and that therefore is hard to apply. That is when we need to ask: Is there another passage of Scripture that can throw some light on this? (Footnotes and margin notes can be enormously helpful here.) Is this word or concept used elsewhere? (That’s where a concordance comes in useful.) Ultimately, remember that no passage can be interpreted or applied in such a way as to make it contradict the rest of Scripture. If your interpretation does, then you’ve got something wrong somewhere.


Me 


Having taken time to examine what the text meant first to them, and then what its exact equivalent meaning is for us today, we are ready for our third step, without which Bible study is incomplete. This third step involves turning the focus to me. This is where we ask, ‘God, what are you saying to me through this passage?’ Is there some encouragement, challenge, warning or rebuke? Does it bring some guidance I have been seeking? Or an answer to something I have been praying about? Does it give me a principle by which to live my life today? And what can I see here about God – his heart (what he is like), his purposes (what he is doing), his desire (what he wants), his principles (how he operates)? Unless I take this final step of looking to myself – though note that this should be the final step rather than the first one, for otherwise we are prone to interpret the text wrongly or twist it to meet our own needs – I am treating the Bible no differently from any other book that I might read, rather than what it is: God’s word. I am then no better than those whom James challenges when he writes:


 


Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it – not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it – they will be blessed in what they do. (Jas 1:22–25)


 


While this process of ‘them-us-me’ may seem a little challenging at first, especially if you are new to Bible reading, it can really help bring the Bible alive. It is an approach that lends itself to being used when you have only a few minutes (by using godly imagination in the ‘them’ section) or when you have much longer and can use commentaries to support your learning.


 


So, yes, reading and understanding the Bible can be a challenge – and for some of us, even finding time to read it can be the first challenge (though few of us have trouble finding time to read our emails, access our social networking sites or watch our favourite TV programme). Ultimately, it comes down to how important we really feel it is to hear God speaking to us. If we can grasp that the Bible is truly God’s word, however, and that, with the right help, it is not too difficult to understand, then we will be eager not only to read it but also to live it out. After all, this is God’s manual for successful living and the account of where he is taking humanity. Who wouldn’t want to know that and be part of it?










THE OLD TESTAMENT










Genesis


With the book of Genesis, the curtain lifts over the stage of world history. As the book unfolds, its readers will begin to learn about the great story of God’s redemption of his people. Just as an operatic overture will introduce the themes of the opera to its awaiting audience, so Genesis introduces its readers to the great themes that will dominate Scripture. We learn of God’s creation of the world, and of its rebellion against him. We learn of God’s decision to restore his creation to fellowship with him, and of his calling of a people to serve him and bring this good news to the ends of the earth. In short, Genesis sets the scene for the great drama of redemption that forms the subject of Scripture.


 


Outline


The creation


1:1–2:25 The accounts of creation


3:1–24 The fall of humanity


4:1–26 Cain and Abel


5:1–32 From Adam to Noah


6:1–8:22 The flood


9:1–17 God’s covenant with Noah


9:18–10:32 The descendants of Noah


11:1–9 The tower of Babel


 


Abraham


12:1–20 The call of Abram


13:1–14:24 Abram and Lot


15:1–21 God’s covenant with Abram


16:1–17:27 The birth of Ishmael and the circumcision of Abraham’s household


18:1–19:29 The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah


19:30–38 Lot and his daughters


20:1–21:21 Abraham at Gerar and the birth of Isaac


21:22–34 The treaty at Beersheba


22:1–24 The testing of Abraham’s obedience 


23:1–25:18 The later life and death of Abraham; marriage of Isaac and Rebekah


 


Isaac


25:19–26 The birth of Isaac’s sons Jacob and Esau


25:27–34 Esau sells his birthright


26:1–35 Isaac’s time with Abimelek


 


Jacob


27:1–40 Jacob receives his father’s blessing by deception


27:41–28:9 Jacob’s wanderings; Esau marries a daughter of Ishmael


28:10–22 Jacob’s dream


29:1–30:24 Jacob’s meeting with Laban; marriage to Leah and Rachel; birth of his children


30:25–31:55 Jacob and Laban; life in Paddan Aram


32:1–33:20 Jacob wrestles with God; meeting of Jacob and Esau


34:1–31 Dinah and the Shechemites


35:1–20 God’s promises to Jacob; death of Rachel


35:21–29 Jacob’s sons; death of Isaac


36:1–43 The descendants of Esau


 


Joseph


37:1–11 Joseph’s dreams


37:12–36 Joseph sold into slavery


38:1–30 Judah and Tamar


39:1–23 Joseph imprisoned


40:1–23 Joseph interprets the dreams of Pharaoh’s servants


41:1–57 Joseph interprets Pharaoh’s dreams; Joseph in charge of Egypt


42:1–45:15 Joseph’s brothers visit Egypt


45:16–47:12 Jacob and his family travel to Egypt


47:13–50:14 Jacob blesses his sons; Jacob’s death


50:15–26 Joseph forgives his brothers; Joseph’s death


 


Genesis 1:1–2:3


The First Creation Account


1:1–25 The Beginning The title of this book means ‘origins’, and it is hence no surprise that Genesis deals with the origins of humanity, and especially its relation to the God who created it. There are two accounts of the creation of the world, each told from different perspectives and with different points of focus. The first creation account in Genesis (1:1–2:3) opens with its famous declaration that God created the heavens and the earth (1:1). Everything has its origins from God. During the six days of creation, everything that is now a familiar part of the world is surveyed, and declared to owe its existence to a sovereign act of creation on the part of God.


The account of the creation of the sun, moon and stars is of special interest. For many ancient peoples, these heavenly bodies represented divine or supernatural powers, and were the object of worship and superstition. Genesis puts them firmly in their place: they are parts of God’s creation, and are thus subject to his power. They should not be worshipped, and need not be feared. God has authority and dominion over them. No part of God’s creation is to be worshipped. The entire creation is the work of the creator God himself, and he only is to be worshipped.


In a powerful series of affirmations, Genesis declares the goodness of God’s creation (1:4, 10, 18, 21). The work of creation is brought to a close with the affirmation that it is ‘very good’ (1:31), perhaps referring to humanity as the climax of the work of creation, or to the completion of this work as a whole. The theme of the ‘goodness’ of creation is of central importance. The origins of sin are not due to God, but to the rebellion of his creation against him. The only thing that Genesis explicitly declares not to be good is Adam’s loneliness (2:18). Yet even this is remedied immediately, through the creation of woman.


 


Did God really create everything in six days?


In the light of what the Bible says about God’s nature and power, it is clear that God could easily have created the universe in six days – or six hours, six minutes or six seconds for that matter. But is that what the author of Genesis intended us to think? 


The key to understanding Chapter 1 lies in its genre (literary category). Every genre (history, poetry, prophecy, etc.) needs reading in a particular way if we are not to misunderstand the message. But while Genesis is clearly presented as history, not myth, its very structure causes us to reflect on the genre of this introductory story. Genesis falls into ten main sections (ten being the Jewish number of completeness). Each begins with the same expression: ‘This is the account of . . .’ (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2), introducing some new divine initiative. The only section not beginning this way is 1:1–2:3, the story of creation, suggesting that the author himself saw this as somehow different: as truthful in terms of its purpose, yet metaphorical in terms of its language. Its genre is not science, for science had not yet been discovered; rather, it is a powerful picture of what God and his creation are like. 


Understanding the passage in this way by no means undermines the Bible’s authority (and certainly should not become a test of Christian orthodoxy). Rather, it takes seriously the author’s intention as he invites us to think not ‘How?’ but ‘Wow!’ Creation is no accident, but the careful work of a creator God who wants us to know him and live in his creation as his representatives.


1:26–31 Humanity Created in the Image of God The creation of humanity is of special importance. The first creation account places the creation of humanity at the end of God’s work of creation (1:26–27). This is the high point of creation, in which the only creature to bear the image of the creator God is introduced. The passage just cited is unusual, in that it opens with something like a fanfare, a declaration that something major is about to take place. It is clear that humanity is meant to be seen as the summit of God’s creative action and power. The Hebrew word often translated as ‘man’ is here to be understood as ‘humanity’ in general, rather than as ‘a male human being’ in particular.


Humanity, male and female, is created in the image or likeness of God (1:26–27). What does this mean? Two ideas may be noted as being of particular importance. First, being created in the image of God implies a likeness between God and humanity. There is the basis of a relationship here at the origins of the human race. To be made in God’s image is to be created with the potential to be able to relate to God personally. Humanity alone, out of all of God’s good creation, has the distinctive possibility of being able to enter into a mutual relationship with its creator.


Secondly, the image of God suggests his ownership and authority over his creation. In the ancient world, kings often set up images of themselves throughout their lands in order to assert their authority over them. (There is an important reference to this practice in the book of Daniel, which relates how King Nebuchadnezzar set up a golden image of himself at Babylon, which he commanded to be worshipped; Da 3:1–6.) Being made in the image of God is an assertion of God’s ultimate authority over his creation, and a reminder that all human beings are ultimately responsible to God. 


2:1–3 God Rests The first creation account concludes by declaring that God ‘rested’ on the seventh day (2:2). This does not mean that God was physically tired; it is simply an affirmation that his work of creation was completed. Nothing remained to be done. This theme of ‘rest’ will recur throughout Scripture. Just as God rested from his work of creation, so his people should rest from their labours on the seventh day (2:3). The Sabbath-rest is thus an important reminder of God’s work, and affords an opportunity to reflect on his work of creation and redemption. The image of ‘rest’ also becomes an image of the salvation that God offers to his people after they have served him in this life (Rev 14:13).


Genesis 2:4–25


The Second Creation Account


2:4–7 The Breath of Life Breathed into Man  The second creation account (2:4–25) takes a different form from the first account, yet makes many of the same points. The second account opens with the creation of humanity (2:7), affirming that humanity is the most important aspect of the creation. It is made absolutely clear that human life is totally dependent upon God. The reference to God breathing the ‘breath of life’ into humanity (2:7) is of particular importance, in that it both emphasises the God-given origins of life, and also anticipates the important life-giving role of the Holy Spirit. (The Hebrew term ruach can mean ‘spirit’, ‘wind’ or ‘breath’, pointing to the close connections between these ideas.) It is only when God breathes upon humanity that it comes to life.


2:8–17 The Garden of Eden We are now introduced to the celebrated garden of Eden (2:8), into which the man is placed. This garden is described in glowing terms (2:9–14). It is not something that humanity has created. Rather, it is something that God has created, and entrusted to humanity. Man is placed in this wonderful garden ‘to work it and take care of it’ (2:15). The man’s responsibility is that of being a steward of God’s good creation. This delegated authority extends to the animals and birds. Genesis notes that the man was allowed to give names to ‘all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals’ (2:20). (In the ancient world, naming someone or something was an assertion of authority over that person or thing. Parents named their children as an expression of authority over them.) Yet humanity does not own the garden and all that is in it. Man is simply placed in it, and asked to care for it. Yet, as will become clear only too soon, the man fails totally in this responsibility.


2:18–25 Woman is Created The first Genesis creation account could give rise to the impression that male and female are simply alternative versions of humanity, without necessarily possessing any distinctive characteristics. The second Genesis creation account adds another important insight: male and female are created to complement one another: The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him’ (2:18). For some people, speaking of the female as a ‘helper’ may seem to imply that the female is subordinate to the male. Yet according to Genesis 1 and 2, the female was not created to serve the male, but to serve with the male. Male and female are entrusted with the task of being stewards of God’s good creation. It must be remembered that God himself is referred as a ‘helper’ at several points in the Old Testament!


This is an extremely important passage. Up to now, God had pronounced his creation to be good. Notice how the refrain ‘and God saw that it was good’ recurs in Genesis 1. But now, God declares that an aspect of his creation is not good. A humanity without distinction between the sexes is seen as inadequate. The creation of male and female thus produces a complementarity within creation. The Hebrew word translated as ‘suitable’ implies a correspondence between male and female. Their complementarity is an inbuilt aspect of creation. Male and female are distinct, and are meant to be distinct. Yet both bear the image of God, and both are charged with being stewards of God’s creation.


This point is brought out clearly later in this chapter, when Genesis speaks of the male ‘being united’ to the female: ‘That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh’ (2:24). This passage clearly refers to a committed personal relationship between the male and the female, and their union together in emotional and physical love. The passage explicitly uses the Hebrew words for ‘male’ and ‘female’, making it unambiguously clear that sexual differences within humanity are to be seen as a good and God-given thing.


It is often pointed out that there are similarities between the Genesis accounts of creation, and some of the creation stories of the ancient Near East. Yet an important point should be noted here. Genesis 2 presents us with an account of the creation of woman, which has no real parallel in any such story.


Genesis 3:1–24


The Fall of Humanity


3:1–5 The Snake Deceives Having given two complementary accounts of how the world came into being, Genesis now moves on to deal with the origins of sin. How could God’s good creation turn into something fallen and sinful, requiring redemption? The answer is provided by Genesis 3, which gives a vivid and powerful account of the rebellion of humanity against its creator. Adam and Eve are treated as representatives of the human race as a whole, as they seek to break free from the authority of God their creator.


The story of the fall opens with the man and the woman enjoying close fellowship with God and with one another in the garden of Eden. It will not last. The figure of the snake is introduced (3:1), possibly as a symbol either of Satan or the lure of worldly wisdom and power. Part of the snake’s strategy is to misrepresent God (3:1). Did God really say that Adam and Eve were not to eat of the fruit of that special tree? The woman’s reply is also interesting; while the serpent calls God’s word into question, the woman adds to it (3:3): the command not to touch the tree in the middle of the garden was not part of God’s original command.


But the real power of the snake’s approach lies in offering them the tantalising possibility of being ‘like God’ (3:5). The thought of being immortal and divine has been a constant temptation to humanity throughout its long history. The man and the woman do not want to be told by God what is right and what is wrong. They want to make their own rules. They come to believe that God is trying to keep them in their place, by withholding vital information from them. And so they disobey their creator.


3:6–15 Man and Woman Disobey God  Once their disobedience has been discovered, both the man and the woman try to place the blame on someone else. The man blames the woman; the woman blames the serpent (3:12–13). The woman is deceived first, and ­subsequently deceives the man. (The passage ­indicates that God places the primary res­ponsibility for the disobedience on the man, rather than the woman.) However, it is not clear how important the order of this deception is. The passage is quite clear on one point: both consented to the deception. It is quite proper to argue that they were deceived in different ways and at different times. Nevertheless, the passage makes it clear that both were deceived.


3:16–20 Relationships with God and Between Man and Woman Are Disrupted The result of man and woman’s disobedience is clear. The relationship between God and humanity is disrupted. The original intimate relationship of trust is destroyed, and replaced by one of hostility and suspicion. Notice also how the original intimate and cooperative relationship between the man and woman is shattered. Mutual recrimination makes its appear­ance. The command to reproduce remains. Yet now, childbearing will be a painful matter (3:16). The command to tend God’s creation remains. Yet this will now be a painful and tedious matter. In both cases, an existing task that is good, and part of God’s intention for his creation – that is, manual labour (3:19) and the bearing of children – become difficult. Work was originally intended to be something pleasurable and enjoyable. It now becomes a burden.


A new theme, which appears to be a direct result of the fall, now makes its appearance: the domination of the female by the male. There is no explicit statement anywhere in Genesis 1 or 2 to the effect that woman was intended or created to be subordinate to man. The theme of complementarity dominates the first two chapters of Genesis. But, as a result of the fall, this situation changes drastically:


 


To the woman he said,


 


‘I will make your pains in childbearing very severe;


with painful labour you will give birth to children.


Your desire will be for your husband,


and he will rule over you.’ 


 (3:16)


As a result of the fall, man will ‘rule over’ woman. There are two main ways of understanding this development.


1. Subordination (that is to say, males ‘lording it over’ or ‘ruling’ females) is a direct result of the fall. As such, it is one aspect of the influence of sin within the world, and is to be regarded as something that is not itself God’s will for his creation, and is thus to be opposed by Christians. The female has become subservient and the male dominant as a consequence of the entry of sin into the world. Thus it is significant that Adam does not name Eve until after the fall (3:20), suggesting that the authority over her that this implies did not exist before the fall.


2. A particular form of subordination is a direct result of the fall – namely, subordination based upon force or oppression. According to this view, woman is naturally subordinate to man, in some sense of the word; the new element introduced by the fall is that this subordination was enforced or imposed by unacceptable means.


The second position has some points in its favour. For example, the Hebrew verb here translated as ‘rule’ has overtones of domination. There are Hebrew words for the right kind of subordination and the wrong kind of subordination; the word used points to the new element being not the idea of domination itself but the kind of domination that results. An additional consideration is the context in which this verse is located. We noted above that the fall made existing obligations (such as work and childbearing) a pain rather than a pleasure. By extension of this analogy, it would seem that the new element introduced by the fall is that an existing obligation (the subordination of female to male) is made unpleasant, through the introduction of the element of force. The kind of domination envisaged would seem to be that which exists between a master and a slave, or between a conquering power and a conquered people, where the latter is forcibly obliged to do things they would otherwise not choose to do.


3:21–24 Adam and Eve Banished from the Garden of Eden Genesis 3 depicts certain other new things as happening as a direct result of the fall. For example, the man and the woman experience shame at their nakedness for the first time as a result of their disobedience (3:7, 10–11). Their naked state was already in existence; the new element added is that of shame at this state. There is an easy and natural parallel between shame and sub­ordination, by which a new element is introduced to an existing situation. Complementarity between male and female becomes polarised into domination by the male and submissiveness. The idea of ‘inferiority’ of women within the created order cannot be traced back to the Genesis creation accounts.


It is interesting to notice the strong parallels within Scripture concerning sin and redemption. Through the disobedience of Adam, humanity lost its fellowship with God; through the obedience of Jesus Christ, the possibility of that fellowship was restored. Eve was a disobedient woman; Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ, was obedient to God. Adam’s disobedience took place in a garden (Eden); Christ’s obedience to God was made evident in another garden (Gethsemane). Adam’s tree of life ended up becoming a tree of death; Christ’s tree of death (the cross) ended up becoming a tree of life. In all these respects, Christ’s work of salvation can be seen as undoing the damage caused by the disobedience in Eden.


The overall emphasis of the passage under discussion is clear. God did not intend his creation to be spoiled by sin. Nor is God in any way the author of sin. Sin arises directly from the abuse of the freedom and responsibility that God entrusted to humanity, as the height of his creation. The creation rebels against its loving and caring creator, and decides to go its own way – with tragic results. The essence of this original sin is wanting to be like God. It is not long before the consequences of that sin become clear. The first disobedience is soon followed by the first murder.


Genesis 4:1–26


Cain and Abel


4:1–7 The Children of Adam and Eve The effect of sin is to disrupt the ordering of God’s good creation, and cause it to begin to fall apart. Genesis 3 documented the introduction of sin, distrust and domination. Genesis 4 follows on from this by introducing further symptoms of this breakdown within creation. By the end of this chapter, we shall have encountered the introduction of jealousy, the deliberate killing of human beings, and the denial of responsibility for others.


Cain and Abel are the children of Adam and Eve. Cain’s sin demonstrates the manner in which the disobedience of Adam and Eve has now become deeply rooted in human nature. It is not clear why God looks with favour on Abel, but not on Cain (4:4–5). Both bring offerings to God, as an acknowledgment that everything they possess owes its origins to God. Yet, for some reason, Cain’s does not find favour. The real significance of the story lies in Cain’s reaction to this development: he is angry (4:5). God affirms his own integrity and justice: if Cain does what is right, he will be accepted. Yet if Cain refuses to do what is right, he will end up being overcome by sin (4:7). What follows confirms the wisdom of these words.


4:8–16 Cain Murders Abel Cain begins his deliberate rebellion against God by deceiving Abel (4:8), and then by attempting to deceive God (4:9). The deliberate murder of an innocent man illustrates the devastating effect of sin upon humanity. Cain tries to deny any responsibility for the deed: Why should he be responsible for his brother? Yet the deed and its motives are known to God, who condemns them in no uncertain terms (4:11–12). Cain recognises that the penalty due for this sin is death (4:14). However, God moves to limit the effects of this sin, by intervening to prevent its full and just penalty being carried out. Cain loses any right to stand in the presence of God, but is spared from death (4:15–16).


4:16–24 Cain’s Descendants The catalogue of sin continues in Cain’s descendants. Lamech adds polygamy to the list of sins (4:19), and boasts about killing someone who has injured him (4:23–24). He calls this taking of human life vengeance for Cain’s disgrace, which can be seen as an act of further defiance against God. Lamech wants to be his own master. By doing so, he furthers the spiral of sin into which humanity has descended.


4:25–26 People Begin to Call on the Lord A note of hope is injected into this account of sin and violence. ‘At that time’, we are told, ‘people began to call on the name of the Lord’ (4:26). (The writer uses here the special personal name for God, ‘the Lord’, which was revealed much later on, to Moses, Ex 3:14.) Some seem to have realised that there was no hope of salvation in human violence, power or strength. Salvation means turning to the Lord, and trusting in him.


Genesis 5:1–32


From Adam to Noah


The following section opens with a reaffirmation that men and women are created in the likeness of God, and were blessed by him (5:1–2). In many ways, the material in this section can be seen as bridging the period between Adam’s disobedience and God’s decision to eradicate sin, and start all over again. The passage includes a number of points of interest. Some of the figures mentioned are described simply as having ‘lived’ (such as Kenan and Jared, 5:12–14, 18–20). Others, however, are described as having ‘walked faithfully with God’ (such as Enoch, 5:24). There is a clear distinction being made between simply living at the biological level, and living for God. The fact so few are singled out in this way is an important indicator of the continuing rebellion of humanity against God during this period.


The aspect of this section that attracts most comment, however, is the ages recorded for the figures. For example, Methuselah is recorded as having lived for 969 years (5:27), which means that he would have died in the year of the flood described in the following chapter. Scholars are divided as to whether these figures are to be taken literally, or whether they are symbolic. There are certainly indications that the figures may have a deeper meaning: for example, Enoch’s age of 365 years (5:23) could well be a symbol of fullness or completion, based on the 365 days in a year. However, the figures are of relatively little importance in understanding the significance of this passage, which is concerned to bring out the direct line of continuity between Adam and Noah. This latter figure is introduced at the end of this section (5:29), and will be the subject of considerable attention for the next few chapters.


Genesis 6:1–8


Human Wickedness


6:1–7 God Is Grieved by Humanity The account of the flood opens with a powerful description of human wickedness and sin. Evil has triumphed, corrupting the goodness of God’s creation to its very foundations. The meaning of the opening verses (6:1–4) is unclear. One possibility is that the passage refers to the corruption of angelic beings (a possible interpretation of the ‘sons of God’); another is that it refers to the spread of intermarriage and the breakdown of traditional family structures. But whatever the explanation of these verses, its spiritual meaning is unambiguous: God’s creation is in ruins.


The paradox of all this is that human beings were created in the image of God, and thus with the freedom and ability to love and respect God. Yet this God-given freedom is abused, as human beings turn against their creator. Both in their acts and in the underlying motivation (6:5), humanity has fallen a willing victim to evil. With remarkable candour, the writer of this section describes God’s reaction to this situation. He regrets having created humanity. Painful and distressing though this clearly is to him, God feels that he has to bring his creation to an end (6:7).


6:8 Noah At the end of this account of human wickedness a small word intervenes: ‘but’ (6:8). The use of ‘but’ in Scripture can often be dramatic, sig­nalling a new development that opens the way to something that would otherwise be but a dream. And here we find exactly this kind of thing. ‘But Noah found favour in the eyes of the Lord.’ God’s forlorn search for a righteous human being, which will find its climax when he himself provides that righteous person in Jesus Christ, focuses on Noah, who now becomes a sign of hope and redemption.


Genesis 6:9–8:22


The Flood


Many ancient Near Eastern civilisations knew of a flood at the dawn of civilisation. What is distinctive about the Genesis account of the flood is its interpretation. The flood is God’s means of purging sinful humanity from the face of his earth. It is to cleanse his creation from the stain of human evil and sin (6:11–12). Many early Christian writers saw a powerful parallel between the flood and baptism: just as the flood cleansed the world of its sin, so baptism symbolises the cleansing of human sin through the blood of Christ.


6:9–17 Noah Instructed to Build an Ark Noah is identified as a ‘righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, and he walked faithfully with God’ (6:9). It is clear that he is not contaminated by the wickedness and sin of the world. There is an important biblical principle here: the obedience of one righteous person can be the means of salvation of others. The issue at stake is finding that righteous person – or, if none can be found, providing one. Noah is the means of salvation of the human race. Noah is directed to construct an ark, which is to bear him and his family, along with the male and female of every living creature, to safety. As the account of the flood progresses, additional points emerge. For example, Noah is ordered to take on board ‘seven of every kind of clean animal’ (7:2) – those that will be offered as sacrifices in the future. Noah obeys (6:22; 7:5).


6:18–7:10 God’s Covenant with Noah A major theme of importance should not be overlooked here. God promises to establish a covenant with Noah (6:18). Here we encounter a biblical theme that will resonate throughout Scripture, and reach its climax in Jesus Christ. A covenant is basically a set of promises made by God, which requires an appropriate response of trust and obedience on the part of those with whom the covenant is established.


7:11–24 The Flood Waters Rise The flood comes, as it rains for ‘forty days’ (7:17). The phrase ‘forty days and forty nights’ is often found linked in Scripture with events of major importance in relation to God’s redemption of humanity – such as the period of Moses’ encounter with God (Dt 9:11), and Christ’s temptation in the wilderness (Mt 4:1–11). The flood continues for a further 150 days after the rains end (7:24). Everything and everyone is wiped out, except the ark and its occupants. (Interestingly, no mention is made of any form of aquatic life: it is clearly assumed that these can and should survive, without the need for special assistance.)


 


Was the whole world really flooded?


Floods across the world in recent years have shown how suddenly such events can occur and how devastating their results can be. The possibility of a widespread flood, as in Noah’s story, is suddenly all the more understandable; and the occurrence of flood stories in other ancient civilisations suggests there was a common folk memory of such an event. 


After God had gathered Noah, his family and pairs of animals into the ark, we read that ‘all the springs of the great deep burst forth, and the floodgates of the heavens were opened’ (7:11). The rain fell for 40 days and the flood lasted 150 days in all, covering ‘all the high mountains under the entire heavens’ (7:19). 


Does this demand, therefore, that we believe the whole earth was flooded, a highly improbable event? At first sight, it seems the author felt the whole earth was indeed covered; and so it was, from his point of view. After all, the known world in those days was simply what we now call the Middle East. So we do not need to imagine a global flood covering the world’s highest mountains, something not only scientifically improbable (if not impossible), but simply not required by the story. Much more likely is a massive regional flood in the Middle East (the whole earth of those days), like that proposed by a father of modern archaeology, Sir Leonard Woolley. References to the high mountains being ‘covered’ (though the Hebrew word can also mean ‘drenched’) are then a dramatic way of saying that nothing (except what was in the ark) escaped. Assuming that humanity had not yet spread beyond this region, then the flood was geographically limited but anthropologically universal, thus serving God’s purpose of making a new beginning.


8:1–22 The End of the Flood As the flood ends, God remembers Noah (8:1). The Hebrew original of this expression conveys far more than just mentally recalling someone or something. It means acting in such a way as to express care and concern. This beautiful phrase sums up God’s attitude towards his people. They may forget about God, but he remembers them. Their faithlessness does not cancel his faithfulness. In his wrath, God remembers his mercy, and his covenant with those who remain faithful to him. And so the floodwaters begin to recede, and hope dawns once more. God’s judgment has been executed; now the process of reconstruction may begin.


When it is clear that the floodwaters have receded, God commands Noah and the entire company of occupants of the ark to come out. They are told to go and multiply on the earth – a renewal of the creation commandment (1:22). The theme of the renewal of creation emerges as important at this point. There are to be no more floods (8:21–22). If sin emerges once more as a threat to his creation, God will deal with it in another manner.


Genesis 9:1–29


God’s Covenant with Noah


9:1–17 The Covenant and Its Sign The covenant that God had promised to establish with Noah is now formally pledged. (As becomes clear later, the covenant is actually made with all life on the earth (9:17), and not just Noah and his family.) God commands Noah and his sons to increase, and fill the earth (9:1, 7). Everything is to be entrusted to the faithful remnant of humanity (9:3). The sacredness of human life is affirmed (9:5–6). Then the covenant is proclaimed: never again will there be a flood that will destroy the earth. As a sign of this covenant, God set his rainbow in the clouds (9:13). The idea of a covenant sign is of major importance: it brings to mind God’s compassion for his people, his promises towards them and the obligations the covenant places upon them.


9:18–29 Noah’s Sin It might be thought that the account of Noah could end happily at this point. Noah has been established as a righteous and obedient human being, through whose righteousness a faithful remnant was preserved. Yet human weakness begins to become apparent almost immediately. Noah plants a vineyard, and becomes drunk on the wine it produced (9:20–21). In this story, the potential weakness of human nature to sin is powerfully exposed. What will happen when other forms of temptation come the way of Noah and his descendants? Even as the account of Noah’s triumph reaches its conclusion, we are being forewarned that sin continues to crouch at the door (4:7), awaiting opportunities to master those who foolishly believe they can master sin.


Genesis 10:1–32


From Noah to Babel


The command to Noah and his descendants was simple: go forth and multiply. The following section of Genesis provides details of how that command was fulfilled. The precise details of the descendants of Noah are not of vital importance to an understanding of the central themes of Genesis. A detailed examination of the information provided indicates that the descendants of Noah spread out over a wide geographical area, probably embracing the eastern Mediterranean region, and extending as far east as the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea.


Genesis 11:1–32


The Tower of Babel


11:1–5 A City and Tower Are Built The repopulation of the world leads to a renewed confidence on the part of humanity. They all speak the same language, and are able to collaborate on various ventures. Sin begins to express itself in their actions. Once more, the same basic human instincts emerge. There is a desire to become famous, to achieve immortality, and to gain total security (11:4). And these aspirations lead to the building of a city on the plain of Shinar (a term used to refer to what was later known as Babylonia. There is a pun here between the Hebrew word for ‘Babylon’ (Babel) and the Hebrew word for ‘to confuse’, which sound like each other). The ‘tower’ in question would probably have taken the form typical of the region, often referred to as a ziggurat, consisting of a square base with a series of stepped layers built on top. It was a symbol of defiance. Here was what humanity could do without God. We can even reach heaven by ourselves!


11:6–9 God Confuses Their Language and Scatters the People Once more, sin threatens to frustrate God’s purposes for his creation. The tower is a potent symbol of human pride and rebellion against God. Yet God has promised never to destroy the world again. To restrain the power of sin, God scatters the people, and confuses their languages. The collective power of sin is reduced by the simple expedient of limiting the sinful human ability to collude together: ‘Let us go down and confuse their language’ (11:7). The ‘royal we’ of this phrase is an expression of authority and dominion, in the face of this human attempt at rebellion against God, and a refusal to accept the limitations placed upon humanity in the created order.


11:10–32 From Shem to Abram After the Babel episode, we are taken back to consider the further descendants of Noah through his son, Shem. The importance of this account lies primarily in the fact that it introduces us to a man named Abram, who had settled in the town of Harran, about 400 kilometres west of Nineveh. Abram was married to Sarai (later to be renamed Sarah, 17:15), who was barren (11:27–30). With these bare details, we are introduced to the first patriarch, later to be renamed Abraham (17:5) who is a central figure in the history of Israel. (The term ‘patriarch’ is used to refer to Abram, Isaac and Jacob, who are seen as being the great ancestors of the people of Israel.)


Genesis 12:1–20


The Call of Abram


12:1–9 Abram Called to Go to Canaan  Without any reason being given, Abram is called to leave Harran, and go to Canaan. The call of Abram is linked to a promise: that God will make him into a great nation, through whom all the nations on earth will be blessed (12:2–3). Although no explanation of this call was given, Abram clearly feels that he can and should trust and obey this call. So he and his extended household set out for the land of Canaan (12:4–5).


They eventually arrive at Shechem, an important site in the central region of Canaan. At this time, Canaan was the centre of various pagan religious cults. Yet Abram does not worship any of the local gods. Instead, he builds an altar to the Lord in the region of Bethel, and calls upon his name (12:8), in response to the Lord’s promise that the region will belong to his descendants.


12:10–20 Abram in Egypt Abram does not settle in the region of Canaan. He continues his wanderings, moving further south and west, as he passes through the Negev into Egypt. A famine had settled over Canaan; Egypt, however, continued to enjoy fertility, on account of the annual flooding of the river Nile, which ensured fertile and moist land in the neighbourhood of its banks. On account of local customs that are not entirely clear, Abram asks his wife to pose as his sister. The Egyptian monarch, invariably referred to by the royal title of Pharaoh (literally meaning ‘a great house’), is attracted to Sarai and treats Abram kindly as a result (12:14–16). On discovering that Sarai is actually Abram’s wife, Pharaoh expels the entire household from Egypt (12:20) back to Canaan.


Genesis 13:1–14:24


The Further History of Abram


13:1–18 Abram and Lot Separate By the time Abram leaves Egypt, he has become quite wealthy. This is especially evident from the references to his large holdings of livestock (13:2). The large number of animals involved lead to friction with his colleague Lot over grazing rights. Lot was introduced earlier in the narrative, and identified as the son of Haran, one of Abram’s brothers (11:27). Lot and Abram were thus relatives (13:8). Perhaps it was inevitable that they should go their separate ways. Lot chooses to settle near the cities of the plain, already noted for their sinful behaviour (13:10–13). Abram, however, receives a fresh assurance from the Lord that the land about him will be his inheritance. Thus reassured, he pitches his tents in the area. Once more, Abram responds by building an altar to the Lord, this time at Hebron (13:18).


14:1–24 Abram Rescues Lot While God reassures Abram, Lot finds himself in difficulty. A series of shifting alliances among local kings leads to a major confrontation taking place in the region in which he has settled (14:1–11). In the course of their abortive military action against neighbouring kings, Sodom and Gomorrah and their allies are defeated, and their goods seized and carried off. Lot, who is living in Sodom at this time (14:12), is also taken captive. Abram, learning of the capture of his relative, sets off in pursuit with 318 men, and manages to defeat Lot’s captors and release him (14:13–16).


Abram’s victory attracts considerable attention, most notably from Melchizedek, who was probably a Canaanite king-priest (14:18–20). Melchizedek probably intended his ‘God most high’ to refer to a local Canaanite deity. Abram, however, takes it as a reference to the Lord (14:22), and refuses to do anything that might have placed him under an obligation to anyone else.
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Genesis 15:1–17:27


God’s Covenant with Abram


15:1–21 The Covenant Abram’s act of obedience is immediately followed by God’s establishing a covenant with him and his descendants, which goes beyond that established earlier with Noah. Abram is still childless, and has designated his servant Eliezer (15:2) as his legal heir. God, however, promises that Abram will have a son, and that this son will be his heir (15:4). In one of the most poignant moments in this book, God leads Abram outside his tent, and asks him to contemplate the starry heavens. Abram’s descendants, he promises, will be as numerous as those stars (15:5). Abram trusts God, and puts his faith in this astonishing promise (15:6). Faith is thus seen as the natural and proper response to God’s promises, which counts as righteousness in the sight of God.


The promise of a son is followed by the reassurance that Abram will possess the land about him (15:7). Abram asks for reassurance on this point (15:8), and is granted a vision of the future of his people, including the coming exile in Egypt (15:9–16). God then marks the covenant in a variety of ways that, though perhaps strange to modern readers, would have been recognised at the time as involving the most solemn and binding oaths. God’s covenant with Abram is for real (15:18), and may be totally relied upon. The covenant will be confirmed and amplified presently. The narrative now switches to the women in Abram’s life.


16:1–16 Hagar and Ishmael Sarai con­tinues to be childless (16:1). Following an ancient Near Eastern custom, she suggests to Abram that he ought to sleep with Hagar, a slave whom they may have acquired during their period in Egypt. Abram concurs, and Hagar becomes pregnant (16:2–4). A certain degree of personal hostility now develops between Hagar and Sarai, with the result that Hagar leaves home. However, God speaks to her in a vision, and reassures her of her future. Her son is to be called Ishmael (16:11), and will be the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abram. Yet, as becomes clear in the following chapter, God has intentions for Sarai as well.


17:1–27 The Covenant of Circumcision The next major section introduces the next stage of the covenant between God and Abram. The first stage of this covenant involved the promise of land. Now God affirms that he will be the God of both Abram and his descendants (17:7). As a token of this new relationship, Abram’s name is formally altered to Abraham (17:5), just as Sarai is now to be known as Sarah (17:15). Both Abraham and Sarah will be blessed by God, and, despite their advanced years, they will have a son, who is to be called Isaac (17:16–20). God’s covenant with Abraham’s successors will be through Isaac, not Ishmael (17:19–21). This clear statement that Ishmael is not the child of the promise is, however, tempered by God’s evident kindness and mercy towards both Hagar and Ishmael.


The covenant that God now makes with Abraham and Sarah is conditional. Its privileges and benefits are linked with certain obligations, which must be observed if the covenant is to remain in force. Its central feature is circumcision, which is the external sign of this covenant (17:9–14). Circumcision (which is basically the removal of the foreskin of the penis) is to be restricted to male children, and is regarded as an essential sign of being a member of the covenant people of God. Abraham is obedient to this demand, and arranges for himself, his son Ishmael and all the males within his household to be circumcised, as a sign of their new relationship with God (17:23–27).


Genesis 18:1–19:38


Sodom and Gomorrah


18:1–15 The Three Visitors The next section opens with an account of a visit to Abraham by the Lord, in the form of three visitors who turn out to be the Lord and two angels. (The visit is seen by many commentators as an early hint at the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.) Although he has no idea who they are, Abraham looks after his visitors with traditional Near Eastern courtesy, ensuring that their feet are washed, and that they are provided with food and drink. The purpose of the visit is to reassure Abraham that his wife Sarah will indeed have a son. Sarah, who knows that both she and her husband are getting old, finds this amusing. But the Lord is adamant: ‘Is anything too hard for the Lord?’ (18:14).


18:16–33 Abraham Pleads for Sodom As the visitors prepare to leave, they look down on the city of Sodom, notorious for its sinfulness (18:16–22). It is clear that the city is marked for destruction. However, as a matter of justice, two of the three visitors will go on to the city to find out for themselves whether things really are that bad. In the dialogue between Abraham and the Lord that follows (18:23–33), the theme of the preservation of the righteous emerges as being of major importance. The Lord will spare a people for the sake of the righteous remnant with it. Abraham is convinced that God, the Judge of all the earth, is righteous (18:25), and finds this confirmed in God’s repeated affirmation that the presence of a small number of righteous people, even in a city as notoriously sinful as Sodom, will ensure its preservation.


 


What does the Bible say about sexuality? 


The Bible’s teaching about sexuality is rooted in the creation stories where humanity is blessed by both distinction and complementarity between the sexes. When it speaks of Adam and Eve ‘becoming one flesh’ (2:24), this isn’t a coy way of describing sex, but refers to the ultimate expression of unity and commitment between a man and woman. Any discussion about sexuality in the Bible comes against this background and its declaration that the highest form of relationship is found in one man’s commitment to one woman for life. Anything less or other than this – sex before marriage (fornication), sex outside marriage (adultery), and sex instead of marriage (homosexual practice) – is seen as failing to find God’s best.


It is against this background that neither the Old nor the New Testament offers any support for homosexual behaviour; indeed, such practices are condemned in both (19:5–11; Lev 18:22; Jdg 19:22–30; Ro 1:24–27; 1Co 6:9–11; 1Ti 1:8–11). The behaviour of Sodom’s men, for example, though culturally acceptable – ‘all the men from every part of the city’ (v.4) were involved – was offensive to both Lot, who came from a different culture and who saw their behaviour as ‘wicked’ (v.7), and to God, whose angels struck them temporarily blind (v.11). Their desire simply to ‘have sex’ (v.5) fell far short of God’s intention.


However, while portrayed as unacceptable to God, the Bible seems to see homosexuality as no worse than greed or lying, among which it is often simply included in lists of sins (e.g., 1Co 6:9–10). Ultimately, the Christian gospel offers acceptance rather than rejection and hope rather than condemnation. 


19:1–29 Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed  The narrative then moves to Sodom itself. Abraham’s relative Lot is sitting in the gate of the city when the angels arrive. This suggests that he was a figure of some importance within the city, as the city gate was the traditional location for the dispensing of justice and handling of local issues. Lot takes them to his house, and offers them the same traditional hospitality as had earlier been shown by Abraham (19:2–3). The visitors then find that their fears about Sodom are confirmed, as they nearly become the victims of homosexual rape (19:4–11). What follows brings out clearly the Lord’s concern for the safety of the righteous. Lot and his family are bundled out of Sodom to escape its destruction, and find safety in the nearby town of Zoar (19:20–22), which is spared on account of their presence. The story of Lot’s wife looking back seems to have become proverbial, and is even referred to by Jesus Christ himself (Lk 17:32).


19:30–38 Lot’s Daughters It soon becomes clear that Lot and his relatives are as weak and fallible as anyone else. The story of how Lot’s daughters seduced their father on two successive nights (19:30–38) in order to ensure the continuation of the family line is a forceful reminder of the continuing presence of sin in the world, and the temptations to which God’s people are prone.


Genesis 20:1–25:11


The Later Life and Death of Abraham


20:1–18 Abraham and Abimelek The following section of Genesis focuses on the later period of Abraham’s life. The account of Abraham’s meeting with Abimelek (20:1–17, and further developed at 21:22–32) is followed by a brief account of the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah: Isaac is born (21:1–7). In response to God’s faithfulness, Abraham circumcises his son. Just as God has been faithful to his covenant, so Abraham honours his side of that same covenant. The birth of Isaac leads to growing alienation between Sarah and Hagar, with the result that Hagar and her son Ishmael leave Abraham’s home (21:8–21). Yet despite Sarah’s hostility towards them, they continue to be watched over and cared for by God.


22:1–24 Abraham Tested After the birth of Isaac, Abraham’s commitment to God is put to the test in one of the most famous incidents in the Old Testament. God requires Abraham to take his son Isaac, and sacrifice him as an act of obedience. Earlier, Abraham had declared his faith that the Judge of all the earth would do right: this faith is now put to the test. The story is powerful, moving and disturbing, with strong parallels to the final days of Christ’s life. For example, Isaac carries the wood for his own burnt offering (22:6), just as Christ carried his own cross to the place of crucifixion. Abraham is about to sacrifice his son, when he is prevented from doing so. His trust in and obedience to God are now beyond doubt. As Abraham looks around, he notices a ram caught in some thorns (22:13). This ram is then offered as a sacrifice to God in place of Isaac. Christians can hardly read this passage without being reminded of the way in which Jesus Christ as the Lamb of God was crowned with thorns, and offered himself as a sacrifice to God in the place of sinful humanity (Mk 15:17; Jn 1:29). As a result of Abraham’s obedience, God confirms his promises to him. Abraham’s descendants will be as numerous as the stars of the sky and the grains of sand on the seashore (22:17). The news of the birth of sons to Abraham’s brother Nahor (22:20–23) can be seen as the beginning of the fulfilment of this promise.


23:1–20 The Death of Sarah Sarah and Abraham are now both very old. Sarah dies in the region of Canaan occupied by Hittites at the time. Abraham, who as a ‘foreigner and stranger’ had no land rights, buys some land from the Hittites as a burial site for his wife. Sarah is finally laid to rest in a cave in a field in Canaan.


24:1–25:11 Isaac and Rebekah; Abraham’s Death Aware that his own death cannot be far away, Abraham begins to make arrangements for his son Isaac to take a wife. He despatches the ‘senior servant in his household’ (possibly Eliezer of Damascus, whom he had earlier considered as his heir, prior to the birth of Isaac) to find a suitable woman. Although they are currently living in Canaan, Abraham does not want Isaac to marry a Canaanite woman, with all the dangers of syncretism that would imply – see on Ezr 9:1–10:44. He wishes him to marry someone from his own home region, and so sends his servant to this region (24:1–11). While preparing to water his camels outside the town of Nahor, the servant meets Rebekah (24:15), who has come to draw water for her family. (This name is sometimes spelled ‘Rebecca’.) Convinced that this is the right person, the servant arranges for himself to be introduced to her family (which includes her brother Laban), identifies himself as Abraham’s servant and explains why he believes God has guided him in this matter (24:12–49). Both Rebekah and her family are persuaded. Rebekah and her attendants prepare for the long journey to Canaan with Abraham’s servant. Finally, Isaac and Rebekah are married (24:50–67). Shortly afterwards, Abraham himself dies, and is buried with Sarah at the cave near Hebron (25:1–11). The era of the first patriarch has ended.


Genesis 25:12–28:9


Isaac and His Sons


25:12–34 Ishmael’s Sons and Isaac’s Sons, Jacob and Esau After listing the sons of Ishmael (25:12–18), the following section focuses on the history of Isaac. Initially, Rebekah is childless; after Isaac prays for her, she conceives, and gives birth to twin boys. The first to be born is Esau, so called on account of his hairy appearance; the second is called Jacob, as he emerges from the womb clinging to his brother’s heel. As the first to be born, Esau gains the privilege of the birthright – the right to inherit Isaac’s property on his death. However, he evidently regards this as being of little importance, and, in a moment of hunger, gives it to Jacob in exchange for a bowl of red lentil stew (25:31–34).


26:1–33 God Renews His Covenant with Isaac During a famine in the following years, the Lord renews his covenant with Isaac (26:1–6), confirming that the same promises made to Abraham were now extended to Isaac. The same promise is confirmed once more soon afterwards (26:24), after Isaac settles in the Valley of Gerar.


26:34–27:40 Jacob Gets Isaac’s Blessing  Relations between Esau and his parents deteriorate. At the age of 40 he marries two Hittite women (26:34); a third wife is mentioned later (28:9). This action is the source of much concern to Isaac and Rebekah; later, they would try to prevent Jacob from marrying a Hittite or Canaanite woman, insisting that he marry someone from their own home region (27:46–28:2). Nevertheless, Esau is the firstborn, and thus has certain rights, including the right to receive his father’s blessing. As Isaac’s sight begins to fail him, he feels the need to bless Esau. Rebekah, however, is disgusted with Esau, and decides that Jacob will seize this privilege, by disguising himself in such a way as to be taken for Esau. Isaac is deceived, and blesses Jacob (27:5–29). On Esau’s return from hunting, the deception is uncovered. Relations between the two brothers become severely strained (27:30–46).


 


Did God approve of Jacob’s cheating?


Jacob’s early life was full of deception and cheating. He opportunistically tricked his brother Esau out of his inheritance (25:27–34) and even deceived his father by disguising himself as Esau to get his irrevocable blessing of succession (27:1–40). Perhaps surprisingly this did not stop God from appearing to Jacob and reaffirming to him the promises made to his ancestor Abraham (28:10–22). 


Are we therefore to assume that God approved of Jacob’s trickery, or at least was prepared to turn a blind eye to it, since it served his purpose? Not at all, as the story goes on to show, for Jacob’s deceitfulness caught up with him. Having cheated others, he found himself cheated by Laban, who tricked him into marrying Leah as well as Rachel (29:15–30) and tried to manipulate an agreement about their flocks (30:25–36). All this highlights that God’s purpose does not depend on how good we are but on how faithful he is, not on our works but his grace (see Ro 9:10–16). Only after a powerful encounter with God did Jacob’s life begin to change (32:22–32). 


What this underlines is that individual Bible stories do not always contain the moral within themselves; we must often read on and see the bigger story to get the point. By contrast, the legal and prophetic sections of the Bible are more overt. For example, the eighth commandment specifically commands us not to ‘steal’ (the Hebrew word also means stealing in the sense of cheating someone out of something) and the Jewish law forbids cheating in business (e.g., Lev 19:35–36; Dt 25:13–16), a repeated theme of Proverbs (e.g., Pr 11:1; 20:10) and the prophets (e.g., Am 8:4–8). The New Testament too condemns outright any sort of cheating (e.g., 1Co 6:7–8; 1Th 4:6; Jas 5:4).


27:41–28:9 Jacob Flees to Laban Relations between Isaac and Jacob also deteriorate. Perhaps partly with a view to getting him away from home for a while, Isaac sends Jacob off to Rebekah’s home region of Paddan Aram, with instructions to find a wife from among the daughters of Laban, Rebekah’s brother (28:1–5). Rebekah has already advised him to go and stay with her brother, to avoid Esau until his anger towards his younger brother has subsided (27:42–45). Her advice is to stay ‘for a while’ until things calm down. In the event, Jacob stays there for twenty years (seven years for Leah, seven for Rachel, and six for livestock). The narrative now focuses on Jacob, who emerges as a major figure in his own right.


Genesis 28:10–36:40


Jacob


28:10–22 Jacob’s Dream at Bethel So Jacob sets out for Harran, Abraham’s home town. During the course of this journey, he pauses at a place hitherto known as Luz, but which would from then on be known as Bethel. While sleeping, Jacob dreams of a ‘stairway’ (not a runged wooden ladder, as is sometimes suggested, but probably a brick staircase), on which angels are ascending and descending. In the course of this dream, the Lord extends the covenant he made with Abraham and Isaac to Jacob, promising him land and descendants (28:10–22). Despite all his deceptions, God is prepared to bless Jacob. Thus assured of the Lord’s blessing, Jacob continues on his journey to Harran.


29:1–25 Jacob in Paddan Aram On arriving in the region, Jacob asks if anyone knows Laban. Laban is clearly well known in the region. However, the first member of Laban’s family whom Jacob meets is the younger and more beautiful of Laban’s two daughters, Rachel (29:1–12). After being welcomed into Laban’s household, Jacob begins to work to earn his keep. Laban asks him how much he would like as wages. Jacob replies that he would like Rachel’s hand in marriage, in return for seven years’ work (29:18). Laban consents, but clearly has other plans. On the night of Jacob’s wedding feast, Laban gives him his older daughter Leah in place of Rachel. Perhaps it was very dark, perhaps large quantities of wine flowed at the wedding feast. At any rate, Jacob does not notice the substitution. He sleeps with her, and discovers the deception only in the morning (29:25). There is a subtle irony here: having left a trail of deception behind him in Canaan, Jacob himself is now well and truly deceived. As the events recorded later concerning the possession of flocks makes clear (30:25–43), both Laban and Jacob will continue to try to deceive each other.


29:26–30:24 Jacob Marries Rachel and Has Children Laban informs Jacob that he can have Rachel in return for a further seven years of work. The text makes it clear (29:28–30) that Jacob is not required to wait a further seven years before being given Rachel; he is allowed to sleep with her immediately, in return for a promise of seven years of further work. The fact that Jacob has two wives simultaneously is not regarded as unusual or unacceptable. It is only when God establishes his covenant with Moses at Sinai that monogamy becomes the norm for his people. Through Leah, Jacob has a series of sons; Rachel, however, is barren. By sleeping with Rachel’s servant (and later with Leah’s, when Leah becomes too old to bear children), Jacob fathers several more sons (30:1–21). Then finally, Rachel conceives, and bears a son. His name is Joseph (30:24).


30:25–31:21 Jacob Flees from Laban After an incident involving mutual deception over flocks (30:25–43), tensions develop between Laban and his family and Jacob. Jacob is obliged to flee from Laban (31:1–55), taking his wives, children and livestock with him. They will return to Isaac. Jacob continues to deceive Laban, by failing to tell him of his intentions (31:20). Interestingly, without Jacob’s knowledge, Rachel takes Laban’s household gods with her (31:19), possibly reflecting her continuing pagan beliefs, or a belief that the possession of these items would deter Laban from taking lethal action against them.


31:22–55 Laban Pursues Jacob Laban, angry that his daughters and grandchildren have been taken away from him without his knowledge or permission, pursues Jacob and his party, and eventually catches up with them. Yet Laban, despite being a pagan, has a dream in which God tells him not to harm Jacob (31:24). However, he is angry over the theft of his household gods, and demands to have them returned. Jacob, ignorant of Rachel’s theft, suggests that they search for them. Rachel, who has concealed the gods in her camel’s saddle, tells Laban that she cannot move on account of her period. As a result, the gods remain undetected. After some explanation on the part of Jacob, he and Laban agree to patch up their differences. Jacob swears that he will take care of Rachel, Leah and their children, and that he will have no more wives. They part reconciled, Laban to return home, and Jacob to visit his brother Esau, who has settled in the region of Edom.


32:1–33:20 Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau Jacob sends messengers to Esau to let him know of their arrival; the messengers duly report back that Esau is on his way to meet them, with 400 men. Fearing the worst, Jacob divides his party into two groups, hoping that one might survive any ensuing attack (32:1–21). As he waits to meet Esau, Jacob has a night meeting with an angel at Peniel (32:22–32). For the first time, the name ‘Israel’ is used to refer to Jacob, and ultimately to his descendants. The angel refuses to disclose his own name; only at Sinai will God allow his name to be known to Moses. At this stage, Israel is not ready to learn more of the Lord who has called her into being. Finally, Jacob and Esau meet (33:1–20). They have not seen each other for twenty years, and parted on very hostile terms. Esau, however, is overjoyed to see his brother once more (33:4). When they part once more, it is as friends.


34:1–35:15 Jacob Returns to Bethel Trouble now arises on a different front. Dinah, Jacob’s daughter by Leah, is raped by Shechem, a local ruler. Jacob and his family are outraged. Two of Jacob’s sons suggest that if Shechem and his people agree to be circumcised (a very painful process), they will allow Dinah to marry him, and they will settle in the region. While the men are recovering from the pain of their circumcision and incapable of resistance, Simeon and Levi put them to the sword, and plunder their possessions (34:1–29). Jacob is appalled, both at the deception and its possible implications. It will no longer be safe for them to live in the region. So they begin the move to Bethel, scene of Jacob’s earlier dream, at which the Lord once more reaffirms his commitment to Jacob and his descendants (34:30–35:15).


35:16–36:43 The Deaths of Rachel and Isaac At this stage, Jacob has eleven sons: six sons by Leah, two by Rachel’s servant Bilhah, two by Leah’s servant Zilpah, and one – Joseph – by Rachel (for the details, see 35:23–26). In the final stages of their journey to the city of Ephrath (also known as Bethlehem), Rachel dies while giving birth to another son, whom Jacob names Benjamin (35:16–18). Rachel is buried near Bethlehem and Jacob returns to the home of his father Isaac near Hebron (35:27–29). Finally, Isaac himself dies, and is buried in the family tomb in the field near Machpelah (see 49:29–32). After listing the various descendants of Esau, and the rulers of the land of Edom in which Esau resided (36:1–43), the narrative now shifts decisively to focus on one of Jacob’s twelve sons: Joseph.


Genesis 37:1–50:26


Joseph


37:1–38:30 Joseph Sold by His Brothers  Joseph was Jacob’s son by Rachel, whom Jacob had loved. As a result, he seems to have been especially fond of this son, to the intense irritation of his other sons (37:1–4). Joseph himself does little to help his brothers to like him: his dreams, which suggest that they are inferior to him, merely anger them further (37:5–11). Eventually, they can bear him no longer, and sell him as a slave to a group of passing Midianite traders. Having dipped Joseph’s richly ornamented coat in goat’s blood, they bring it to Jacob. He concludes that his son has been killed by a wild animal (37:12–35). In fact, Joseph has been sold into slavery in Egypt (37:36). (At this point, the narrative about Joseph is interrupted, to give an account of the marriage of Jacob’s son Judah to a Canaanite woman, and his subsequent involvement with his daughter-in-law Tamar: 38:1–30.)


39:1–23 Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife The story of Joseph now resumes. Joseph is now a slave in the household of Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s senior officials. God grants Joseph success in his responsibilities, with the result that he gains advancement within the house (39:1–6). However, his attractive features soon get him into trouble with Potiphar’s wife, who, failing to seduce him, accuses him of attempted rape (39:7–18). As a result, he is thrown into prison. Yet God remains with Joseph, even in this seemingly hopeless situation (39:20–23).


40:1–23 The Cupbearer and the Baker Joseph is soon joined in prison by two men from Pharaoh’s household, a cupbearer and a baker. Each has dreams, which they are unable to interpret. Joseph interprets the former’s dream as a prophecy of restoration, and the latter’s as a prophecy of condemnation. He asks the cupbearer to remember him when he is restored to his post. In due course, the cupbearer is restored to Pharaoh’s favour, and the baker executed. Yet the cupbearer fails to remember Joseph, who continues to languish in prison, forgotten by all except God.


41:1–57 Pharaoh’s Dreams; Joseph in Charge of Egypt Now Pharaoh himself begins to dream, and finds that there is no one who can give a satisfactory interpretation of his dreams. Finally, the cupbearer remembers Joseph, who is summoned from prison, and proves able to interpret the dreams. There will be seven years of rich harvest, followed by seven years of famine. All this has been foretold by God, who has decided that this will take place. Convinced that God has singled out Joseph for this task, Pharaoh places him in charge of Egypt’s preparations for the forthcoming famine. As a result, while other nations around languish under a severe famine, Egypt suffers no shortage of food.


42:1–38 Joseph’s Brothers Go to Egypt The famine seems to have been especially severe in Canaan. Jacob and his household are affected. Eventually Jacob, hearing that there is grain in Egypt, sends all his sons except Benjamin, Rachel’s second son, to buy grain there. On their arrival in Egypt, Joseph recognises them, accuses them of spying, and throws them in prison (42:1–17). After three days, he sets them free, on condition that they return with their youngest brother Benjamin. However, Jacob refuses to allow Benjamin to travel to Egypt. It is too dangerous. He has already lost one of Rachel’s two sons, and has no desire to lose the other as well (42:18–38).


43:1–44:34 The Second Journey to Egypt; the Silver Cup The famine persists, and Jacob and his household become dangerously short of food. Finally, the decision is taken: they will have to return to Egypt for more food. This time, Benjamin will have to travel with them (43:1–25). On their arrival, Joseph sees his brother Benjamin for the first time in many years, and is deeply moved (43:29–31). However, as they prepare to return to Canaan, Joseph plants his own special cup in Benjamin’s sack of food. As they are leaving, Joseph accuses one of them of stealing his cup. He demands that their sacks be searched. When it is found in Benjamin’s sack, the brothers return to Joseph and offer themselves to him as his slaves. They implore him not to take Benjamin away from them. Their father had two sons by Rachel: he has lost one of them, and could not bear to lose the second (44:1–34).


45:1–47:27 Jacob Goes to Egypt Joseph then reveals his identity to the astonished brothers, and embraces them (45:1–15). He tells them of how God has blessed him. Pharaoh, fascinated by these developments, orders that transport should be made available so that Jacob and his household can be moved to Egypt, and allowed to settle in the land as welcome and honoured guests (45:16–24). The brothers return to Canaan, and tell their overjoyed father that Joseph is not merely alive. He is now ruler of all Egypt (45:25–28). So Jacob and his entire family move down to Egypt, and are settled, with Pharaoh’s blessing, in one of the richest parts of Goshen (46:1–47:12). Even though the famine continues in Egypt, Joseph ensures that seed grain is available to all, including the Israelites (47:13–27).
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47:28–48:22 Manasseh and Ephraim Jacob is now very old. Knowing he must die soon, he asks to be buried in the family tomb in Canaan (47:28–31). He tells Joseph and his two sons of how God had established a covenant with him. After blessing Joseph’s two sons Manasseh and Ephraim, Jacob tells Joseph that God will one day take him back to the land of his fathers (48:1–22). God has given Canaan to his descendants. Yet Joseph will die in Egypt. The story of how the people of Israel returned to Canaan has only begun.


49:1–50:21 Jacob Blesses His Sons and Dies Finally, Jacob blesses each of his twelve sons individually (49:1–28), and the tribes that will bear their names. He repeats his request to be buried in the family grave in the field of Machpelah in Canaan, beside Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah and Leah. (Rachel, it will be remembered, was buried near Bethlehem.) After these words, Jacob dies (49:29–33). Joseph ensures that his father’s dying wishes are honoured, and accompanies the entire family as they return to Canaan to bury him. Afterwards, they go back to Egypt, to remain there permanently (50:1–21).


50:22–26 The Death of Joseph Jacob’s dying words had included reference to Canaan as the promised land, which one day his offspring would inherit. In the same way, as Joseph himself is dying, he speaks of a day when God will take his people out of Egypt into the land he had promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Joseph asks that, when this great day comes, his remains will be buried in that land. Genesis ends by recording the death of Joseph, and his burial in Egypt.


And so the reader is left wondering: Will the people of Israel ever return to the promised land? Or will they remain permanently in Egypt? Will Joseph’s remains ever be reburied in Canaan? Will God remain faithful to his promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? It is exactly these questions that are answered in the next book of the Old Testament, to which we now turn.










Exodus


Exodus tells the story of how the Hebrews, once regarded with great favour in Egypt as a result of the reputation of Joseph, came to be treated as slaves. It describes the birth and calling of Moses and the events that finally lead to Israel being able to make their escape from captivity and begin the wandering in the wilderness. During this period, God gives Israel a new covenant through Moses, including the Ten Commandments, in order that the people of Israel may remain faithful to the God who called them out of Egypt.


 


Outline


Israel in bondage in Egypt


1:1–14 The enslavement of Israel


1:15–22 The order to kill all male Israelites at birth


2:1–10 The birth of Moses and his adoption by Pharaoh’s daughter


2:11–25 Moses leaves Egypt for Midian


3:1–4:17 God calls Moses at the burning bush


4:18–31 Moses returns to Egypt


5:1–6:27 Increased oppression of Israel by Pharaoh


6:28–7:7 Aaron as Moses’ spokesman


7:8–10:29 The first nine plagues of Egypt


11:1–10 Moses’ warning of the tenth plague


12:1–30 The institution of the Passover and the death of the Egyptian firstborn


 


The exodus


12:31–42 The flight from Egypt


12:43–51 Regulations concerning the Passover


13:1–16 The consecration of the firstborn


13:17–15:27 The crossing of the Red Sea


16:1–36 Israel feeds on manna and quail


17:1–7 Water from the rock


17:8–16 The battle with the Amalekites


18:1–27 The visit of Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law


 


Israel at Sinai


19:1–25 The arrival at Sinai


20:1–21 The Ten Commandments


20:22–23:19 Regulations concerning everyday life


23:20–33 God’s promises to his people


24:1–18 The covenant confirmed


25:1–31:18 Instructions regarding worship and sacrifice


32:1–35 The golden calf


33:1–17 Moses pleads for the life of his people


33:18–23 Moses sees the glory of God


34:1–35 The covenant between God and his people


35:1–39:43 Instructions concerning the Sabbath and worship


40:1–38 The building of the tabernacle


 


Exodus 1:1–22


Introduction


Exodus opens by describing how the Israelites (as the descendants of Jacob are now known) flourish in the period after Joseph’s death. God’s promise to the patriarchs of many descendants is more than abundantly fulfilled, to the alarm of the native Egyptians.


Increasingly, the Israelites come to be seen as a threat. The memory of Joseph and his work in Egypt seems to have been forgotten during the period of roughly two hundred years that separates the death of Joseph and the events that will be described in this book.


Finally, a ‘new king, to whom Joseph meant nothing’ (1:8) comes to power. The Pharaoh in question is often thought to be Ahmose, who is known to have been hostile to Semites. (The term ‘Semites’, which derives from ‘Shem’, is often used to refer to peoples of the region of Palestine, and especially to the Israelites.) Alarmed at the growing power of the Israelites, he sets about limiting their numbers and influence. In the first place, the Israelites are forced into slavery (1:11–14); in the second, he attempts to have every male Israelite child killed at birth (1:15–22). Yet the strategy fails; the midwives fear God, and will not carry out his wishes.


Exodus 2:1–2


The Birth of Moses


In the midst of this attempt to eliminate all Israelite male children, a boy is born to a Levite family. Under Pharaoh’s edict, he must be drowned in the river Nile. Unable to bear this thought, his mother places him in a basket amid the reeds by the bank of the river. (The word used for ‘basket’ is the same as that used at Ge 6:14 to refer to Noah’s ark, which was also a means of deliverance from death by drowning.) The child is discovered, and saved – by Pharaoh’s daughter. By the grace of God the future deliverer of Israel is saved from death by a member of Pharaoh’s own household.


The princess recognises that the child is Israelite. She uses the distinctive term ‘Hebrew’ (2:6) to refer to the Israelites. The child’s sister, whom we later learn is called Miriam, offers to find someone from among the ‘Hebrew women’ to nurse the child for the princess. Astutely, she finds her mother, and thus achieves reunion of mother and son. When the child is older, he is adopted into Pharoah’s household, and given the name Moses.


The story now moves on (2:11–24). Moses has ‘grown up’, probably having reached the age of 40. Although raised in Pharaoh’s household, he has not forgotten his own people. After accidentally killing an Egyptian who is abusing an Israelite, Moses is forced to flee from Egypt (2:15). He settles in the region of Midian, a desolate area to the east of the Gulf of Aqaba, several hundred kilometres from Egypt. While there, he marries a local woman, the daughter of the Midianite priest Jethro, and settles down in that region with his family for many years.


But back in Egypt, the oppression of Israel continues (2:23–25). Yet God has not forgotten his people. The great theme of the covenant between God and Abraham, Isaac and Jacob begins to make its appearance. God’s promise to his people remains open. But how can it be realised? What can be done? The following chapter begins to set the scene for the great act of deliverance that will soon take place.


Exodus 3:1–6:30


The Calling of Moses


3:1–22 Moses and the Burning Bush Moses is tending the flocks of Jethro in the land of Midian when God calls him by name. In what follows (3:5–10), God reaffirms his commitment to the covenant he made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and his determination to deliver them from slavery in Egypt. He will lead them into ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’ (3:8). And he has chosen Moses to go to Pharaoh, and bring Israel out of Egypt.


Moses is hesitant about this commission. Why him? And what will the Israelites say when he tries to enlist their support? God reassures him. Moses is to call God by name: ‘I am who I am’ (3:14). This is not a name Moses has chosen for God. It is the name by which God wishes to be known by his people. In the Old Testament, to name someone is to have or to claim authority over them. Just as nobody has authority over God, so nobody has the right to name God. God chooses to reveal his name. He is ‘the Lord’ (3:15). The Hebrew word Yahweh, sometimes referred to as the ‘tetragrammaton’ (the ‘four letters’ YHWH, sometimes written ‘Yahweh’, and often written incorrectly as ‘Jehovah’ in older English translations), is also a personal name for God. The name must not be confused with the general title of ‘Lord’, which merely refers to the authority of God. ‘The Lord’ is a special personal name for God, by which he is to be known and addressed in worship and prayer. To avoid confusion, the NIV prints this name like this: ‘Lord’. God also affirms that he is the same God who was worshipped and obeyed by Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. His promises to these great patriarchs still stand. He is thus the ‘God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ (3:16).


Moses is then commanded to return to Egypt, summon the elders (literally, the ‘old men’ – in the Old Testament, wisdom and age are often regarded as closely linked) of Israel, and tell them what has happened. Their moment of deliverance is not far away. Israel will be liberated from her bondage (3:18–22).


4:1–17 Signs for Moses Moses, however, still hesitates. He can foresee his authority being challenged (4:1–9). He lacks confidence in his ability to speak well (4:10–12). He doesn’t want to do it, anyway (4:13–17). But God is adamant. Moses is the man of his choice. If he is worried about his ability to speak, he will use Aaron, Moses’ brother, as a mouthpiece (see Ex 4:27–31). But Moses is to be the deliverer of his people Israel. He must get on with the task in hand.


4:18–5:23 Moses Returns to Egypt So Moses obtains Jethro’s permission to take his family back to Egypt (4:18–23). Yet, although Moses now clearly stands within the covenant between God and Abraham, he has not yet fulfilled one of its central demands: circumcision of his son (Ge 17:9–14). His wife, more alert to this than her husband, performs the operation on their son (4:24–26). After Moses’ arrival in Egypt, he and Aaron call together the elders of Israel. They assure them that the Lord has not forgotten them.


The scene now moves to the confrontation with Pharaoh. Moses and Aaron make their famous demand on behalf of God: ‘Let my people go!’ Pharaoh is not interested. Who is this Lord that demands that he should act in this way? Irritated at their demands, Pharaoh decides to make life more difficult for the Israelites. No longer will they be given straw to help them make bricks. They will have to find their own (5:1–21). The Israelites are furious with Moses and Aaron for provoking Pharaoh like this. Moses is disconsolate. Why has God treated him in this way (5:22–23)?


6:1–30 God Promises Deliverance God reveals himself to Moses once more, and reassures him of his presence and power (6:1–27). The same God who appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob makes himself known again to Moses. He has heard the groaning of his people, and will remain faithful to his covenant. The theme of the ‘covenant faithfulness of God’, which is of such importance throughout the Old Testament, makes its presence felt strongly in chapters 19 to 24 of Exodus. Yet other themes also feature – such as the refusal of God’s people to listen to his chosen servants, and the lack of confidence of those servants both in themselves and in the God who has chosen them. For example, when Moses is told to speak to Pharaoh, he quibbles, ‘why would Pharaoh listen to me’? (6:28–30). Yet in the end, God is able to use even those with ‘faltering lips’.


 


Why did God send the ten plagues?


For modern readers this story is not easy reading. How can a supposedly good God send such things against people, we ask? But in context, these judgments were meant to provide an opportunity for Pharaoh – a man who had enslaved a whole nation and had ruthlessly had every Jewish baby boy thrown to the crocodiles – to change his mind. 


First, the ten plagues happened over a period of months. Many were natural consequences of the previous plague (for example, the Nile turning to ‘blood’ would cause frogs to leave it; the proliferation of flies would spread disease among the livestock). This increasing pressure was designed to get Pharaoh to realise that his enslavement of a whole nation was unacceptable to God. But Pharaoh’s heart was simply ‘hardened’.


But not only were the plagues designed to bring increasing pressure on Pharaoh; they were also a direct challenge to Egypt’s gods. For everything that was struck was either seen as a god (like the Nile) or represented a god (like the fly). Even Ra, the sun god, one of Egypt’s chief gods, was blacked out. One by one, Egypt’s gods were shown to be powerless before the living God, yet Pharaoh would not yield. Finally death itself, for which Egyptians took such care in preparing, came without warning and took their firstborn, even as Pharaoh had taken the Hebrew firstborn. At last Pharaoh got the message: the Hebrews’ God had won and they were freed.


God was actually therefore very gracious in the time he took and the opportunities he gave Pharaoh to change his cruel policies. Only when the process was complete – represented by ten plagues (ten being seen in ancient times as the number of completion) did Pharaoh at last yield.


Exodus 7:1–11:10


The Judgment Against Pharaoh


If Pharaoh will not listen to Moses’ words, then he will have to deal with God’s actions instead. The major section which now opens deals with Pharaoh’s persistent rejection of God, and obstinate refusal to allow the Israelites to leave their captivity in Egypt. A theme that becomes important in this section is that of the ‘hardening of Pharaoh’s heart’. This should not be understood to mean that God deliberately makes Pharaoh reject Moses’ words or the will of God. Rather, it should be taken to mean that God confirms what is already present within Pharaoh’s own heart. For every text which speaks of God hardening Pharaoh’s heart (e.g., Ex 7:3; 9:12; 10:20) there is another that speaks of Pharaoh’s heart being hardened (e.g., Ex 7:13, 22; 8:15, 32; 9:7). God brings out into the open the secret inner motives and desires of Pharaoh.


7:14–11:10 A Series of Plagues It is clear that Pharaoh has not the slightest intention of allowing the Israelites to leave, despite the obvious signs of the Lord’s presence and power (7:1–13). A series of plagues follows, each of which severely disrupts life in Egypt. Each of these plagues can be seen in terms of natural events. For example, the plague of blood (7:14–24) may have been a severe volcanic eruption that discharges volcanic ash into the Nile, and thus pollutes the drinking water of animals and human beings, as well as darkening the sky. The Israelites, who were localised in the region of Goshen, far away from the Nile, would have been unaffected. Behind these natural phenomena lay the hand of God in judgment. In the order in which they occurred, the plagues are blood (7:14–24), frogs (8:1–15), gnats (8:16–19), flies (8:20–32), livestock (9:1–7), boils (9:8–12), hail (9:13–35), locusts (10:1–20) and darkness (10:21–29). In each case, the same refrain occurs: Pharaoh hardened his heart, and would not let God’s people go.


The scene is thus set for the final assault upon Pharaoh’s total obstinacy, as the events that would henceforth be celebrated in the Passover festival take place.


Exodus 11:1–12:30


The Passover


11:1–10 The Plague on the Firstborn The final judgment on Egypt parallels one of the most repressive measures adopted by Pharaoh against the Israelites. Pharaoh had ordered that all newborn male Israelite children were to be killed. Now that same judgment is executed against Egypt, from the royal household downwards. Yet even here, God’s judgment is tempered by mercy: where Pharaoh took the life of every male Israelite child, only the firstborn of each Egyptian family is to suffer the same fate. Israel, however, will not suffer from this judgment. She will be marked out as God’s own people, and spared from this act.


12:1–13 The Passover Meal As a sign of the fact that something new is about to happen, Moses is commanded to begin a new religious calendar, based on what now takes place. (The time of year identified here corresponds to the period of March or April in modern calendars.) Each household or group of households is to sacrifice a perfect lamb or goat, and daub its blood across the sides and tops of their doorframes. This will mark them as God’s own people. They are to eat a meal, to remind them of their time in Egypt, which is now coming to an end. Both the type of food eaten, and the way in which it is to be eaten, will remind the people of their bitter years in Egypt, as they waited for their redemption. The eating of ‘bitter herbs’ (12:8) – herbs native to Egypt – symbolise the bitterness of their bondage, just as the ‘bread made without yeast’ points to the haste with which the people are being asked to prepare to leave Egypt. The festival is named ‘the Lord’s Passover’, which refers to the fact that God will ‘pass over’ the houses of his own people as he brings vengeance against the Egyptians.


12:14–28 Commemoration of the Passover  In commemoration of this act of deliverance, the Passover is to be celebrated every year as a ‘lasting ordinance’. Further regulations concerning its celebration are mentioned later (12:43–49). It is no accident that in the New Testament the ‘Last Supper’ of Jesus Christ is a Passover meal (Mt 26:17–29; Mk 14:12–25; Lk 22:7–20). In celebrating God’s great act of deliverance in the past, Jesus Christ prepares for the great act of deliverance that will take place through his death upon the cross. God’s judgment against sin, initially made against the firstborn of the Egyptians (12:29–30), eventually leads to the atoning death of his one and only firstborn son.
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Exodus 12:31–18:27


The Exodus


This final act of judgment breaks Pharaoh’s resolve. Israel may leave Egypt. Fearful of further calamities, the Egyptians wish the Israelites to get away from their land as quickly as possible (12:31–39). Later (14:5–6) they will change their minds, and decide to force them back into slavery.


13:1–16 Consecration of the Firstborn As the Israelites prepare to leave, the custom is established of offering every firstborn male (whether animal or human) to the Lord. Once Israel has settled in the promised land, she will continue this custom as a means of recalling her imprisonment in Egypt, and the Lord’s great power and love in bringing Israel out of that captivity into a ‘land flowing with milk and honey’. The custom is there as a reminder, in case Israel should ever forget that the Lord brought her out of Egypt with his mighty hand. The theme of remembering all that God has done for his people occurs frequently throughout Scripture.


13:17–15:21 Crossing the Sea A further theme that will occur frequently in the account of Israel’s journey to and entry into the promised land is that of the faithfulness of God to his promises. God promised to give the descendants of Abraham the land of Canaan. He will remain faithful to that promise, despite his people’s frequent disobedience and rebellion against him. As a token of this faithfulness of God to his promises, Moses has the bones of Joseph exhumed, and brought with them as they travel (13:19), in order that Joseph may share in the promise of resting in Canaan.


But how are they to reach Canaan? The most direct route would involve heading from Goshen to the coast, and following the coastline through Philistia into Canaan. This, however, was a possible invasion route for Egypt’s enemies. As a result, it was defended by a series of fortresses. Guided by a ‘pillar of cloud’ by day and a ‘pillar of fire’ by night, the Israelites journey southeast, rather than northeast, avoiding the much-used trade routes of the Sinai peninsula. The road they take leads them to what is traditionally known as the Red Sea, although the Hebrew words yam suph really mean ‘sea of reeds’. It is not known for certain where this sea was located. The reference need not be to a ‘sea’ in the strict sense of the term; it is possible that an inland lake may be intended.


By now the Egyptians are regretting their decision to allow the Israelites to leave unhindered (14:1–9). The realisation dawns that they have lost a substantial pool of cheap slave labour. The decision is made: the Israelites will be pursued and recaptured. The search parties set out, and track the fleeing Israelites down to Pi Hahiroth (14:9). Panic breaks out inside the Israelite camp and recriminations flow thick and fast against Moses (14:10–12). Moses, however, urges the people to trust God. In one of the most dramatic and best-known incidents in Scripture, a strong east wind divides the waters of this sea, allowing the people of Israel to pass through to the other side. The Egyptians, however, are swallowed up in the sea. Again, there is a strong element of irony here. The Egyptians wanted to drown every firstborn male child of Israel. They ended up by being drowned themselves. This great act of divine deliverance brings the Israelites to their senses. They now fear and trust God, and are prepared to listen to Moses his servant (14:13–31). In a great song of triumph, Israel exults in the glorious triumph of a God who is faithful to his promises, and who will guide them safely into the promised land of Canaan (15:1–21). For a while, Israel trusts her God and his servant.
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15:22–27 The Waters of Marah and Elim But it does not last. Sinful human nature soon tires of trusting and adoring God, and turns back to concentrating on its purely physical needs. Shortly afterwards, the people are grumbling about the quality of their water supply. The problem is soon remedied. However, the reader of Exodus has been introduced to a theme that will recur throughout the story of the wanderings of Israel on her way to the promised land: the grumbling of an impatient people, who demand instant gratification, and are tempted to abandon God when the going gets tough. As will become clear, Israel is a people who need to be refined and tested before they are ready to enter that promised land.


16:1–36 Manna and Quail The grumbling soon starts again (16:1–3). This time, the problem is the food. Israel misses her pots of meat. ‘We were better off in Egypt!’ becomes something of a recurring theme in the people’s long list of complaints against God. God’s providential care for his people has already been demonstrated in the way in which they were saved from slavery in Egypt. Yet that care is far from exhausted, as what follows makes clear. For example, God provides quail (16:11–13) for meat. He also ordains that Israel will have ‘bread from heaven’ (16:4), an aspect of God’s goodness that finds its ultimate expression in the coming of Jesus Christ (Jn 6:32–33). The word ‘manna’ is used to refer to this bread (16:31). It is not entirely clear what manna was. Some have suggested that it may have been a form of honeydew. However, the elaborate provisions concerning the gathering and keeping of the manna suggests that it was not something natural, but rather was ordained by God for the nourishment of his people at this crucial moment in their history. Interestingly, the idea of rest on the seventh day begins to make its appearance (16:23), even though it will not be formally imposed as a covenant requirement until Sinai itself.


17:1–7 Water from the Rock Having had its food sorted out, Israel now begins to complain about the water again (17:1–2). In a marvellous passage, we learn of how Moses struck the rock, and unleashed a stream of water (17:6). This event was commemorated in many of the later writings of the Old Testament (such as Ps 78:15–16 and Isa 48:21) as a sign of God’s goodness towards and presence with his people.


17:8–16 The Amalekites Defeated Up to this point, Israel has wandered through the wilderness without facing much in the way of opposition. There have been complaints from among the people about the food and water, but no external threats. Now this situation alters, as Israel finds herself attacked by the Amalekites. The account of how the marauding Amalekites were defeated is of particular importance, in that it introduces us to Joshua. Joshua will eventually lead Israel into the promised land, after the death of Moses. Yet even at this early stage, he is singled out as an obedient and competent person. Later he will be identified as Moses’ assistant (24:13), who ascends Mount Sinai with Moses.


18:1–27 Jethro Visits Moses The account of this early period of the wilderness wanderings comes to a close with the meeting between Moses and his father-in-law, Jethro. Midian was not far from the region in which Moses had chosen to camp, and it seems that he sent his wife and children on to Midian to greet Jethro, and arrange a meeting. Jethro was not a worshipper of the Lord, being a priest of Midian. However, the news of the great deeds the Lord has done for his people makes a deep impression on him. He acknowledges that the Lord is God, and offers a sacrifice to him (18:9–12). Jethro, who is now to be regarded as a follower of the Lord, then teaches Moses the essence of the skill of delegation, something that Moses had, by all accounts, yet to master (18:13–27). Moses could not do everything for Israel, and the administration of justice was becoming burdensome and impractical. The beginnings of an organised system of government and law can be seen starting to take shape. It will be consolidated in the future, as Israel presses on towards Sinai. It has been three months since she left Egypt.


Exodus 19:1–24:18


The Covenant at Sinai


Israel encamps at the foot of Mount Sinai, in the southeastern region of the Sinai peninsula. God summons Moses to the mountain, and declares his intention to make Israel into a ‘kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (19:6). She will be set apart from other peoples and nations, and will be dedicated to the service of the Lord. The New Testament picks up on both these ideas, affirming that Christian believers are now God’s royal priesthood and people (1Pe 2:5, 9). The distinctiveness of Israel will be safeguarded by the covenant between God and his people, which will establish her distinctive identity as a people.


Moses and Israel prepare to hear God’s covenant. In a series of ritual acts, they purify themselves (19:10–25). There is an important insight in this passage: sinners cannot stand before a holy God. Something has to be done if they are to come into God’s presence. This idea is developed in the sacrificial system, which stresses the need for purification and holiness on the part of those who wish to draw near to God. However, it reaches its climax in the New Testament: through faith in the atoning blood of Christ, sinners are finally enabled to come with confidence and joy into the presence of a holy God.


 


Are the Ten Commandments still relevant today?


Spoken aloud by God to all Israel (19:16–20:19), then committed to stone tablets written by God himself (31:18), the Ten Commandments lay at the heart of God’s covenant with Israel. So are they relevant to us today? If they are, why don’t we keep all the other Jewish laws too? 


While the New Testament teaches that Law-keeping isn’t a requirement for Gentile Christians (e.g., Gal 5:1–6), there seems to be something ‘different’ about the Ten Commandments, not least their reaffirmation in some way or other by Jesus. In fact, Exodus itself distinguishes between the ‘Ten Commandments’ and the rest of the Law. We read that ‘Moses went and told the people all the Lord’s words and laws’ (24:3) – ‘words’ referring to the Ten Commandments (elsewhere called the ten ‘words’, 34:28; Dt 4:12), and ‘laws’ referring to ‘the Book of the Covenant’ (24:7), which applied those commandments to various aspects of life, summarised in Ex 21:1–23:19 and further unpacked in the rest of Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy. 


The same distinction is found in Deuteronomy where Moses, recalling the Ten Commandments, said, ‘These are the commandments the Lord proclaimed . . . and he added nothing more’ (Dt 5:22). Although a further unpacking then follows, it begins with, ‘These are the commands, decrees and laws the Lord your God directed me to teach you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess’ (Dt 6:1), suggesting that while the Ten Commandments are God’s ‘words’ for everyone, the further laws were specific to Israel for life in the promised land. 


The Ten Commandments are therefore God’s ‘words’ not just for Israel, but for everyone – his wise boundaries for fulfilled living, exposing that which dehumanises and destroys, and freeing people to enjoy life as he created it to be.


20:1–21 The Ten Commandments God now delivers the covenant between himself and his people Israel. The basic structure is usually referred to as the ‘Ten Commandments’, or the ‘Decalogue’. There are important similarities between the covenant between God and Israel, and ancient Near Eastern covenants between monarchs and their peoples, which often opened with a declaration of the identity and achievements of the king in question. The covenant opens with a ringing affirmation that the Lord is the God who delivered Israel from her captivity in Egypt. Having identified himself, God lays the following ten conditions upon his people. The first four refer to Israel’s relation with God, the remaining six to duties to other Israelites.


20:3 They Are to Have No Other Gods Israel is to be faithful to the one and only God, who delivered her from Egypt. In practice, Israel fails to keep this command: she regularly flirts with other gods and goddesses, especially during the settlement of Canaan. The word ‘jealous’ is used (e.g., 20:5) to refer to God’s demand for total commitment on the part of his people. It does not refer to petty envy or resentment on God’s part, but to his passionate love for his people, and refusal to share them with any other gods.


20:4 Idols Are Forbidden Many of the pagan nations in the region worshipped idols – that is, stone, wooden or metal images of gods. Israel is utterly forbidden to do the same. Only the Lord is to be worshipped. Scripture also condemns other idolatrous practices, including the worship of the sun, moon and stars. Many of the practices associated with idolatry, such as sexual deviancy and the burning of children, are also forbidden. Despite these warnings, Israel lapses into idolatry at many points in her history, including the time of the patriarchs and Moses, the period of the judges, and the period of the monarchy. In addition to identifying the spiritual dangers of idolatry, the Old Testament also brings out the absurdity of the practice. How, it asks, can anyone seriously treat some­thing made of wood as if it were a god?


Underlying this prohibition is another consideration: there is no way in which the Lord can adequately be represented by any human object. It is fatally easy to confuse the creator and the creation, and end up worshipping the latter rather than the former. This commandment ends with a powerful affirmation of the total faithfulness of God to his covenant.


20:7 The Name of the Lord Must Not Be Misused God’s holy name is not to be abused, as in the swearing of false oaths.


20:8–11 The Sabbath Is to Be Kept Holy This commandment establishes the seventh day as holy. According to the Old Testament account of creation (Genesis 1), God rested from his work of creation on the seventh day. For this reason, the seventh day of the week (Saturday) was ordained to be a day of rest, a custom that continues in modern Judaism. No manual labour of any kind was permitted on this day, which was to be observed as an occasion for physical rest and giving thanks to God. As Jesus Christ thus pointed out (Mk 2:23–28), the Sabbath was ordained for the benefit of humanity.


By the time of the New Testament, however, the regulations concerning the Sabbath had become expanded considerably. The Sabbath was now subject to various kinds of legalism, with its original intention being overshadowed. Jesus Christ, who openly broke some of the more restrictive Sabbath regulations, declared that the Sabbath was made for humanity, not humanity for the Sabbath. Christ’s resurrection from the dead on the first day of the week (Sunday) established this day as being of special importance for Christians. As a result, Christians observe ‘the Lord’s day’ (Sunday) as a period of Sabbath rest, rather than the original Saturday. Christians can maintain the Sabbath principle, without obeying the letter of the Old Testament law.


20:12 Israelites Are to Honour Their Parents As Paul points out (Eph 6:2), this is the first commandment with a promise attached to it. Respect for parents is linked with the wellbeing of Israel in the land that God has promised her. There is a very strong sense of family obligation here, which is especially noticeable to modern Western readers, who are more accustomed to a very individualist way of thinking. The Old Testament, here as elsewhere, emphasises the responsibilities of the people of God towards each other, and has little time for the ethic of pure self-fulfilment and self-indulgence that is so common in Western society today.


20:13 Murder Is Forbidden The Hebrew word used here would normally have the sense of a deliberate and premeditated act of killing. A distinction was drawn between murder and manslaughter, the chief difference being that the latter was accidental and the former deliberate. However, the commandment was not understood in Old Testament times to prohibit the execution of serious offenders, or the taking of human life in warfare.


20:14 Adultery Is Forbidden This practice is explicitly and repeatedly condemned by Scripture as a breach of trust. It is portrayed as something that is a snare to the unwary, and destructive of both individuals and societies. The Old Testament often compares forms of spiritual faithlessness, such as the worship of other gods or idols, to adultery. The Lord is treated as the husband of his people Israel. Israel’s flirtations with other gods, especially Canaanite fertility gods (whose rituals included sexual elements), is therefore regarded as a violation of the covenant between God and his people, in much the same way as adultery is the violation of a marriage covenant.


20:15 Stealing Is Forbidden


20:16 False Testimony – Telling Lies – Is Forbidden


20:17 Coveting Is Forbidden The word ‘covet’ is a little old-fashioned, and could perhaps be translated as ‘be envious about’ or ‘feel jealous about’. The basic thing that is condemned is longing to have something that belongs to someone else. There is a need to be prepared to accept what we have, without being envious of others. That envy can all too easily lead into violence and murder, and allow sin to express itself in dangerous ways.


 


The Ten Commandments are then supplemented by a series of additional laws, which expand some of the ideas expressed in the Commandments themselves. These laws relate to the prohibition of idolatry (20:22–26), the way in which servants are to be treated (21:1–11), the way in which personal injuries are to be compensated (21:12–36), the protection of personal property (22:1–15), care for the community at large (22:16–23:9), and regulations for the keeping of the Sabbath rest (23:10–13) and annual festivals (23:14–19).


God affirms his faithfulness to his side of the covenant, provided that Israel continues faithful on her side. In many ways, as we have noted above, there is a direct parallel between the covenant between God and Israel and a marriage covenant, with faithlessness on the part of Israel being compared to adultery or prostitution. God promises to give Israel her promised land, and that he will go ahead of her to sow confusion and terror within the lands she is to possess (23:20–33). Nevertheless, there is a warning here: Israel can easily become corrupted by the religious beliefs and practices of the peoples already living in that region. The covenant is then confirmed by the people, who declare that they are ready to receive and obey it (24:3). Amid great rituals, Moses reads the Book of the Covenant to the people (24:7), who swear to obey it. Moses then returns with Joshua to Sinai, ‘the mountain of God’, where Moses will remain for 40 days and nights (24:18).


Exodus 25:1–31:18


The Tabernacle


Having learned of God’s covenant requirements of his people, Moses is now told of the practical details for the worship that is appropriate for Israel. The fine details of this section are complex. For a full appreciation of their functions and importance, they need to be read with care, in the light of a technical commentary. What follows here focuses on the importance of these provisions for Christian readers.


Having called his people, and esta­blished them as a ‘kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (19:6), God now declares that he will dwell among them in a sanctuary (literally, ‘a holy place’) which is to be known as the tabernacle (literally, ‘a place of dwelling’: 25:8–9). The two stone tablets on which the Ten Commandments were engraved are to be an important component of this san­ctuary (25:10–22). The box in which the tablets are to be transported during the period of Israel’s wanderings is to be known as the ‘ark of the covenant law’, although it will also be referred to as the ‘ark of the Lord’ elsewhere in the Old Testament (as at 2Sa 6:11). The covenant between God and Israel will thus be physically present with Israel as she undertakes her journey through the wilderness. The ark will finally rest in the temple at Jerusalem, after the conquest of this formerly Jebusite city by David.


26:31–35 The Curtain of the Temple Of the remaining details of the tabernacle and its furnishings, some aspects of the design of the tabernacle itself should be noted. The ‘curtain of the temple’ was an especially important feature of the tabernacle. It was included in order to provide a means of restricting access to the ‘Most Holy Place’, the part of the tabernacle regarded as sacrosanct. Although the curtain served an important practical function in relation to the worship of Israel, it came to have a deeper significance. The fact that the curtain prevented ordinary worshippers from entering the ‘Most Holy Place’ came to be seen as pointing to a much deeper separation between God and sinful humanity. The curtain thus came to be a symbol of the barrier placed between God and humanity by human sinfulness. At the time of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the curtain of the temple was torn (Mt 27:51). This dramatic event, noted in the Gospels, is seen as a symbol of one of the chief benefits brought about by the death of Christ: the barrier between God and humanity caused by sin has been torn down, so that there is now free access for believers to God on account of Christ’s death.
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28:1–29:46 The Priesthood The selection of Moses’ brother Aaron and his sons as priests ensures a continuous supply of people for the priesthood within Israel. The details of the priesthood extend to the clothes that are to be worn by priests (28:1–43). It is clear that the priests are to have an especially important and revered position within Israel, with the task of ensuring that Israel remains a holy people. For this reason, special attention is paid to the manner in which priests are to be consecrated (29:1–46), and the care that is to be taken over every aspect of Israel’s worship.


30:1–31:18 Israel’s Worship Israel is a holy nation chosen by a holy God, whose future depends upon her remaining holy. This passage is a powerful affirmation of Israel’s need to remain holy, even as God is holy, if she is to remain the people of God.


For Christians, many of the details described in these passages come under the general category of ‘ceremonial law’ or ‘cultic law’, dealing with the precise way in which Israel ordered its worship and sacrifice. Christian writers draw a distinction between the moral law (such as the Ten Commandments), which remains valid for and binding upon Christians, and the ‘ceremonial law’ or ‘cultic law’, which is seen as belonging to a specific period in Israel’s history, and as no longer being binding for Christians. Christ came to fulfil the Law in such a way that the cultic law of the ‘old covenant’ is no longer binding, having been superseded by the ‘new covenant’ of Jesus Christ. This theme is especially clearly stated in the letter to the Hebrews.


Exodus 32:1–34:35


Rebellion Against God and the Renewal of the Covenant to Moses


32:1–35 The Golden Calf We have seen how the theme of human sin recurs throughout the narrative of God’s redemption of his people. It now makes itself felt in one of the best-known episodes of Israel’s wilderness wanderings: the making of the golden calf (32:1–4). During Moses’ absence, Israel begins to rebel against the leading themes of the covenant with the Lord. Notice how the people attribute the exodus from Egypt to Moses, not the Lord (32:1). Despite the total prohibition of idols within Israel, the Israelites make themselves a golden calf (probably designed to look like the Egyptian bull-god Apis, representations of which they would certainly have come across during their time in Egypt). They worship this idol, declaring that it represents the gods who brought them out of Egypt (32:4). Aaron tolerates this lapse into idolatry, and does nothing to prevent the excesses that follow (32:5–6).


God is angered by the disobedience of Israel (32:7–10), and makes it clear that he wishes to disown her for so flagrantly violating his covenant. Moses, however, pleads the case for his people. He asks God to remember his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and his promise to make their descendants numerous so that they may inherit the promised land. The Lord agrees to withhold the judgment on his rebellious people (32:11–14). On descending the mountain, Moses is rejoined by Joshua. As they enter the camp of Israel, they realise that they are witnessing a total breakdown of the covenant. As a powerful symbol of this violation of the covenant, Moses breaks the two tablets of stone, upon which God has engraved the law (32:19).


Moses is furious at Israel’s rebellion. His first action is to destroy the calf by burning it. (This suggests that the calf may have been made from a thin layer of gold, mounted on a wooden frame.) He confronts Aaron, and demands to know how the calf came into being. Aaron’s reply is unconvincing: he threw lots of gold ornaments into the fire, and out popped a golden calf (32:24). The sinful people made him do it. This sly evasion of responsibility merely confirms how deeply ingrained sin has become, even at the highest levels of the people of God. Moses responds by purging Israel of those who have rebelled against God, putting some three thousand idolaters to the sword (32:25–35).


33:1–11 The Faithfulness of the Lord The consequences of sin now become clear. God will not withdraw his promises to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They will still possess the land he promised on oath to their ancestors. But he himself will not accompany them. His presence will be withdrawn from his people, on account of their sin (33:1–3). This dismays the people, who strip off their ornaments as a sign of mourning and repentance (33:4–6). Moses pleads once more with God to remain with Israel. Despite all her faults, she is still his people (33:13). What point is there in going to the promised land without the presence of the One who promised it to them? What will be different about Israel, if she lacks the presence of her God? The Lord agrees to be present with his people, because he is pleased with Moses (33:17).


33:12–23 Moses and the Glory of the Lord Moses then requests a personal favour. He wants to see God in all his glory (33:18). Yet no one is capable of seeing God in his full radiance and glory. God will pass by Moses, allowing him to catch a glimpse of him from the rear as he does so. But neither Moses nor anyone else will ever be allowed to see the face of God (33:19–23). Only Jesus Christ has seen the full glory of God, and made this glory known to sinful humanity (Jn 1:18). Having revealed himself in this way, God confirms his covenant with Moses. He will go with his people into the promised land.


34:1–35 The New Stone Tablets However, his people are to avoid any form of compromise with the pagan beliefs of that region (34:1–14). In what follows (34:15–28), the main points of the Ten Commandments are restated. This time it is Moses who engraves the letters. As a result of his encounter with God, Moses’ face is transfigured. Having been in the presence of the glory of God, Moses himself is radiant, reflecting that glory (34:29–35). There are important anticipations here of the transfiguration of Jesus Christ (Mt 17:2–4; Mk 9:2–5; Lk 9:29–32), when Moses will be radiant on account of the glory of Christ.


Exodus 35:1–40:38


Further Regulations and Conclusion


Exodus concludes with a restatement of the regulations that will preserve her distinctive character as the people of God. The basic features of these regulations for the construction of the tabernacle and worship connected with it have already been set out (see 25:1–28:43; 30:1–5; 31:1–11), and they are repeated here for the purpose of ensuring that they will be remembered and acted upon.


Exodus closes by leaving us with a picture of the people of Israel journeying through the desert, as they move onwards to the land God has promised them. Despite their sin and rebellion, God remains present in their midst. Reassured by the visible presence of God (40:38), Israel presses onwards to her goal. The story of the wilderness wanderings will be continued in the book of Numbers. There is now a brief pause in the narrative, as we learn more of the will of God for his people in the book of Leviticus at this stage in their pilgrimage.










 


Leviticus


The book of Exodus ended with the building of the tabernacle, which would become the focus of Israel’s worship as the people journeyed through the wilderness on their way to the promised land. The story of how Israel moved from Mount Sinai to the land of Moab, on the borders of Canaan, is taken up again in the book of Numbers. Attention now shifts to the tabernacle itself, focusing on the laws and regulations for its worship. These are also supplemented by detailed instructions concerning such matters as ritual cleanliness.


The book of Leviticus takes its name from the Levites, who, along with Aaron and his sons, were given the responsibility for the conduct of worship in the tabernacle, and the general maintenance of holiness among the people. A central theme of Leviticus is that of ‘holiness’. The people of God must be holy, just as God is holy. The detailed regulations set out in Leviticus bear witness to the need for every aspect of life to be subjected to the will of a holy God.


Of particular importance is the theme of sacrifice, taken up and developed in the New Testament, which affirms that Jesus Christ is the perfect atoning sacrifice for human sin. His perfect sacrifice supersedes the Old Testament sacrificial system and many of the ceremonial or ritual laws associated with it. As the letter to the Hebrews comments, it is impossible for the blood of bulls or goats to take away sins (Heb 10:4). For this reason, Christian readers of Leviticus often find themselves bewildered and confused by its detailed stipulations concerning sacrifice and ritual cleanliness.


So does this mean that Leviticus has no value for the Christian reader? No! Reading Leviticus brings home to Christian readers the utmost importance of holiness on the part of the people of God. It stresses the seriousness of sin, and its damaging effect upon our relationship with God. It emphasises the need for atonement for sin, and affirms God’s goodness and faithfulness to his covenant in forgiving such sin. All these themes find their ultimate focus in the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ, through whose blood believers are redeemed. To read Leviticus is to appreciate more fully the background to the coming of Jesus Christ, and the full meaning of his atoning sacrifice (Heb 8:1–6; 10:1–7). With these points in mind, we may begin to explore its themes.


 


Outline


The sacrificial system


1:1–17 Burnt offerings


2:1–16 Grain offerings


3:1–17 Fellowship offerings


4:1–5:13 Sin offerings


5:14–6:7 Guilt offerings


6:8–7:21 Instructions to priests concerning offerings


7:22–27 Prohibitions against eating fat and blood


7:28–36 The priests allotted a portion of the fellowship offerings


7:37–38 A summary of offerings


 


The consecration of priests


8:1–13 The anointing of priests


8:14–36 The ordination sacrifice


9:1–10:20 The Aaronic priests


 


Clean and unclean


11:1–47 Clean and unclean meat distinguished


12:1–8 Purification after childbirth


13:1–14:57 Mildew and defiling skin diseases


15:1–33 Purification after bodily secretions


 


The Day of Atonement


16:1–2 Instructions for entering the Most Holy Place


16:3–28 Sacrifices on the Day of Atonement


16:29–34 Annual observance of the Day of Atonement


 


The regulation of the life of Israel


17:1–9 The centralisation of worship


17:10–14 Prohibition against consuming blood


17:15–16 Prohibition against eating animals that have died naturally


18:1–30 Sexual offences


19:1–20:27 Regulations and punishments


21:1–22:16 Regulations concerning the priesthood


22:17–33 Regulations concerning sacrificial animals


23:1–44 Regulations concerning festivals, including the Passover


24:1–9 The oil and bread in the tabernacle


24:10–23 The death penalty for blasphemy


25:1–7 The sabbatical year


25:8–55 The Year of Jubilee


26:1–46 Obedience to God


27:1–34 Redemption of things that have been dedicated


 


Leviticus 1:1–6:7


Types of Offerings to the Lord


Leviticus opens by detailing different types of offerings that may be presented to the Lord. Five are identified and explained.


1:1–17 The Burnt Offering This takes the form of a male animal (such as a bull, ram or goat). However, in the case of poorer people, a male bird (such as a dove) is an acceptable alternative. This type of offering serves a number of purposes. It can be an expression of dedication or commitment to God, an act of worship, or a form of atonement for some type of sin committed unintentionally. (See also the further details at 6:8–13; 8:18–21.)


Leviticus stresses the need for the offering to be perfect, without defect of any kind (1:3). The idea of a perfect sacrifice, without any blemish, reaches its fulfilment in the New Testament in the obedient death upon the cross of the sinless Jesus Christ, in order that human sin might finally be forgiven, and forgiven fully (see Heb 9:14).


 


Why don’t Christians offer animal sacrifices today?


For most people, the early chapters of Leviticus, with its detailed accounts of sacrifices, aren’t easy reading. Some might even wonder if this isn’t cruelty to animals (though animals had their throat slit to ensure a speedy death, and the Jewish Law had many rules about animal welfare: e.g., Dt 5:14; 22:1–4, 10). 


Although Jews stopped sacrificing animals when the Jerusalem temple was destroyed in AD 70 (for the temple was the only place where sacrifices could be offered), Christians had ceased the practice ever since Christ’s death and resurrection. What brought about this incredible change, especially for those Christians from a Jewish background, was their absolute conviction that his death had fulfilled and replaced animal sacrifice. So had all those sacrifices been useless? No. But had they been effective? No. Then what was the point? The writer of Hebrews, writing to Christians from a Jewish background, has a helpful picture. While convinced ‘It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins’ (Heb 10:4) – that is, that Old Testament sacrifices could never deal with our sin – he saw they still had a purpose. He described them as ‘shadows’ (Heb 8:5; 10:1). A shadow has no reality in itself – but it does point to a reality beyond itself (whatever casts the shadow). What they had been pointing to was Christ’s death on the cross, the one sacrifice that worked because it was the offering of the Son of God himself, his sinless life given in place of our sinful lives. Animal sacrifices could at best make people ceremonially clean; but Christ’s death cleansed them for ever (Heb 9:12–14). This final, everlasting, once-for-all sacrifice removed the need for any further sacrifice. The shadow had been replaced by the reality – and Christians have never sacrificed since.


2:1–16 The Grain Offering This form of offering does not involve the taking of any form of animal life, but takes the form of offering agricultural produce of various kinds. Items regarded as suitable include grain, flour and olive oil. Although this type of offering does not involve the shedding of blood, it is intended to accompany some of the other types of offerings (see 6:14–15; Nu 28:3–8). As these other offerings involve the shedding of animal blood, it will be clear that every offering ultimately involves the taking of life. (See also the further regulations at 6:14–23.)


3:1–17 The Fellowship Offering This offering involves the sacrifice of a male or female animal, usually as an expression of the worshipper’s thanksgiving towards the Lord. This type of offering is unusual in one respect, in that the person offering the sacrifice is allowed to eat part of the animal that has been sacrificed (apart from the fat and blood). (See also the further regulations at 7:11–34.)


4:1–5:13 The Sin Offering This type of offering is of major importance in relation to obtaining forgiveness for unintentional sins. Four general classes of individuals are referred to, each of which is required to make a specific sacrifice: priests, the community, leaders and individual members of the community. In each case, the sacrifice has to be perfect and without blemish. When a priest or the entire community sins, a young bull is to be sacrificed. In the case of a leader, a lesser sacrifice is laid down: a male goat. (Sins on the part of priests were regarded as especially serious, as they brought guilt upon the entire people whom they represented.) In the case of a member of the community sinning unintentionally, a sliding scale of sacrifices comes into operation. Most are required to offer a female goat or lamb. The poor are required to offer a dove or pigeon. Those who are very poor are required to offer ‘a tenth of an ephah’ (that is, about two litres) of fine flour. (See also the further regulations at 6:24–30; 16:3–22.)


5:14–6:7 The Guilt Offering This sacrifice is obligatory for any unintentional sin that breaks any of the commandments. The sinner is required to sacrifice a ram, make any restitution necessary, and also pay an additional 20 per cent to the priest. Once this has been done, he can rest assured of his forgiveness. (See also the further regulations at 7:1–6.)


Leviticus 8:1–10:20


The Priesthood and Its Tasks


This section documents the ordination of Aaron and his sons to the priesthood (8:1–36), and their initial period of ministry (9:1–10:20). A central task of the priesthood relates to the distinction between the clean and unclean. As part of its commitment to holiness, Israel is required to avoid ritual uncleanliness of any kind, through the warnings of the priesthood. Where ritual uncleanness does arise, it is to be cleansed in the appropriate manner by the priests.


Leviticus 11:1–15:33


Uncleanness


11:1–47 Clean and Unclean Food The first major area to be discussed focuses on types of food. Certain animals are declared to be unclean. They are not to be eaten, nor should their dead bodies be approached. Examples of such unclean animals include camels, rabbits, pigs and rats. Anyone who becomes ritually unclean by accidentally touching their carcasses must be ritually cleansed by washing their clothes.


12:1–8 Purification After Childbirth   However, ritual uncleanliness can also arise in other manners. A woman is unclean after childbirth, and is required to offer a sacrifice to be ritually cleansed (12:1–8). The normal offering would be a lamb. If, however, the woman was poor, she could offer two young pigeons. We thus discover that Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ, was poor, as this was the sacrifice she offered after the birth of her son (Lk 2:24).


13:1–14:57 Infectious Skin Diseases A major source of uncleanness is infectious skin diseases. In biblical times, the term ‘leprosy’ was used to refer to a group of highly contagious skin diseases, resulting in swellings, rashes or sores. The ‘leprosy’ in question is not identical with the disease now known by this name (Hansen’s disease); the NIV uses the general term ‘defiling skin disease’ as a means of avoiding this misunderstanding. The Old Testament lays down regulations designed to minimise the risk to society, including the banning of those with leprosy from society in general, and from Levitical service in particular. The priests are charged with the identification of leprosy, and the enforcing of the isolation of those suffering from it. It is possible for lepers to return to a normal social life only once they have been declared to have been healed of the disease. This declaration has to be made by a priest, after a careful inspection of the leper’s skin. Once more, an offering is required before cleansing is complete (13:1–14:57).


15:1–33 Discharges Causing Uncleanness  Any form of bodily emission is regarded as making someone temporarily unclean. A male with any kind of discharge is to be regarded as unclean, as is anyone or anything who comes into direct physical contact with him (15:1–18). Similarly, a woman is to be regarded as unclean during menstruation (15:19–30). In all this, the priests are required to prevent any form of defilement to the tabernacle (15:31–33).


Leviticus 16:1–34


The Day of Atonement


One Old Testament ordinance is of particular importance for Jews. This is the Day of Atonement, which is ordained as an annual event for the removal of sin from the people of God. The full ritual is complex, involving the high priest ritually cleansing himself, and then offering a bull as a sacrifice for himself and the other priests. After this, two goats are brought forward. One is selected by lot as a sacrifice, while the other becomes the scapegoat. (‘Choosing by lot’ refers to the practice of throwing lots – similar to modern dice – and allowing the result of the throw to determine a decision, in much the same way as people today toss coins to make decisions.) The first goat is then sacrificed as an offering for the sins of the people. Afterwards, the dead bull and goat are taken outside the camp, and burned. The high priest then lays his hands upon the head of the second goat, and transfers all the sins of the people to the unfortunate animal. The scapegoat is then driven out into the wilderness, carrying the guilt of the sins of Israel with it. (The ‘scapegoat’ was so called because it took the sins of the people on its shoulders.)


The Day of Atonement is of major importance as a background to understanding the death of Jesus Christ, a point brought out especially clearly in the letter to the Hebrews (Heb 8:1–6; 10:1–18). Jesus Christ is seen as the perfect high priest, who makes a perfect sacrifice once and for all (instead of the annual ritual of the Day of Atonement). The sacrifice he offers is himself. By his death the sins of the people are transferred to him, and removed from his people. Note especially the fact that Jesus is put to death outside the walls of Jerusalem, just as the bull and goat were finally burned outside the camp of the Israelites. The Levitical ritual sets the scene for the greater and perfect sacrifice yet to come, which brings about what the Old Testament sacrifices could merely point to, yet not deliver.


Leviticus 17:1–27:34


Further Regulations


The remainder of Leviticus lays down a series of regulations designed to ensure that Israel retained her distinctive identity. Some of these are linked with the sacrificial system; others concern personal morality; others relate to festivals Israel is commanded to observe, as a means of recalling the events that gave her a distinctive identity and purpose.


17:1–16 Eating Blood Forbidden The first major regulation concerns blood. A fundamental principle is laid down that is of importance in understanding the Old Testament sacrificial system: ‘the life of a creature is in the blood’ (17:11). For this reason, the people of Israel were forbidden to eat or drink blood. However, this idea also allows us to understand the importance attached to blood in Old Testament sacrifices. On the Day of Atonement, for example, the blood of the animal sacrifices was sprinkled over the atonement cover (16:15). The considerable emphasis placed by New Testament writers upon the ‘blood of Christ’ reflects the fact that the shedding of his blood is an atoning sacrifice by which Christ gives up his life in order that human sin might be forgiven.


18:1–20:27 Unlawful Sexual Relations; Various Laws; Punishments for Sin A series of regulations follows concerning forbidden sexual relationships (18:1–30) and other regulations (19:1–37). Once more, the concern is to keep Israel holy, just as God himself is holy. The seriousness with which sin is to be taken can be seen from the punishments laid down for sin (20:1–27). Israel must maintain her distinctive character, and avoid becoming like other nations. ‘You must not live according to the customs of the nations I am going to drive out before you?. . .?I am the Lord your God, who has set you apart from the nations’ (20:23–24). The import­ance of these regulations would become especially clear as Israel entered the promised land, and encountered the religious practices and beliefs of the pagan peoples already present.


21:1–22:22 Rules for Priests The priests, as has already been noted, will play an especially important role in upholding Israel’s holy calling. For this reason, special attention is paid to ensuring the holiness of the priests (21:1–22:16), and the correctness of the sacrifices to be offered (22:17–33). A sinful priest will contaminate his people; the priesthood must therefore be free from any such contamination. The emphasis upon the need for a sacrifice without any blemish (22:17–22) anticipates the perfect sacrifice offered by Jesus Christ, who was himself without blemish or sin.


Leviticus 23:1–25:55


Major Festivals


A substantial section now deals with the major festivals of Israel. The main ones are the following:


23:3 The Sabbath The seventh day of the week is to be observed as holy.


23:4–5 The Passover Commemorates Israel’s delivery from Egypt, and is celebrated annually on the fourteenth day of the first month (March–April in modern calendars).


23:6–8 The Feast of Unleavened Bread This feast recalls the haste in which Israel left Egypt, celebrated annually on the following seven days of the first month immediately after the Passover (March–April in modern calendars).


23:9–14 The Feast of Firstfruits Celebrated annually on the sixteenth day of the first month (March–April in modern calendars). This festival celebrates God’s goodness in making the land fertile.


23:15–22 The Feast of Weeks Celebrated annually on the sixth day of the third month (May–June in modern calendars). This feast, which would later become known as ‘Pentecost’, was basically a form of harvest festival, giving thanks for God’s provision for food in the land.


23:23–25 The Feast of Trumpets Celebrated annually on the first day of the seventh month (September–October in modern calendars), as a form of New Year Festival. The festival was subsequently known as Rosh Hashanah.


23:26–32 The Day of Atonement As noted earlier, this holy day, observed on the tenth day of the seventh month (September–October in modern calendars), is concerned with the ritual cleansing of priests and people from their sins.


23:33–44 The Feast of Tabernacles  Celebrated for a period of seven days beginning on the 15th day of the seventh month (September–October in modern calendars), this feast commemorates the journey of Israel from Egypt to the promised land of Canaan. It would later be known as the ‘Feast of Booths’.


[image: ]


25:1–7 The Sabbath Year Every seventh year, land is to be allowed to rest and recover during this fallow period.


25:8–55 The Year of Jubilee The year after a period of seven Sabbath years – in other words, every fiftieth year. In this Year of Jubilee, all debts are to be cancelled, and all slaves given their freedom. The purpose of this festival appears to have been to prevent the development of long-term poverty within families.


In the midst of these regulations, further details are provided concerning the ‘bread of the Presence’ (24:1–9), and the use of capital punishment (24:10–23). This section includes the famous phrase ‘eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth’ (24:20). The point being made here is that there must be a correspondence between the offence and the punishment. Someone who deliberately takes the life of another can be justly sentenced to death. The death sentence, however, would be totally out of place for someone who damaged another person’s eye or tooth, or fractured a leg. This famous phrase, which is often misunderstood as implying the need for vengeance, is actually a plea for moderation in punishment. The punishment must be of comparable severity to the offence.
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