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INTRODUCTION: READING THE BIBLE
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Imagine I buy a new book. When I get at home, I read Chapter 15, then Chapter 9, and then the second half of Chapter 21. I'll be thoroughly confused! But to say then that it's a bad book, or that the author refers to important story elements that I know nothing about, or that he is contradicting himself.... That would be ridiculous! And yet that's exactly what we do with the Bible.

So how should we read the Bible? The way it was put together by the Author: from beginning to end. And it could actually be very easy to do that. Unfortunately, to most people it seems like such a daunting endeavour, and where to start? As a result, most don't start, or start and stop rather quickly.

To be honest, most Christians I know, and a lot of non-Christians, would dearly like to read through the Bible. But before we get to how to do it, we should first ask why we would want to read through the Bible. Having a good reason also adds to your motivation to keep going.

To try and read through the Bible just for the sake of doing it, or to try and keep up with the (Christian) Joneses, might be the worst reason possible, and will lead to certain failure! I think most of us want to read the whole Bible, because we know a lot about the Bible, but not a lot about its content, apart from the few well-known stories. And you're not alone in this – I'm often surprised at how little devoted Christians know about what's in the Bible.

So the very first reason should be because we want to know what the Bible says to us. At the deepest level, if you take the Bible as God's Word to us, we read it because we want to hear what He wants to say to us.

The second reason, flowing from the first: knowing what's really in the Bible protects you against falling for shady teachings and lies. If you know what the Bible says about a certain topic, nobody is going to lead you astray. And the more you know, the better protected you will be. Remember, the Holy Spirit really cannot remind you of something you have never read!

But let's clarify, we are not talking about studying the Bible – that's a totally different topic – we are talking about simply reading the book, giving attention to what we're reading. It's not about trying to work out doctrines or teachings, it's about getting a view of the whole Bible, and the flow of its narrative.

So, I'd like to introduce you to my programme, which is so simple, I can state it in one sentence:

Take the Bible, start reading one chapter a day, and just keep going!

This programme makes reading the Bible fairly easy, because it is the ultimate personalised programme:

You read a chapter every day (more if you have the time),

at a time that fits you;

and if you fall behind for some or other reason, there's no rush to catch up –

just pick up where you've left off, and carry on.

Most importantly, you get to read the Bible in the way it should be read: as a whole. The various books make a lot more sense when you read it from beginning to end, and the Bible itself makes more sense when you read it that way. Eventually you'll begin to understand the flow of the whole Bible, and how it all fits together. Trust me, you'll never look at the Bible the same old way, ever again.

So here's my challenge to you: Start reading the Bible, a chapter a day, more if you have time, but at least a chapter a day.

The major purpose of this book, and the series of which it is part, is to give you a short introduction to the various books, a brief overview of its contents, and the major themes each book covers. Nothing very academic, just information to help you make sense of what you're reading, and where it fits into the Bible's overall narrative.

To get into the habit, I would normally recommend that you start with the New Testament: it's the easier, and most familiar, part for most people. Start at Matthew chapter 1, and keep reading. When you get to the end of the New Testament (Revelation 22), start right at the start of the Bible, Genesis chapter 1, and just keep going. It will be the beginning of one of the greatest adventures of your life!

The major purpose of this book, and the series of which it is part, is to give you a short introduction to the various books, a brief overview of its contents, and the major themes each book covers. Nothing very academic, just information to help you make sense of what you're reading, and where it fits into the Bible's overall narrative.

Since you've acquired this book on the Pentateuch, I assume you're going to start at Genesis. Use the notes and overview as your map, to give you the big picture. And if you get lost in the forest, come back to the map to get your bearings again!
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION TO THE PENTATEUCH
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What is the Pentateuch?

The Pentateuch, also called the Torah (Hebrew for "instruction" or "law"), is the foundation of the Bible and consists of the first five books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. From a conservative, Bible-believing perspective, these books are divine revelation, given through God and written primarily by Moses. They present a unified story of creation, covenant, and calling that shapes the rest of Scripture.

Key idea: the Pentateuch is not merely ancient literature but the covenantal foundation for Israel and the theological roots of the whole Bible.

––––––––
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SCOPE AND STRUCTURE

The five books together trace the story from the beginning of creation to Israel’s arrival at the borders of Canaan. Each book has its own focus, but all work together as a single narrative:

Genesis: beginnings — creation, fall, flood, patriarchal promises.

Exodus: deliverance from Egypt, covenant formation, the giving of the Law.

Leviticus: instructions for holiness, worship, and sacrifice.

Numbers: Israel's wilderness journey; faith and failure; preparation for entry into the land.

Deuteronomy: Moses' final address and covenant renewal before entering Canaan.

––––––––
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HISTORICAL SETTING

The Pentateuch spans events from the creation of the world to Israel's encampment on the plains of Moab. The final scenes (Moses' farewell addresses and Israel poised to enter the Promised Land) are traditionally dated to around the 15th century BC (commonly given as c. 1400 BC in conservative scholarship for an early date of entry). Moses is understood to have composed the Pentateuch during the wilderness period, using family records, oral traditions, and direct revelation from God.

Written in the context of the ancient Near East — an environment that included Egypt, Mesopotamia, Assyria, and the Hittite realms — the Pentateuch stands in contrast to neighboring literature. Whereas other cultures offered polytheistic myths and creation stories, the Pentateuch proclaims one transcendent, covenantal God who creates by word and enters into a personal relationship with His people.

––––––––
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THEOLOGICAL IMPORTANCE

The Pentateuch plants the theological seeds for the entire Bible: creation, fall, covenant, law, sacrifice, and the promise of redemption. These themes reappear throughout the Old Testament and find their fulfillment in the New Testament through Christ. For believers, the Pentateuch provides the doctrinal soil from which later revelation grows.

––––––––
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CONTINUING RELEVANCE for Today

Though ancient, the Pentateuch continues to speak into the life of the church:

It teaches who God is (Creator, Lawgiver, Redeemer), explains humanity's need for salvation, and shows God's faithfulness to His promises.

Studying these books helps Christians see how God's covenant plan unfolds and why the promise given to Abraham is central to the story of redemption culminating in Jesus Christ.
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