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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps the best-known book of all time, the Bible is a beloved text the world over. It tells one grand story of God’s love for humankind in many different ways, including moral teachings, sacred stories, and classic doctrines that have endured for thousands of years. But reading the Bible can be overwhelming at times—there are perplexing words and phrases, countless important figures, and locations that may be unfamiliar to modern readers. Bible 101 simplifies the process for you with easy-to-read summaries of all the key parts.

Whether you’ve been studying the Bible for years or are newly interested, Bible 101 will help you better understand its people, lessons, and teachings. You’ll find important historical context and background, learn about the principal authors of the Bible, and better appreciate the meaning of the many parables and stories. Reading this book as a companion to your Bible will ensure you understand important chapters and verses. As you read through each section, you’ll become familiar with key biblical moments, including:


	How God created the world, explained in Genesis

	God’s covenant of laws, revealed in Exodus

	The poetic story of how God will redeem His people, told in the book of Psalms

	The theological history of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, detailed in the Gospel of Matthew

	
The story of the early days of the Christian church, described in the book of Acts

	One of the earliest records of Christian thinking about the philosophies and religions of the ancient world, outlined in Colossians



Whether you’re reading the word of God as a source of spiritual fulfillment, moral teachings, or historical knowledge, you’ll find explanations, inspiration, and analysis in Bible 101. Get ready to dive into—and truly understand—all the trials and triumphs in this captivating volume.









WHAT IS THE BIBLE? The World’s Most Popular Book





“Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.”

—Psalms 119:105



At its most basic, the Bible is a collection of religious texts that are considered sacred Scripture primarily by Christians and Jewish people. The Bible’s message about God, His people, and salvation has endured for millennia to become the book that guides the lives of billions of human beings on planet Earth.

A DESCRIPTION OF THE BIBLE

The Bible is made up of two major sections: Christians call them the Old Testament and the New Testament. Jewish people recognize only the first section (the Old Testament) as sacred Scripture, and they call it the Tanakh. After some early Jewish people came to believe that Jesus of Nazareth, a Jewish man, was the Savior Messiah that was promised in the Tanakh, they came to recognize the writings of Jesus’ original disciples as Scripture as well, and thus the New Testament was born.


The Origin of the Word Tanakh

The word Tanakh (sometimes spelled Tanak) is an acronym for the three parts of the Jewish Scripture in Hebrew: the Law (the Torah), the Prophets (the Nevi’im), and the Writings (the Ketuvim)—TNK (Tanakh). The word testament in the context of the Bible means “covenant.” Christians, what the followers of Jesus of Nazareth came to be called, saw what is now called the New Testament as the fulfillment of the covenants God made in the Old Testament, and named the testaments accordingly. Christianity quickly spread beyond the ethnic borders of Judaism, and the New Testament spread with it.



There are thirty-nine books in the Old Testament and twenty-seven books in the New Testament, for a total of sixty-six different books, or texts. Though the contents of the Old Testament have remained constant for millennia, various editions of the Old Testament have not always counted the books the same way, nor have the books always been presented in the same order. Some ancient sources claim as few as twenty-two books in the Old Testament, but they are not missing any books. Rather, they are counting the books differently. For example, 1–2 Samuel in modern Bibles is two books, but is simply Samuel (one book) in the Tanakh, and what modern Bibles list as the twelve minor prophets (minor for their length, not their significance) were often included as one book, the Book of the Twelve in ancient Hebrew Bibles.


What Does the Word Bible Mean?

The English word Bible comes from a Greek word that means “the books” (ta biblia). The term appears to have originated among Greek-speaking Jewish people to refer to the Tanakh. The first Christian use of this term to describe both the Old and New Testaments was in the late fourth century.



The Bible is very old, though its exact date is unknown. There is still much debate about the topic. Scholars currently estimate that the writing of the Old Testament began between 2,800 and 3,400 years ago, and the whole Bible was finished close to 2,000 years ago, shortly after the time of Jesus.

WHAT JESUS BELIEVED ABOUT THE BIBLE

Christians have inherited their understanding of the Old Testament from those earliest Christian Jewish people and from Jesus himself. This book is a Christian approach to the Bible with respect for other traditions, so the opinion of Jesus on the Old Testament will be a very important consideration.

In the New Testament, Jesus often refers to the Old Testament by its constituent parts as the Jewish people in his day understood them: the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. Jesus quotes frequently from the Old Testament in his teaching, quoting from every major section of the Old Testament.

Jesus believed not only in the historical accuracy of the events described in the Old Testament but also that the Old Testament text was inspired by God Himself. In the New Testament, Jesus speaks as though he clearly believes that Adam and Eve were real people, Jonah really was swallowed by a giant fish, and Noah’s flood really happened. When he refers to Old Testament passages, Jesus uses the name of the author (“as Moses said”), the name of the section (“as the Scripture says”), and the word for God (“as God says”) interchangeably.


WHAT CHRISTIANS BELIEVE ABOUT THE BIBLE

Taking their cues from Jesus, Christians have historically believed that both the Old and the New Testaments are inspired by God. Though the books do have human authors, God is also the author of the Scripture in a significant way. The term often used to describe this belief is inspiration. Though there has been an energetic discussion among Christians throughout the centuries about the method and nature of inspiration, Christians consistently describe the books of the Bible as being inspired by God. They do not mean that God was merely a source of inspiration for the writing of the books. They typically mean that the books are the very word of God.

Because Christians believe that the Bible is inspired by God, they also believe that the Bible has great authority in their lives. Though expressions of this authority have taken many forms, most Christians have historically agreed that to disobey the Bible is to disobey God Himself. Consequently, Christians have taken Bible reading and Bible study very seriously.


Where Are the Deuterocanonical Books and the Apocrypha?

The deuterocanonical books and the Apocrypha (both Old and New Testament) have been left out of this book because they are not included in most modern Bibles. There are many high-quality Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox treatments of those books available.



The Christian view of inspiration and authority, however, has not led most Christians to ignore the human role in the production of the Bible. For example, Christians have believed that the Gospel of Matthew is God’s word and carries with it God’s authority. They have also simultaneously believed that the Gospel of Matthew was written from Matthew’s perspective, using his knowledge, vocabulary, and culture. Significant debate remains among Christians as to exactly how God did that, but it has been a consistent belief for Christians throughout the centuries.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The Bible is one book with two testaments, sixty-six books, and dozens of authors. The Tanakh (Old Testament) is the primary sacred text for Jewish people, modern and ancient, and the Old and New Testaments together form the exclusive sacred text for Christians the world over. Like Jesus himself, Christians believe the Bible to be the Word of God and to have ultimate authority in their lives. Knowing the Bible and knowing God Himself are inextricably linked.







THE LANGUAGE, STRUCTURE, AND ORGANIZATION OF MODERN BIBLES Tools That Make the Bible Easier to Read





“Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”

—2 Timothy 2:15



The Bible is available in many different physical and digital formats and translations. To make the Bible easier to read, modern publishers use tools like abbreviations, section headers, and footnotes to streamline long citations, separate important chunks of text, and explain certain references. These tools can be a little confusing, even though they are there to help you. In this section, you will learn why these tools are there and how they can help make the structure of the Bible clearer.

A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH BIBLE

Originally, the Bible was not available to English-speaking people in Europe. It was available only in Latin, which dramatically limited the access of its contents to most people. Work on translating the Bible into English began as far back as the seventh century.

In 1380, John Wycliffe began translating the entire Bible into Middle English, probably with significant help from his students. The Roman Catholic Church of Wycliffe’s day responded with great hostility, condemning any further translation work of the Latin Bible into English and outlawing even the act of reading Wycliffe’s translation. What Wycliffe set in motion, however, could not be undone.

William Tyndale completed and published another English translation of the New Testament by 1526, with work on the Old Testament quickly underway. Like Wycliffe, church authorities condemned Tyndale’s work from the outset. Tyndale fled from England to Europe to remain safe, but, after producing a revised edition in 1534, he was arrested in Antwerp, tried, and executed for heresy. Within a decade of Tyndale’s death, however, a half dozen more Bibles in English were published.


The Legacy of the King James Version

Since its production in 1611, the King James Version has been one of the bestselling books in world history. Even today, with its language hundreds of years out of date, and with many excellent modern English translations available, the KJV is still the preferred Bible of many Christians in English.



In an effort to unify the English Bible tradition for ecclesiastical and political reasons, James I commissioned the production of a new English translation. This was to be a diplomatic translation, produced by scholars, that could be used by all the protestant groups in England. The Authorized Version was published in 1611 and is known today as the King James Version (KJV). The KJV was subsequently revised four times over the next one hundred fifty years, and it is the 1769 revision that is most commonly read today.

VARIOUS BIBLE VERSIONS AND TRANSLATIONS

Bookstore shelves and bookselling websites are filled with Bibles of every brand and price point imaginable. Different modern translations use different verbiage to translate the ancient Greek and Hebrew, but they all say essentially the same thing. The English of the King James Version is centuries old, but most translations currently available were written in the twentieth century and use modern English. Additionally, some modern translations prefer more of a word-for-word approach to translating the original languages of the Bible, while others opt for more of a thought-for-thought translation.

The massive price difference among Bibles is determined almost entirely by what the cover is made of or by how many study notes the book contains. Additionally, most Bible publishers have apps and websites to distribute their modern translations free of charge.

BOOK NAMES AND ABBREVIATIONS

The book names in a modern Bible are anglicized (adapted to English), typically from their ancient Hebrew or Greek names. Because the Bible existed in Latin for a very long time, there is also a Latin influence in what the books are called. The original authors of the Bible did not provide these book names—they evolved over time into the English forms we have today.

Biblical scholars and centuries of popular usage have produced a reasonably common set of abbreviations for the Bible book names to make them easier to refer to in writing. Though the names are not always abbreviated in exactly the same way, it is usually not difficult to tell which Bible book is being referred to by the letters that are there (for example, the book of Romans is abbreviated as both Rom and Rm by scholars). Throughout this book, both the academic three-letter abbreviations and the full names of the books will be used.

CHAPTERS AND VERSES

The individual books in the Bible are divided into chapters, and each chapter is divided into verses. The original authors of the Bible did not make these divisions. When Matthew wrote Matthew, for example, punctuation of any kind was not in widespread use, and writers of Greek were not yet spacing between their words. The chapters, verses, spaces between words, and punctuation were added by later publishers to make the text easier to read.

The chapter divisions in use today are about eight hundred years old, and the verse divisions within those chapters are about five hundred years old. They have been a part of English Bibles since the first English Bibles began to appear, but they do not necessarily reflect the logic or rhetoric of the original authors. The chapters and verses appear to have been created solely for logistical support—in other words, they make it easier to find paragraphs and sentences within the Bible; they do little to help readers understand the meaning of the text.

When writing the reference for a passage of Scripture, the common convention is to give the book title, chapter number, and verse number(s), with a colon separating the two numbers (e.g., Genesis 3:16). This example would be read as “Genesis three sixteen.” For another example, “Matthew six thirty-three” indicates the book of Matthew, Chapter 6, verse 33, written “Matthew 6:33.” When writers and speakers wish to refer to an entire chapter, they simply leave off the verse designation, so “Matthew 3” refers to Chapter 3 of Matthew as a whole.

A few books in the Bible are so short they do not have chapters, only verses. They are, in effect, a single chapter. Locations in these books are referred to by verse only. So, the sixth verse in the book of Jude is referred to simply as “Jude 6.”

SECTION HEADERS, MARGINAL NOTES, AND FOOTNOTES

In addition to chapters and verses, most modern Bibles employ section headers and paragraphs to break up the text and to make passages easy to find. In Matthew 4, for example, most modern Bibles have verses 1–11 as a single paragraph with some sort of heading that indicates this section of text is about the temptation of Jesus. Before verse 12 begins, most modern Bibles have a heading that indicates the following text discusses the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Just like the chapters and verses, these were not originally part of the Bible. They were added much later to make the Bible easier to read.

Modern Bibles—largely print versions—also have a host of marginal notes and footnotes for the interested Bible student. The marginal notes frequently refer the reader to other places in the Bible where a similar concept or theme occurs. When a Bible passage quotes another place in Scripture (which happens with great frequency), the marginal notes indicate the source of the quote. For example, in the New Testament, Mark opens his Gospel with two quotes from the Old Testament (Mark 1:2–3). The marginal notes in most printed Bibles identify that the first quote comes from Malachi 3:1 and the second comes from Isaiah 40:3.

Footnotes are often reserved for explanations about what words mean if the meaning is not obvious in English. Footnotes can also explain a theological concept or discuss how some other ancient manuscripts of the Bible might read differently if the ancient manuscripts are not all exactly alike at a particular place. Some modern Bibles are dubbed “study Bibles” because they have extensive introductory notes, footnotes, and articles throughout to clarify the meaning of the text.

Again, none of these notes were written by the original authors of the Bible; they were added by modern-day editors and printers to make Bible reading easier.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Throughout recent centuries, Christians have been working hard to make the Bible easier to read and more accessible to new readers. Chapters, verses, headings, marginal notes, footnotes, and study Bibles break up the text of this very long book and help explain its concepts. No matter what your reasons for reading the Bible, you can surely find an edition that’s right for you.







HOW THE OLD TESTAMENT AND NEW TESTAMENT RELATE TO EACH OTHER Reading the Bible As One Book





“Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me.”

—John 5:39



All Christians affirm both the Old Testament and the New Testament as Scripture. There has never been a time when the church did not have the Old Testament as its Bible or as the first part of its Bible. Various Christian traditions, however, have understood differently how the Old Testament and New Testament relate to each other. What are some of the questions surrounding how the two testaments form one Bible? How do the two parts form one Bible that is both coherent and cohesive?

IMPORTANT DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS

There are two obvious differences between the Old Testament and the New: different languages and different time periods. First, the Old Testament is primarily written in Biblical Hebrew with a little bit of Biblical Aramaic. The New Testament, however, is written in Koine Greek, which was the common language across the known world at its time. Second, the Old Testament canon finds completion between 400 to 200 B.C. and then is translated into Greek and other languages by the time of Jesus. The New Testament is written over a much shorter period and formed into a book much more quickly.

THE OLD TESTAMENT AS FOUNDATION FOR THE NEW TESTAMENT

The most common approach that Christians follow is to regard the Old Testament as a necessary foundation for the New. Without considering whether the Old Testament’s message matches the New, the Old’s content and categories prepare for the New Testament in at least two ways:


	
1. The New Testament provides the next part of the Old’s story.

	
2. The Old Testament offers theological categories the New needs.



First, the Old Testament provides a story whose next “chapter” is continued in the New. The New Testament affirms the Old’s storyline. In some sense, most Christians view the New as the Old’s “sequel.” The Old Testament sets up the New, and the New Testament completes the Old. The Old Testament story offers essential information about Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, and the nation Israel for the New, and it promises new days that have yet to come. God’s story with Israel is not done in the Old Testament because the reader waits for the Son of David.

Second, the Old Testament provides theological concepts essential to the New. Most importantly, it promises a Messiah through its imagery of the “seed” of the woman; the “seed” of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the king from the tribe of Judah; the Prophet Like Moses; and the Son of David. The New Testament presumes a knowledge of such theological categories, and the Old Testament reader anticipates the need for more theological information. Many theological categories, such as man’s sin, sacrifices, atonement, and resurrection, all begin in the Old Testament but are not fully explored because God’s promises to Israel and the nations are not yet completed. Perhaps the most common theological category to link the testaments is that of prophecy: Old Testament predictions are fulfilled during the New Testament’s events.


The Church’s First Sermon

In Acts 2, the Apostle Peter preaches on Pentecost after the Holy Spirit falls upon the disciples. His primary texts are Joel, Psalms, and 2 Samuel 7. Through the sharing of these Old Testament texts, three thousand people became Christians and trusted Jesus as Savior and Lord.



THE NEW TESTAMENT READS THE OLD TESTAMENT ANEW

Most Christians accept these theological categories. Differences emerge, however, when Christians consider how to reconcile apparent or real differences between the two testaments. For most Christians, if debate ensues between the Old and New, the New Testament’s perspective prevails. Christians do not always agree on the rationale behind the superiority of the New. For example, some will contend that the New Testament corrects, updates, or replaces the Old. Others will contend that the New Testament clarifies how the Old should have been read all along. No matter the reasoning, most Christians, when pushed into questions of theology or practical living, will answer using material in the New Testament.

There are at least three potential dangers with this approach:


	
1. Quickly presuming that the New Testament conveys different ideas than the Old may be a misreading of the Old Testament.

	
2. Not letting the Old Testament’s ideas and their presentations stand on their own runs the risk of drawing Christians away from reading the Old Testament, an idea the New Testament explicitly rejects.

	
3. When Christians minimize their interactions with the Old Testament, the New’s depth is also missed because it presumes and emphasizes the Old.



THE OLD TESTAMENT PROCLAIMS THE NEW COVENANT

Because of these concerns and a long history of the church reading the Old Testament as Christian Scripture, some Christians argue that the tensions between the Old and New are matters of misreading the Old. Without relying on the New Testament to refine the Old, such a view seeks to wrestle with the Old on its own terms to see if its message coheres with the New Testament regarding humankind’s problems and God’s solution. In such a view, the understanding of the Torah in the Prophets and the Writings reflects a reading of the Torah consistent with the New Testament’s reading of it. The Old Testament offers the same message as the New, but its setting is different. It describes Israel’s failures under the old, Mosaic Covenant to give hope in a man who is coming whose life will offer hope in a new covenant. This view reflects Bible 101’s approach because the Old and New Testaments offer hope in approaching God and living in His presence only through God’s promised Messiah.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Christians use different models to understand how the Old Testament and New Testament fit together to make the Bible. The Old Testament is best understood, however, when both Testaments are viewed as sharing the same message communicated in two different settings.







OLD TESTAMENT BASICS The Old Testament and Its Big Ideas





“Then began men to call upon the name of the LORD.”

—Genesis 4:26



This section offers a brief overview of the Old Testament. First, you’ll learn what the Old Testament is before moving on to investigate its languages and manuscripts. We then examine the Old Testament’s contents by considering its different orders so that you can understand how Bible 101 organizes its layout of the Old Testament. This book handles the Old Testament in one of the Hebrew three-part orders: Torah, Prophets, and Writings. There was more than one way that communities organized the books contained in the Writings. However, it was always a three-part order and the contents of the third part, the Writings, were always the same.

WHAT IS THE OLD TESTAMENT?

The Old Testament is the original and authoritative religious book for both Jewish people and Christians. In Judaism, this book is not known as the Old Testament, but as the Hebrew Bible or by its abbreviated form: Tanakh. Christians bind the Old Testament to the New. Before the New Testament was formed, Christians explained their understanding of God, humans, and salvation from the Old Testament, with an authoritative Old Testament appearing in some form between 400 and 200 B.C.

Multiple factions of Jewish readers scattered across the known world wrestled with how to understand this book, but two primary ways of reading the Old Testament prevailed after Rome’s destruction of the temple in A.D. 70: the Pharisees’, whose ideas would mature into Judaism, and the Apostles’, whose readings and writings would develop Christianity.

THE LANGUAGES OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

The Old Testament was written in dead languages that no one currently speaks, with Biblical Hebrew as the Old Testament’s primary language. When Jewish people began returning from their exile in Babylon, Aramaic became the language of those generations. As such, it is not surprising that parts of later Old Testament books were written in this sister language, Biblical Aramaic. Major sections of Daniel and Ezra were written in Biblical Aramaic, and this language also appears in individual phrases and terms in other parts of the Old Testament.

THE MANUSCRIPTS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Modern translators of the Old Testament derive their texts from three ancient manuscript families. Along with the New Testament, the Old Testament remains one of the best-attested ancient works of any kind. Unlike most ancient books, there is overwhelming evidence to trust that we have the original form:


	
1. First, the most reliable and best-preserved manuscripts come from the Masoretic Text family. These Biblical Hebrew manuscripts were copied over centuries by the Masoretes, who were ancient Jewish scribes. Their work is the main evidence for the Old Testament’s original form.

	
2. Second, ancient Greek–speaking Jewish people translated the Old Testament into the common Greek of their day in a version and versions called the Septuagint. (The Septuagint is referred to as both a single version and as a compilation of multiple versions.)

	
3. Third, collections of Biblical Hebrew manuscripts known as the Dead Sea Scrolls were found hidden in desert caves, beginning in 1947. These manuscripts replicate much of the Masoretic Text, but at key moments, they show a Hebrew reading consistent with the Septuagint.



Modern English translations follow the Masoretic Text, but they will occasionally differ from it when the Septuagint and Dead Sea Scrolls agree with each other against the Masoretic Text. Modern translators also consult the other two as they determine the original text.

THE ORDER OF THE BOOKS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

The Old Testament was written and recorded on scrolls. The ancient communities who read the Old Testament ordered these scrolls according to their various ways of reading. The oldest ways of reading reflected a three-part order of the Old Testament rather than the four-part order of English Bibles. The three parts of the Old Testament are Torah, Prophets, and Writings. The English Old Testament’s four-part order organizes itself by genre, the kinds of literature: law, history, wisdom and poetry, and prophets.


Various Orders of Chapters in the Old Testament

The Old Testament was written on scrolls and passed from one generation to the next. Each community organized and ordered scrolls according to how they made sense of them. As one generation tried to obey what they read in their scrolls, they influenced the next generations by passing on the text, what it means, and how to read it. How they read the scrolls influenced how they ordered them.



THE BOOKS IN EACH PART OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Because the three-part order is more likely to be the original order, Bible 101’s study of the Old Testament is organized into one version of the three-part order.

The Torah

The Torah represents the first part of the Old Testament. It is a book unto itself: Moses’ book. It contains a strategic combination of narrative, poetry, law codes, and genealogies. It is one book made up of other books:


	
Genesis

	Exodus

	Leviticus

	Numbers

	Deuteronomy



The Prophets

The second part of the Old Testament is the Prophets. Its beginning emphasizes meditating upon the Torah day and night. This second part of the Old Testament reminds the reader to keep thinking about the Torah.

The Prophets itself divides into two parts: the Former Prophets, a story of the nation of Israel’s time in the land of Canaan, and the Latter Prophets, a prophetic reflection on how to read the Former Prophets and the Torah. The Latter Prophets includes three major prophets and twelve minor prophets. These twelve minor prophets form one book together: the Book of the Twelve. The books of the Prophets include:

The Former Prophets (mostly narrative)


	Joshua

	Judges

	1 Samuel

	2 Samuel

	1 Kings

	2 Kings



The Latter Prophets (mostly prophecy)


	Isaiah

	Jeremiah

	
Ezekiel

	The Book of the Twelve (Twelve Minor Prophets)

	Hosea

	Joel

	Amos

	Obadiah

	Jonah

	Micah

	Nahum

	Habakkuk

	Zephaniah

	Haggai

	Zechariah

	Malachi







The Writings

The third part of the Old Testament is the Writings. Just as the Prophets begins with a command to meditate on the Torah day and night, so, too, the Writings begins by describing someone who actually does meditate upon the Torah all the time. By pulling together diverse narratives, prophecy, poetry, and genealogies, this third part of the Old Testament calls the reader to continually think about the Torah. The books of the Writings are:


	Psalms

	Job

	Proverbs

	Ruth

	Song of Solomon (Song of Songs)

	Ecclesiastes

	
Lamentations

	Esther

	Daniel

	Ezra

	Nehemiah

	1 Chronicles

	2 Chronicles



KEY TAKEAWAYS

The Old Testament begins all Christian and Jewish theological conversations. In Bible 101, we examine this ancient conversation that reaches us today in its three-part order of the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. It is a book made up of books whose diverse literature, including narratives, poetry, law codes, and genealogies, forms one grand story from the creation of all things until the end of all things. It teaches how God relates to all peoples by His relationship with one people, the nation of Israel, and His promises to them. We have an abundance of ancient manuscripts passed into our modern hands that reinforces our confidence in the accuracy and validity of the Old Testament.







THE TORAH, AN OVERVIEW God’s Instruction





“He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are judgment: a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is he.”

—Deuteronomy 32:4



The Torah is the first part of the Old Testament, and every part of it connects to its most important event: the nation of Israel’s time at Mount Sinai when God draws close to Israel. In this section, we summarize the Torah’s major characters and how they fit into its story, which begins with God creating all things and ends with the hope of people from all nations living with God forever through a person who will come in the last days. The last days are a time when God will be upon earth.

WHAT IS THE TORAH?

The Torah is one book in five parts that covers God’s work from the beginning of time to its end. Some scholars refer to this book as “the Pentateuch,” which means a fivefold book. It contains five volumes, or books, that we know in English translations as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

English translations commonly render the term Torah as Law. Such a translation explains much of the book, but the term Torah primarily means “instruction.” The Torah contains four major genres: narrative, poetry, law code, and genealogy. It strategically intertwines these genres to form a majestic tapestry. Every piece has a purpose. Each section gives instruction.

The diversity of genres within the Torah yields a complex book. How readers understand the rhythms of these genres and their relative importance to the book sheds light on how they define the Torah’s emphasis. Some readers accentuate the Torah’s many law codes because they focus on ethics, teaching how people should live. Others highlight the narratives, because they focus on its history of what God did for Israel and all the nations. Still others stress how the narratives and poetry work together to explain how things will end for humanity (its eschatology). This last approach focuses on the Torah teaching what will happen in the last days based on what God did in the beginning.


The Torah’s Genres

The Torah, Genesis through Deuteronomy, is one book, but it employs four primary genres: narrative, poetry, law code, and genealogy. It mixes these genres in discernible patterns that should guide interpretation. For example, narrative sections are followed by poetry that echoes parts of the narrative. In a similar manner, the law codes are surrounded by narratives that show the need for the laws and how the laws never really fix the core problem. The interplay of these genres unveils strategies to teach the Torah’s message.



The primary setting of the Torah’s story is the nation Israel’s life under the Mosaic Covenant, a covenant with laws from God that the nation Israel receives at Mount Sinai. Mount Sinai proves important because God and people briefly come close to living together there when God descends on the mountain. This time at this mountain reminds us how God and man come together in creation, and it previews the future coming together of humanity and God in the last days.

When God draws close to the nation Israel at Mount Sinai, His terrifying presence and Israel’s fearful response underscore the peril of human death in God’s presence and highlight the need for God’s word. The other parts of the Torah revisit Mount Sinai’s depiction and language because this moment teaches that people cannot approach God safely on their own. It also explains the role of God’s word in redeeming humanity.

WHO IS IN THE TORAH?

God is the Torah’s primary character. The Torah directly describes what God says and does, but it also shows God’s good and powerful presence in surprises that overturn expectations. It promises a good ending for God and humanity.

The first man and his wife, Adam and Eve, also play an important role. Their life with God in the beginning typifies and anticipates what happens to others throughout the Torah, especially when God encounters the nation Israel at Mount Sinai. In their stories, the man Adam and the nation Israel are both near God, but they are sent away from Him in exile because of sin. Both also receive a promise from God that they may return to live life with Him in the last days through a promised person, a “seed.”

The Torah features several other flawed people, whose lives foreshadow this “seed” who will save humanity:


	Noah walks with God by obeying His instructions and yet also sins like Adam. He is not this promised person, but this promised person’s story will echo parts of Noah’s story.

	
Abram, who is also called Abraham, portrays how a sinful person can still live life with God and learn to trust Him. Abraham is one of the Torah’s two great prophets. He fails tremendously in his life, yet God changes his heart while he waits for God’s promised person.

	Abraham’s nephew, Lot, walks with God for a while but goes away into exile.

	Abraham’s promise of a promised person is then carried to the next generation to his son Isaac, as he sends his other son Ishmael away into exile.

	The promise moves next from Isaac to his son Jacob, while his other son Esau goes into exile. Jacob, whose name is also Israel, has twelve sons whose descendants become the nation of Israel. God calls this nation to approach Him at Mount Sinai.



The names of Jacob’s twelve sons become the names of Israel’s twelve tribes. Three of Jacob’s sons prove especially important: Joseph, Judah, and Levi. Joseph is betrayed by his brothers but remains faithful to God. His life resembles the life the promised person will have, but, remarkably, the promised person will come from his brother Judah’s family. Levi proves important because the Torah’s second major prophet will come from his family: Moses. Moses leads the nation Israel out of Egypt but fails to bring them on Mount Sinai and into the land of Canaan. Someone greater than Moses will need to come.

The Torah repeatedly teaches about this promised person. The Torah knows Him as:


	The seed of the woman;

	The seed of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob;

	The promised king from the tribe of Judah who looks like Joseph;

	
The Prophet like Moses;

	The word the nation Israel asked for at Mount Sinai.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

Every reader of the Torah has something to learn from God’s relationship with Israel. The way that God cares for the nation Israel before, during, and after Israel’s time at Mount Sinai is the way that He will care for all people. The Torah uses narratives, poems, law codes, and genealogies to show how Adam’s and the nation of Israel’s failures to live with God teach us about God’s presence by His word.







GENESIS 1–11 The Creation of All Things and Man’s Sin and Exile





“So God created man in his own image.”

—Genesis 1:27



The Bible begins with the book of Genesis. Its opening chapters teach how God creates all things, including humanity, and how humankind falls from this good state into our broken world. The sin of the first man and woman spreads across the generations to every man and woman. The author surrounds several genealogies with unexpected accounts of how God answers humankind’s sin with both death and life.

GENESIS 1–2: CREATION

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen 1:1). This opening sentence unveils a contrast between God as Creator and His creation, which the rest of the Bible explains. The creation is not the Creator.


“In the Beginning”

Genesis’ first word, bereshiyt, translates as “In the beginning.” It may also translate as “By wisdom” or “By the firstborn.” While “in the beginning” is the best translation, one ancient Jewish commentary reads, “In the beginning, by wisdom, by the firstborn, God created the heavens and the earth.”



God’s Spirit hovers over the waters, and He speaks ten times to form a land for people to live with God: the garden in Eden. God creates man, Adam, from the dust of the ground and brings him into the garden. It is a promised land where God reveals His goodness. Adam speaks as God’s prophet, naming the animals. He serves and guards the garden as His priest. He also rules as God’s king, and is commanded to multiply and fill the earth. God provides Adam with food from any of the trees, but He forbids Adam from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He will surely die on the day he eats it. God calls Adam to rule the whole creation and then makes His goodness most visible in the forming of his wife, Eve. Upon seeing her, Adam proclaims Eve’s value, dignity, humanity, and unity with him. This joining of the first man to the first woman teaches God’s good plan to bless all humanity by His word and commands. What God wants is good for all people. It brings His life, value, and purpose to all generations.

GENESIS 3: THE FALL

A serpent approaches Eve to question God’s word. Her answer echoes God’s words but also adds to them. She rightly understands that God’s command to humanity (not to eat the fruit of this tree) applies to her, but she unfortunately adds to God’s instruction: They are not to touch this tree at all. This added law proves powerless against the serpent’s counsel, her own desires, and her husband’s silence. The serpent promises she will not die but will instead have her eyes opened and be like God, knowing good and evil. She eats from the fruit of the tree and gives some to her husband, who is with her. Their eyes open, but an unintended change takes place. Having only known “good,” they now know “good and evil.”
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