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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION


The Apostle Paul primarily ministered to Gentiles but also had an undying love for his fellow Jews. That is probably why, against the advice of his brethren, he traveled to Jerusalem at the end of his third missionary journey. When he is warned of the danger of going there, Paul replies, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13).


In Jerusalem Paul is accused of blasphemy and of defiling the Temple by bringing Gentiles into it, which is a capital offense. Paul is beaten in an ensuing riot and then arrested by Roman authorities. He ends up standing trial before Governor Felix in Caesarea on charges of inciting riots, being a leader of the Nazarene sect, and attempting to desecrate the Temple (Acts 24:5–8).


Paul denies the charges and pursues an unexpected line of defense. As one who never wastes an opportunity to evangelize—especially by exploiting acts of persecution against him—Paul gives a speech that is as much a celebration of Christ as it is a defense of his own actions. Mindful of his audience, he affirms his faith in Jesus Christ, paradoxically, by declaring common ground with Jewish believers. “But this I confess to you,” he declares, “that according to the Way, which they call a sect, I worship the God of our fathers, believing everything laid down by the Law and written in the Prophets, having a hope in God, which these men themselves accept, that there will be a resurrection of both the just and the unjust. . . . It is with respect to the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you this day” (Acts 24:14–15, 21).


Don’t miss the import of Paul’s statement. He’s saying he is not a rabble-rouser and he is not trying to upset his fellow Jews. Far from rejecting their religion, he affirms his belief in Old Testament Scripture, which he refers to as “the Law” and “the Prophets.” As Judaism is protected under Roman law, preaching the truth of its Scripture surely can’t be an illegal act.


Hoping to receive a bribe for Paul’s release and seeking to placate his accusers, Felix leaves Paul in prison for two years despite knowing he is innocent. Felix is later succeeded in office by Festus, who summons Paul to the tribunal, asking him if he wants to stand trial in Jerusalem. Paul knows he won’t get a fair trial there, so he demands to be tried in a Roman court. As a result King Agrippa, the ruler of territories northeast of Palestine, assists Felix in reviewing the charges against Paul so a written report can be prepared and forwarded to Rome.1


In explaining his position to Agrippa, Paul describes his background as a committed Pharisee who was an ardent enemy of Jesus Christ and brutal persecutor of Christians before encountering Jesus on the road to Damascus and undergoing a dramatic conversion. In stressing his innocence, Paul even more emphatically affirms the Jewish religion. “To this day I have had the help that comes from God,” Paul contends, “and so I stand here testifying both to small and great, saying nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would come to pass: that the Christ must suffer and that by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles” (Acts 26:22).


Realizing Paul is innocent, Agrippa proclaims that he could have been set free had he not appealed to Caesar (Acts 26:31–32). Paul is then sent to Rome and placed in custody there, where he vigorously evangelizes to visitors and writes his Prison Epistles—Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon, and Philippians. The Bible is silent about the ultimate disposition of Paul’s case and his later fate, but the oldest Christian traditions are that he died as a martyr in Rome.2


As we’ll see later in this book, Paul’s insistence that he remains faithful to Jewish Scripture echoes the arguments of Jesus, who had proclaimed that He came not to abolish the Scripture (“the Law”) but to fulfill it. And indeed, Christianity doesn’t abrogate the Old Testament; it completes it. True, the Jews don’t interpret the Old Testament in the same light as converted Christians do—they don’t see that it foretells the coming of Christ, Whom they reject as a false messiah. But as Paul emphasizes to Felix, he still worships the same God as the Jews do. He isn’t embracing a new God, he’s simply explaining that this same God—the God of the Jews—has now manifested Himself in the flesh. Christ is not mandating a new religion, Paul argues, but is completing the Jews’ existing religion and expanding on God’s original revelations to them. John Polhill notes that Paul’s point is that “[h]e believed the same Scriptures, worshipped the same God, shared the same hope. But it was precisely at this point that ‘the Way’ parted ways with the rest of the Jews. The Christians believed that the resurrection already had begun in Christ.”3


Undoubtedly, God’s later revelations are not inconsistent with those of the Old Testament. Instead, the New Testament tells the rest of the story, offering a clearer picture of the eternal, never-changing God, Who can now be seen in His triune nature. Jesus Christ is God, the Holy Spirit is God, and the Father is God—three Persons of the Divine Godhead, all of Whom are featured in the Old Testament, if only in shadowy form. With the benefit of these later revelations, we can see truths in Scriptures that weren’t evident to people in Old Testament times. Based on these revelations we understand those Scriptures in an entirely new light—we can see Christ on every page of the Old Testament as well as the New. It is my goal here to demonstrate that glorious truth.


This book has been a labor of love for me. In a sense, it completes a project I began many years ago. When I first studied the Bible in earnest some two decades ago, I was mildly frustrated, feeling I couldn’t quite get a handle on the big picture, especially the Old Testament. As patience is not my strong suit, I tried various shortcuts to understand the major ideas, but nothing worked fast enough. I floundered until I approached it more deliberately and systematically. After a while I made some progress, but it took considerable effort.


Once I felt more comfortable with the material, I wanted to share what I’d learned, thinking that the process didn’t have to be that difficult for others. I began writing a book on the Old Testament with the goal of publishing a primer from a layman’s perspective. For various reasons, mainly because I just wasn’t ready for the project yet, I finally abandoned it, but not without learning an enormous amount.


When my friend Harry Crocker at Regnery Publishing suggested last year that I write a book on Christian apologetics, I figured this was my chance to tackle the subject that had interested me many years before. Christian apologetics, of course, is different from a survey of the Old Testament, but I was gratified that I might finally write about Christianity as opposed to my usual commentaries on politics.


I found researching, writing, and promoting that book—Jesus on Trial—to be the most satisfying experience of my writing career. Afterward I was anxious to do another Christian book—specifically some sort of overview or introduction to the whole Bible. It was a daunting task, especially for a layman, but I thought I might be able to use my extensive studies over the past twenty years to resume the project I had begun long ago.


I quickly discovered I couldn’t hope to do an adequate job on the entire Bible in one book, so I revisited the idea of covering just the Old Testament—which would still be plenty ambitious. I had titled my unfinished book Roadmap to the Cross because even then I understood that Jesus Christ is the key to understanding the Old Testament—and that is the central argument of The Emmaus Code.


The title refers to the road to Emmaus, which is where Jesus, in one of His resurrection appearances, opens the Old Testament to two men and explains how it all points to Him. None of us knows for sure, of course, exactly what Jesus said to these men, but with the hindsight perspective of the New Testament writers, we can get a pretty good idea. There are so many ways the Old Testament prefigures, anticipates, and predicts Christ and His redemptive plan, and I’m excited to share this material with you.


Many Bible readers seem intimidated by the Old Testament because they don’t understand its grand sweep, they’re overwhelmed by its difficult names and places, and they fail to see Jesus Christ on every page. They also cannot grasp the relevance of the Old Testament and its relationship to the New Testament. Decoding the Emmaus road, I believe, is the key to understanding the entirety of Scripture.


In this book I have set out to kill two birds with one stone in that I provide both an overview of the Old Testament and demonstrate how each of its books points to Christ. I first address the relevance of the Old Testament to the New, then outline Old Testament history, laying out the chronology of major events recorded in the Bible. My assumption is this: just as the Old Testament is foundational to the New, our basic understanding of the Old Testament is crucial to our comprehension of how Christ dominates its pages. This, I think, is what Paul is trying to explain as he is being falsely prosecuted for blasphemy.


Moreover, if you are confused about the historical events recorded in the Old Testament, you will likely find yourself distracted and frustrated as you struggle with its theological messages while failing to perceive Christ’s pervasive presence. But once you grasp the flow of Old Testament history, you’ll be better prepared to delve more deeply into the theological concepts. That was my experience, anyway.


After the historical summary, I discuss the various themes and threads in the Old Testament that point to Christ, from prophecy, to typology, to the biblical covenants, and more. I explain how each of these threads, in different and sometimes overlapping ways, points to Jesus Christ in the New Testament. Then I explore the Christ-centeredness of every book of the Bible while providing an overview of the books themselves.


This book features recurring themes that appear throughout the Bible. Many involve God’s dealings with His chosen nation, Israel. Throughout Old Testament history the Israelites are repeatedly disobedient and sinful,  and the prophets pronounce judgment upon them. But when they are obedient and faithful, they earn the prophets’ blessings. The Bible’s repetition of ideas and themes, however, is usually in different contexts and settings, showing God’s consistency and faithfulness.


Christ is so essential to the Old Testament that one could fill tens of thousands of pages demonstrating it. My aim here is to introduce you to the most important categories, themes, and threads pointing to Christ, and to provide you as many examples of each as space permits. Though I hope you will find this book to be valuable, I must emphasize there is no substitute for reading the Bible for yourself.


Nevertheless, study aids and primers can enhance our biblical understanding, and I pray that this book helps you to comprehend the Old Testament and its sublime Christ-centeredness. And I hope that in these pages my enthusiasm for the Bible is apparent and even contagious. It is God speaking to us; how can anyone forego the privilege and opportunity He gives us, the portal He provides into His character, His purposes, His love, and His redemptive plan for our lives?


Jesus illuminates Scripture for the two men on the Emmaus road and does the same for His disciples. The New Testament is strikingly clear that He affirms the Old Testament is all about Him. Therefore, if we believe in Him and that all Scripture is God–breathed, as it professes to be, we too must accept that its singular focus is on our Savior. Once you acknowledge that, your understanding and reverence for the Bible will greatly increase.


I make no claim to being a Bible scholar, but I profoundly appreciate those who are. Accordingly, I tapped into them liberally in my research and have shared their invaluable insights. May the Holy Spirit enlighten you as you travel on your own Emmaus road to examine the Christ-centeredness of the Old Testament.

















CHAPTER 1CHAPTER 1


IN DEFENSE OF THE OLD TESTAMENTIN DEFENSE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT


The Old Testament proclaims God’s mighty acts of redemption. These acts reach a climax in the New Testament when God sends his Son. Redemptive history is the mighty river that runs from the old covenant to the new and holds the two together.


—SIDNEY GREIDANUS1


THE BIBLE’S OVERARCHING THEME


[image: ]


Many of the world’s religions and secular philosophies seek to discover the existence and nature of God by either philosophical ruminations or experiential exercises. Christianity is different—it dispenses with the guesswork. It holds that God reveals Himself through general (e.g., nature) and special (e.g., Scripture) revelation, and that He revealed Himself in person in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them,” writes the Apostle Paul. “For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse” (Romans 1:19–20). The writer of Hebrews says, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways. But in these last days he has spoken to us by His Son, Whom He appointed heir of all things, and through Whom He made the universe” (1:1–2). Moreover, during His earthly ministry Jesus told us and showed us exactly Who He is, declaring, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). He asked, “Have I been with you so long, and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?” (John 14:9).


Thus, while many other religions involve the formulation of man’s ideas about the existence and attributes of their gods, Christianity teaches that the God of the Bible has made Himself known to man through creation, by His direct communication and interactions with man through His chosen people, and by becoming man Himself during the incarnation, all as recorded in Scripture.


Let’s not, then, be misled into believing the Bible is merely a written record of man’s search for God. To the contrary, as some Christian sages have noted, it is a record of God’s search for man: a chronicling of God’s revelation of Himself to human beings. As Ambrose, Bishop of Milan in the fourth century, observed, “As in paradise, God walks in the Holy Scriptures seeking man.”2 Martin Luther personalized a similar sentiment: “The Bible is alive, it speaks to me; it has feet, it runs after me; it has hands, it lays hold on me.”3 Our omniscient God, of course, always knows where we are, but He wants a relationship with us and seeks us out, and through Scripture He opens the door for us to a relationship with Him.4


The Bible is more than just a collection of moral stories with colorful characters from whose experiences we can learn and grow. In Jesus on Trial I discussed the Bible’s unity—its remarkable cohesiveness despite containing sixty-six books written by some forty authors over 1,500 years in three different languages, various literary styles, and diverse geographical settings. There is unity between the books of each Testament and between the books of the Old Testament and the New. There is unity in their structure, their history, their prophecies, their moral messages, the theological lessons they communicate, their revelation of God’s unchanging character and divine attributes, and more.


Biblical theologians5 acknowledge these different types of unity, but apparently no clear consensus has emerged as to what central idea unites the Old and New Testaments.6 In my view, however, the overarching theme of the Bible is crystal clear: from first to last, it is Jesus Christ. Though the Bible comprises many diverse books with different stories, it is ultimately one story of God’s redemptive plan for man, whom He created purposely in His image, for His glory, and for a personal relationship with Himself. The thirty-nine books of the Old Testament are united by a common thread centered on God’s promise to redeem mankind, and this thread continues through the New Testament, where that promise is fulfilled and questions are answered. In fact, salvation is exactly what Paul says is the purpose of the Bible. In writing the last letter of his life before his execution, Paul reminds Timothy “how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). Since Jesus accomplishes salvation, He’s the theme of the entire Bible.


Understanding the Bible’s unity couldn’t be more important, yet some Christians regularly read portions of the Bible throughout their entire lifetimes without grasping the book as a whole. This is not to imply you must read the Bible from cover to cover to benefit from it—in fact, you can open the Bible to any page and profit by whatever portion you read. But your experience with God’s Word will be greatly enhanced if you understand clearly how the Bible’s individual books come together to form one dazzling, integrated work.


My primary goal with this book is to demonstrate how the entire Bible, not just the New Testament, centers on Jesus Christ, our Savior. Of course, few would doubt the Christ-centeredness of the New Testament. But it might strike some as counterintuitive to consider the Old Testament as being about Christ as well, albeit in a different sense. “Our Lord Jesus Christ is the key to the Bible, and it is impossible to understand the Old Testament apart from Him,” explains Dr. Warren Wiersbe. “The experiences of the Jewish nation in the Old Testament are links in the chain that leads to His birth at Bethlehem.” According to Wiersbe, there are numerous people, events, and symbols in the Old Testament that foreshadow Jesus Christ. “Look for Christ,” he says, “and the Old Testament will become a new book to you.”7


Counterintuitive or not, the notion that the Old Testament is centered on Jesus Christ is not something I made up or an idea that Christians and biblical scholars fashioned to support their belief system. In John 5:39 Jesus Himself exclaims, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.” Don’t pass over this lightly. Jesus is saying that His followers diligently studied the Old Testament (the New Testament hadn’t been written yet) to find the key to eternal life, and the entire time they were missing what was right in front of their faces: He is the Key Who unlocks the treasures of the Old Testament, the Person to Whom the Old Testament points. He is Life and life eternal.


A few verses later, Jesus says, “For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his writings, how will you believe in me?” (John 5:46–47). Moreover, the New Testament Book of Hebrews attributes the words of Psalms 40:6–8 to Christ: “When Christ came into the world, he said . . . ‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as it is written of me in the scroll of the book’” (10:7). This passage validates that psalm as an Old Testament prophecy promising that Christ, in His incarnation, would come to accomplish what the Old Testament animal sacrifices could not—the full forgiveness of sin for believers in Him. Through the Book of Hebrews, then, Christ directly affirms that He is the core of salvation history.


But the most exciting quote of all is the one that inspired the title for this book. On the day Jesus rises from the dead He appears before two men headed to the village of Emmaus, some seven miles from Jerusalem. They are unaware of Jesus’ identity and are talking about His crucifixion, death, and empty tomb while expressing disappointment that He had not redeemed Israel. Jesus quickly sets them straight, assuring them He is the promised Messiah Whose suffering and death is a necessary part of God’s salvation plan. At that point, to their amazement, He illuminates the Scriptures for them, showing how they point to Him: “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27).


Once this sinks in, their understanding is complete. Now, at last, they grasp the dominant theme of the Scriptures they had been reading for years: Jesus Christ. “They said to each other, ‘Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?’” (Luke 24:32). Shortly after that encounter, Jesus appears to His disciples and similarly enlightens them, declaring, “‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem’” (Luke 24:44–47).


There are many different ways that Christ is revealed in the Old Testament, including by His titles; His work as creator; His role as the sustainer of God’s creation; His appearances (known as “Christophanies”); the “types” and “portraits” of persons, institutions, events, and ceremonies pointing to Him; the Old Testament offices of prophet, priest, and king that prefigure His perfect work to come; God’s promises, especially His major covenants that find their ultimate fulfillment in Him; and the many messianic prophecies.8


THE OLD TESTAMENT: A DELIBERATELY INCOMPLETE BOOK
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Admittedly, the Old Testament overwhelms even some Christians, but I think that is partially because they don’t see its big picture. Failing to understand how it can possibly be relevant to their lives or to the overall Christian story, they wonder, Christ came to save us from our sins, didn’t He, and isn’t it enough that the New Testament fully lays out the Gospel and gives us all the instruction we need on how to be saved?


By ignoring the Old Testament, however, Christians deprive themselves of deep and rich insights. A full understanding of the New Testament requires knowledge of the Old, which is, after all, the only Bible Jesus and the apostles had. Many Christians are familiar with Old Testament stories such as Noah and the ark, Moses and the Red Sea, and Jonah and the great fish, but have a vague impression of the Old Testament as being fragmented. The only remedy for this is to familiarize oneself with the Old Testament and learn how the two Testaments interrelate.


The New Testament does not begin from scratch—it builds on the Old. The Testaments are parts of a two-act play. “The New Testament presupposes the Old at every point, so much so that one can say that the New Testament is largely meaningless apart from its Old Testament orientation,” writes Old Testament scholar Eugene Merrill. “The life, ministry, and teachings of Jesus as well as apostolic preaching and pronouncements betray on every hand their indebtedness to the Old Testament.”9


The Old Testament prepares our hearts for the revelations of the New Testament. In fact, New Testament writers themselves believed that the Old Testament is foundational to the New, as evidenced by their voluminous quotes from and allusions to the Old Testament. Depending on how liberally you define “quotations,” some say there are at least 295 New Testament quotations from the Old Testament, which occupy 352 verses.10 If you add the New Testament’s clear allusions to the Old Testament, the numbers grow substantially, with some maintaining that more than 10 percent of the New Testament text comprises citations or direct allusions to the Old Testament.11 The Book of Revelation alone has some 331 allusions to the Old Testament.12


In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes, “For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (15:3–4). When Paul refers to “Scriptures” he means the Old Testament. Paul knows that our understanding of the Gospel won’t be complete if we believe Christianity came out of nowhere; it was a consummation of what had been promised in the Old Testament. Indeed, Paul says in the Book of Galatians, “The law was our guardian until Christ came” (3:24).


Pastor Ray Stedman confesses that he had read the New Testament’s Book of Romans for years and had even taught it, but never fully appreciated it until he better understood the Old Testament background underlying Paul’s arguments in that book. “I never grasped with real understanding the truth it contains,” recounts Stedman. “I never let its mighty, liberating power come through to my own heart and experience until I had lived for a while out in the wilderness on the back side of the desert with the children of Israel, and had felt the burning desert heat—the barren, fruitless, defeated life they experienced. When I had been there too, and had seen how God delivered them, then I was able for the first time to understand what God is trying to tell us in Romans.”13


Likewise Puritan Minister Stephen Charnock writes, “The Old Testament was writ to give credit to the New, when it should be manifested in the world. It must be read by us to give strength to our faith, and establish us in the doctrine of Christianity. How many view it as a bare story, an almanac out of date, and regard it as a dry bone, without sucking from it the evangelical marrow! Christ is, in Genesis, Abraham’s seed; in David’s Psalms and the prophets, the Messiah and Redeemer of the world.”14


Nevertheless, many Christians are understandably intimidated by the Old Testament, with its bouts of extreme violence, its seemingly endless genealogies, and its arcane names and places. But we should not be discouraged because rich rewards await those who study it diligently, knowing it is every bit as divinely inspired as the New Testament. Theologian Vern Poythress admits that when he was a young Christian certain parts of the Old Testament were difficult for him. After reading through the entire Bible as a teenager, he was unable to respond to an older Christian woman who asked him how he made it through the Book of Leviticus, which many readers find painfully dry. He did not learn the answer until years later, when he grasped the significance of the Emmaus road story. It dawned on Poythress that when Jesus opened the Scriptures to two of His disciples that day, He not only walked them through the Old Testament witness to Himself, but also summarized its essence. “The whole Old Testament,” explains Poythress, “finds its focus in Jesus Christ, His death, and His resurrection.”15


Nor does the New Testament supersede the Old, though the Old Testament’s ceremonial laws have been set aside and its sacrificial system, as the Book of Hebrews describes, has given way.16 “The New Testament and the gospel never claim to have superseded the Old Testament in terms of its canonical status,” Eugene Merrill explains, “Over and over again . . . it is cited as the Word of God. . . . It has lost nothing of its magisterial character for the Christian believer.”17 After all, Jesus told us in no uncertain terms that He came not to abolish the Law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17), and fulfilling the Law is a far cry from superseding it.


We must distinguish between the Old Testament and the New Testament on the one hand, and the Old Covenant and the New Covenant on the other. The Old Testament is a literary document that includes a written record of redemptive history. It provides a historical account of the legal contract God entered into with the Israelites at Mt. Sinai, which formed the basis of God’s relationship to the nation of Israel. This contract is called the Old Covenant. The New Testament is also a literary document that includes the history of the early Christian Church. It records, among other things, the institution of a new contract between God and His people, which benefits all mankind. This contract is called the New Covenant and its mediator is Jesus Christ.18 The New Covenant supersedes the Old Covenant, as we’ll examine more closely in Chapter 5, but that doesn’t mean the New Testament supersedes the Old Testament, and we should be mindful of this distinction.


The writer of Hebrews tells us, “In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” (8:13). This does not mean the major provisions of the Law God provided to Moses—the Ten Commandments—are less than perfectly holy. Nine of them (all except the command to keep the Sabbath) are restated in the New Testament, though sometimes with different promises attached and different penalties specified for disobedience.19 But the fact that Jesus fulfilled the Law means, by definition, that He didn’t negate it. To the contrary, Jesus affirmed the Law’s moral teachings and rebuked the Pharisees for effectively nullifying those lessons and subordinating them to their traditions.20


And of course there’s a simpler argument: if the Old Testament were no longer relevant to Christians, it would not be part of our Bible—but it most emphatically is.


Nevertheless, the New Testament forms “the last and most definitive word of God,” as Hans K. LaRondelle and Jon Paulien maintain.21 As such, we interpret the Old Testament in light of the revelations from the New. This adage, attributed to St. Augustine, is instructive: “The New Testament is in the Old concealed; the Old is by the New revealed.”22 Elsewhere, he affirms, “What is concealed in [the books of the Old Testament] under the veil of earthly promises is clearly revealed in the preaching of the New Testament.”23


The point is that we are introduced to “shadows” and “types” in the Old Testament, whose meaning becomes markedly clearer to us in the New Testament revelations. The writer of Hebrews, while explaining the insufficiency of sacrifices under the Old Covenant, argues, “For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, make perfect those who draw near” (10:1). Referring to legal restrictions on food and drink in Old Testament times, Paul likewise notes, “These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 2:17).


We should read the Old Testament and the New as an indivisible unit with the same God present in both works.24 Whereas students of the Hebrew Scriptures in Old Testament times read those Scriptures before Christ’s incarnation and before the New Testament writers interpreted those Scriptures, we read them today with the benefit of hindsight and the illumination provided by the New Testament. So while Christians strive to read the Old Testament in its historical context—from the perspective of the Old Testament Jews who wrote it—we also benefit from the further revelations and perspective that Christ provides as the final Interpreter of Scripture, and as provided by the New Testament writers through the Holy Spirit.25 Vern Poythress acknowledges we should try to understand the Old Testament within its own historical environment, explaining that “God intended it to be heard and understood by the Israelites who had recently been redeemed from Egypt.”26 But he notes that we also must read it from our own vantage point, understanding that the New Testament completes the story God began to communicate in the Old Testament.27


“The Old Testament is deliberately an incomplete book,” writes Ray Stedman. “It never was intended by God to be His last word to the human race.”28 By itself it is a book of unexplained sacrifices, unfulfilled prophecies, and unsatisfied longings. But the second you open the New Testament you read, “A record of the Genealogy of Jesus Christ.” He is the one Who fulfills the prophecy, the one Who explains the sacrifice, the one Who satisfies the longings. Yet we cannot fully appreciate this until we have first been awakened by what the Old Testament has to say.29 As Australian Anglican theologian Graeme Goldsworthy insists, “We can no more make sense of an Old Testament narrative isolated from the Christ who provides its meaning than we could make sense of one scene from a drama isolated from the climax and denouement.”30


OUR UNCHANGING GOD
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Another source of confusion is the mistaken idea that the God of the Old Testament is different in character from the God of the New. To believe that you would have to assume either that two different gods dominated the two periods, that God somehow evolved into a kinder and gentler Jesus Christ, or that the Old Testament is not God’s inspired Word but just a book of allegories, beautiful poems, wisdom literature, and ancient stories unmoored from actual history.


Yet the Bible is clear throughout that God is unchanging and that He is one God, not two. The God Who speaks and reveals Himself to us in the Old Testament is the same God Who does so in the New. As God Himself assures us, “For I the Lord do not change” (Mal. 3:6), and as the prophet Balaam relates, “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change his mind” (Num. 23:19).31 Similarly James confirms, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17).


Mark Dever argues that it would be easy to go through both Testaments piece by piece and show that God is the same throughout. But he maintains there is a more compelling way. All you need to do is consider Old Testament history, which demonstrates God’s patience and loving forbearance toward mankind made in His image—and mankind in turn repeatedly rejecting Him. In fact, God’s mercy is one reason Old Testament history extends over so many years. According to the Apostle Peter, “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish but that all should reach repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).


Dever explains that “God’s forbearance can be seen in the fact that he did not end human history right at the Fall, when he would have been just to do so. Then throughout centuries and centuries of Israel’s history, God patiently forbore with the wayward nation. Ultimately, the Old Testament presents God’s grace, love, mercy, and patience on an epic scale.”32


ALL SCRIPTURE IS GOD-BREATHED
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Christians who deny that the Old Testament is the inspired Word of God face an unsolvable problem: the New Testament writers and Jesus Himself affirm that it is God’s inspired Word. Indeed, “throughout its pages,” writes Brian H. Edwards, “the Bible never expresses one sentence or word of doubt about either its divine origin or its absolute trustworthiness; on the contrary, it constantly asserts both.”33 Paul teaches that “all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Along the same lines Peter asserts, “Knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20–21). And in the Book of Acts, Luke writes, “Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke beforehand by the mouth of David concerning Judas, who became a guide to those who arrested Jesus” (1:16).


Furthermore, consider the wording Jesus uses when declaring His intention to fulfill the Law: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:17–18). Scholars agree that “the Law and the Prophets” refer to the entire Old Testament.34 Jesus elsewhere affirms that “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35), and He confirms the historical validity of specific claims of the Old Testament: God created Adam and Eve (Matt. 19:4); Cain killed Abel (Matt. 23:35); the flood destroyed the world during the time of Noah (Luke 17:27); God spoke to Moses from a burning bush (Luke 20:37); Elijah performed miracles (Luke 4:25); Jonah was inside the great fish for three days (Matt. 12:40); and Daniel prophesied truthfully and accurately (Matt. 24:15). Perhaps most interesting of all, Luke informs us that Jesus, in the synagogue of His hometown of Nazareth, establishes the program of His ministry by reading from the Book of Isaiah in chapter 61, verse 1 (Luke 4:18–19).35


And it wasn’t just the New Testament writers asserting the inspiration of the Old Testament. The Old Testament Book of 2 Samuel relates that on his deathbed King David exclaimed, “The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me; his word is on my tongue” (23:2).


But in today’s postmodern age, many people ridicule the very notion that the Bible—especially the Old Testament—is the Word of God. Dr. Ravi Zacharias, one of the most brilliant Christian thinkers of our time, explains that Americans used to implicitly accept that the Bible was divinely inspired. But in the mid-nineteenth century, assaults from within the Church did severe damage to scriptural authority. Betraying its own sacred trust as steward of the Word, the clergy allowed the Bible to be reduced to mere literature. “Now, into that frame of reference,” recounts Ravi,


          the text of Scripture was brought under judgment. Suspect, and positioned as a piece of literature to be dissected and dismembered at the hands of scholars with unhidden pretexts, the Scriptures were well on their way to being dismissed as nothing more than ethnic utopianism punctuated with altruistic pronouncements. By stripping the Bible of divine authorship, liberal scholarship made it just another piece of literature, open to attack and critique. . . . It was no longer a God-authored book, but a man-concocted collection. This was no longer theology—from God to us—but anthropology—about us and our thoughts toward God. In short, the author of the Scriptures was renamed.36


We mustn’t fall into that insidious trap. We shortchange ourselves and undermine a foundational aspect of our faith if we fail to fully appreciate that the Bible reveals the voice of God. As Christians we do not get to cherry-pick the Bible—it is all God’s living, breathing Word. If we are to be obedient, let alone spiritually blessed, we should discipline ourselves to mine the abundant riches of the Old Testament.


The good news is that once you get over your anxiety and dig in, you will find that reading and studying the Old Testament is immensely profitable. God continues to speak to us through the Old Testament as well as the New. Indeed, the Old Testament addresses many subjects the New Testament doesn’t discuss, and it provides practical guidelines on how we should conduct our lives.


But it’s much more than that. The New Testament is anchored in the Old; without a firm grasp of the Old Testament one cannot fully comprehend its successor. Jesus Christ wasn’t born in a vacuum. There is essential history preceding Christ’s incarnation, which includes God’s interactions with mankind.


As Dr. Wiersbe observes, “We would have no information concerning the origin of the universe, the origin of man, the beginnings of sin, the birth of the Hebrew nation, or the purposes of God for the world, were it not for the Old Testament record.” He continues, “Every New Testament doctrine can be traced back to Old Testament history. An understanding of the Old Testament record is necessary if we are to interpret the New Testament correctly.”37


Having established the enduring relevance of the Old Testament, the foundational importance of the Old Testament to the New, and the interconnectedness of both Testaments, we will next examine the nature and purpose of “salvation history” and present an overview of the Old Testament historical books.

















CHAPTER 2CHAPTER 2


OLD TESTAMENT HISTORY OVERVIEWOLD TESTAMENT HISTORY OVERVIEW


The Bible is the chart of history. It affords a panoramic view of the whole course of events. . . . It gives us, not events only, but their moral character, tracing the motives of the various actors in the drama, as well as the results of their actions. Events are shown in relation to their causes and effects, and the judgment of God as to their character is revealed. Without the Bible, history would be a spectacle of unknown rivers flowing from unknown sources to unknown seas; but under its guidance we can trace the complex currents to their springs, and see the end from the beginning.


—DR. H. GRATTAN GUINNESS1


SALVATION HISTORY
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Some assume the Bible is an inaccessible, impractical book. But the Bible couldn’t be more practical, as it is grounded in actual history involving real human beings, their trials and tribulations, and their relationship with God. Yes, the Bible includes philosophy and instruction, but it is also a history book that reveals God’s truths through the experiences of real-life people. It is, as D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones poignantly notes, “a textbook of the soul.”2


Undeniably, the Bible contains extensive history, from the beginning of time through the entire span of mankind’s existence. That includes the future, which is revealed in descriptions of the creation of the new heavens and the new earth (Isaiah 65:17, 66:22; 2 Peter 3:13; Rev. 21:1). Indeed, many of the future events predicted in the Bible are presented as history, as if they’ve already occurred. “It is clear that prophecy in the Old Testament and the eschatology [end times] of Jesus and the apostles is presented as a real projection of history in the future,” contends Graeme Goldsworthy.3 But biblical history is a specific type of history—referred to as “salvation history” or “redemptive history”—that only includes relevant slices of secular history. (In this book I use the term “salvation history” except when quoting authors who refer to “redemptive history.”) The Bible’s historical books were not written to give us history for its own sake, but to show how God works through history.4


Some critics emphasize the many gaps in the Bible’s retelling of history. But those omissions simply mean that those periods are not relevant to salvation history. The Bible, for example, barely touches on the four-hundred-year period between the time of the patriarchs and the exodus, though many significant events in secular world history occurred during those times, such as the rise and fall of various Egyptian dynasties.5 It’s important to understand that salvation history is distinct from secular history, because salvation history relates God’s sovereign workings in history, describing those events and people through which God reveals Himself and brings salvation to mankind.


Goldsworthy describes salvation history as the “framework within which God has worked, is now working, and will work in the future.” It “implies a recognition that Yahweh, the God of Israel, and the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is the Lord of history. History happens because of his decrees.”6 B. K. Waltke says it “refers to the biblical texts propounding a glorious progressive history of redemption that runs through the entire biblical corpus, from the creation of the world to its fulfillment in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ and finally his second coming, which introduces the eschaton [the end of history]. The Israel of God establishes and advances the kingdom of God against the gates of hell itself.”7 In Bible History: Old Testament, Alfred Edersheim observes that “we notice large gaps in the history of Samuel, Saul, and David, long periods and important facts being omitted, with which the author must have been acquainted . . . while other periods and events are detailed in great length.” These omissions are intentional, argues Edersheim, because “as in the case of other parts of Holy Scripture . . . we must not look for biographies . . . but a history of the kingdom of God during a new period in its development, and in a fresh stage of its onward movement towards that end.”8


Despite its gaps, salvation history is a complete, coherent history for God’s purposes, and it is a record of events that actually occurred, not a series of fictitious stories designed to teach various lessons. God’s written revelation to us is tied to His purposeful interaction in history. As Ismael E. Amaya explains, “God’s self-revelation to man did not consist primarily in the communication of certain ideas, propositions and doctrines about God to be believed by human beings, but rather consists in the confrontation of God with man in real historical events.”9 George Eldon Ladd affirms, “The Hebrew-Christian faith did not grow out of lofty philosophical speculations or profound mystical experiences. It arose out of historical experiences of Israel, old and new, in which God made Himself known.”10 As I noted in Jesus on Trial, this is true of the very establishment of Christianity, which was not based on theological ruminations into which the New Testament writers retrofitted certain historical events to suit their ideas. Instead, Christianity arose when men and women actually witnessed the bodily resurrected Jesus, and that experience radically transformed them from feckless skeptics to bold proclaimers of the Gospel.


Salvation history, then, traces the development of the nation of Israel and records God’s dealings with His chosen people. The Israelites loom large in salvation history for numerous reasons. God chooses and forms the nation of Israel to bring salvation to all mankind, so His Word necessarily records the history of His dealings with that people. But the story of that love relationship, the history of Israel’s obedience and disobedience, and God’s corresponding blessings and judgment, is also instructive to us today. In His interactions with the Israelites, God reveals His nature and faithfulness and shows us, by their example, how we should conduct our lives and how to develop and sustain a relationship with Him. Through the pages of the Old Testament we can learn from Israel’s mistakes and avoid making them ourselves, and we can also emulate its times of obedience.


Crucially, by seeing God’s interaction with His people, we better understand His character. We discover that despite the Israelites’ persistent disobedience, God refuses to give up on them and patiently brings them to spiritual maturity and ultimately back to a proper relationship with Himself—and He will do the same for us. As Jeremiah relates, “So I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel. And the vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to do. Then the word of the LORD came to me: ‘O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter has done?’ declares the LORD. ‘Behold, like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel’” (Jer. 18:3–6).


BIBLE BASICS
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To better understand the Bible and God’s redemption plan we should comprehend how the books of the Bible are classified and arranged as well as the main events of Old Testament history.


There are thirty-nine books in the Old Testament and twenty-seven in the New, but these numbers don’t reflect the respective lengths of these works—the Old Testament is actually about three times longer than the New. So if you’re reading through the Bible, it’s quite a relief to reach the beginning of the New Testament, knowing that you’re three-fourths of the way done.


Old Testament books—which were written in Hebrew, except for several passages in Aramaic—are divided into three sections: there are seventeen historical books (Genesis through Esther); five poetical books (sometimes called Wisdom books, comprising Job through Song of Solomon); and seventeen prophetic books (Isaiah through Malachi). The New Testament books—which were written in Greek—are also in three sections: five historical books (The Gospels and Acts); twenty-one doctrinal books (Romans through Jude); and one prophetic book (Revelation).


The Old Testament historical books can be further broken down as follows: the first five books (Genesis through Deuteronomy) are the books of the Law (the Hebrew term is torah), or the Pentateuch. The next twelve books (Joshua through Esther) can be grouped into those describing events before the Babylonian captivity (the nine books spanning from Joshua through 2 Chronicles) and those relating events afterward (the Books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther).11
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Then come the poetical or wisdom books, which contain extensive verses of Hebrew poetry. Yet they are not the only Old Testament books that include poetry, and they also incorporate wisdom literature, such as the Book of Proverbs. Biblical wisdom, according to the ESV Study Bible, can be defined as “skill in the art of godly living, or more fully, that orientation which allows one to live in harmonious accord with God’s ordering of the world.”12 Wisdom literature consists of biblical “writings that reflect on or inform that orientation.”13


Finally, the seventeen prophetic books are divided into two categories. The Major Prophets (Major in the sense that their accounts are longer, not necessarily that they’re more important) include Isaiah, Jeremiah (who is believed to have written both Jeremiah and Lamentations), Ezekiel, and Daniel. The twelve Minor Prophets are Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.


The books of the Old Testament do not always appear in chronological order, especially the poetical and prophetic books. The historical books from Genesis through 2 Kings, however, are mostly arranged in chronological order, retelling events from creation to the Babylonian exile.14


OLD TESTAMENT HISTORY
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The historical books of the Old Testament are a record of God’s sovereign interaction with His chosen people. It is noteworthy that many of the biblical writers and figures, Old Testament and New, emphasize in their speeches and writings the importance of God’s historical interaction with Israel by relating extensive summaries of that history. The repetition of these historical synopses throughout the Bible shows God’s emphasis on salvation history. He wants us to see how He works in history and how He progressively unfolds His preordained plan for our redemption. These mini-histories also showcase God’s character—His loving-kindness, His patience, and His unfailing trustworthiness and grace, which in turn reinforce our faith. Though many people believe God acted harshly during Old Testament times, those acquainted with the full scope of this history understand that even when He brings judgment, there is almost always the promise of future redemption.


These historical summaries sprinkled throughout the Old Testament vary in scope, but they include many of the same central events. You will find such recapitulations in Deuteronomy 6:20–24 (covering from the exodus to the Israelites’ occupation of Canaan); Deuteronomy 26:5–9 (from settlement in Egypt to the occupation); Joshua 24:2–13 (from Abraham to the occupation); Nehemiah (from creation to the return of the people from exile); Psalm 78 (from the exodus to the time of David); Psalm 105 (from Abraham to the occupation); Psalm 106 (from the exodus to the exile; also see 1 Chronicles 16:8–36); Psalms 135:8–12 (from the exodus to the occupation); and Psalm 136 (from creation through the exodus to the occupation).15 New Testament writers followed suit, in that the recorded speeches of Stephen (Acts 7), Paul (Acts 13:17–41), and others in the Book of Acts include abridgments of Old Testament history. But because Christ had now come, these disciples told their histories from their New Testament perspective, demonstrating how Old Testament history paved the way for Christ and His Gospel.


As I’ve read the Bible through the years I have deeply appreciated these historical summaries because they refresh our memories of the seminal events in salvation history and remind us of their importance to understanding the Bible and God’s will for us. These summaries were not designed just to inform and profit future readers of Scripture. They were also meant to remind the Israelites at the time what God had done for them and encourage them to turn back to Him. The biblical figures were telling their brethren, in essence, Don’t just take my word for it that God is great, that God is faithful. Remember what He has done for us unfailingly throughout history, a history with which you are all familiar, but which you must always keep at the forefront of your mind. God is great, God is faithful, and He has demonstrated that repeatedly since the time He called Abram out of Ur of the Chaldeans.


So these historical summaries serve the dual purpose of reminding us of God’s faithful dealings with His people and of informing us of the great importance the biblical figures and writers attached to these histories in calling people back to God through every phase of biblical history. “Scripture does not and could not summarize its story from a standpoint outside the story, which is unfinished,” British theologian Richard Bauckham observes. “The summaries are themselves part of the story and even contribute to the story’s own development.”16


In my case, as I read and studied the Bible I wasn’t interested in learning biblical history to win Bible trivia contests. At some point I came to realize the importance of understanding the grand sweep of Old Testament history because the message is inseparable from the history from which it emanates. Grasping the unity of the biblical narrative enhances our understanding of the Bible’s overall message. As such, I now turn to Old Testament history with the goal of helping you get a handle on the main historical events in the Old Testament record. I will first provide a thumbnail sketch of each of the seventeen Old Testament historical books, then summarize the periods of Old Testament history and the major events covered in each.


SYNOPSIS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT HISTORICAL BOOKS
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Genesis is a book of beginnings, the seed-plot of the whole Bible.17 It opens with God’s creation of the universe, its living creatures, and most important, man, whom He creates in His image. He places man in paradise and in peace, but man succumbs to the tempter’s wiles and sins, leading to the fall and man’s death. But as God pronounces punishment on mankind for his sin, He immediately provides a glimpse into His plan to redeem and reconcile man to Himself, restoring for him a pathway to life. Later, God sets apart the Hebrews as His chosen people and makes a nation out of them to bring His gift of salvation to all the people and nations of the world. The book closes with the Israelites in bondage to the Egyptians.


Exodus is about redemption. It teaches that God saves. It records God’s people beginning as a nation and incubating for centuries in Egypt. God frees the Israelites through a series of plagues He imposes on Egypt and cements His special relationship with them by giving them His Law and establishing the priesthood. Despite God’s graciousness and blessings, however, Israel continually disobeys and rebels, mostly through idolatrous practices.


Leviticus is a book of atonement and worship. It includes the detailed laws God gives to the people for their benefit in the wilderness, which form an instruction manual for holiness—a condition they must acquire and maintain to be in the presence of the Holy God and to serve as a nation of priests.


Numbers traces the Israelites’ journey to the Promised Land, which is interrupted by their sin and leads to their wanderings in the wilderness. This period serves as a transition from the old generations that left Egypt to the new generation that is poised to enter Canaan.


Deuteronomy is a record of God’s restatement of the Law to His people, led by Moses, and of the renewal of His covenant with them. It signifies a new beginning for the Israelites as they prepare to conquer Canaan.


Joshua chronicles the Israelites’ conquest of Canaan under Joshua, Moses’ chosen successor, and the division of the land among the twelve tribes. God doesn’t free Israel from Egypt simply to wander forever without a home. He promised them the land, and this book records His initial fulfillment of that vow and the onset of a new historical era for the Israelites in that land.


Judges tells the story of the Israelites’ habitual degeneration into sin, the punishment that God enforces against them—usually through attacks by foreign nations—and the important leaders (called “judges”) whom God raises up to deliver the people from these invaders and to restore order in the land. In a sense the book is a microcosm of the entire span of Israel’s history in that it involves a recurring cycle whereby the people sin and turn away from God, later repent, and are finally restored. Aside from the intervening, remedial actions of God’s judges, this period is marked by apostasy, chaos, and lawlessness during which “there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25).


Ruth is a short book about a Moabite widow, living in the time of the judges, who leaves her own culture out of love for her Israelite mother-in-law Naomi. “Your people shall be my people, and your God my God,” she declares (Ruth 1:16). Ruth falls in love with Boaz, a prosperous Hebrew farmer, who takes care of her. This book is included in the biblical canon primarily because it shows God’s intention to accept Gentiles who seek Him and because Ruth, who would become the great-grandmother of David, was an ancestor of Christ.


1 Samuel describes Israel’s transition from theocracy to monarchy and Samuel’s leadership of the nation as a prophet, priest, and as the last of the judges. Samuel anoints Israel’s first king, Saul, whose trials and tribulations are recounted, including his conflict with David. The book also relates the loving friendship between David and Saul’s son Jonathan. The book ends with Saul’s death in battle.


2 Samuel covers David’s reign and God’s promise to him of an everlasting dynasty, David’s triumphs as a man after God’s heart, and the consequences of his terrible sins of adultery and murder.


1 Kings opens with King David’s death and Solomon’s succession to the throne. Solomon becomes the wisest and richest king on earth and has an auspicious beginning with the dedication of the Temple in Jerusalem, where God will dwell with His people. But Solomon’s story is ultimately tragic because he squanders all his God-given blessings and falls into unfaithfulness and sin, which leads to apostasy among the people and the division of the nation into northern and southern kingdoms. The book also recounts the ministry of the great prophet Elijah, who warns the people against idolatry.


2 Kings records the final part of Elijah’s ministry and the beginning of the ministry of his successor Elisha. It describes the ongoing idolatry of the people of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and their resulting conquest by the Assyrians, who take them into captivity. The Southern Kingdom of Judah lasts more than a century longer, but in the end its sins are no less severe, leading to its fall and the Babylonian captivity.


1 Chronicles deals with the history of Judah after the fall of Israel.


2 Chronicles continues with the history of Judah and its fall into apostasy, leading to the people’s exile in Babylon.


Ezra tells of the release of the Jewish people from their Babylonian captivity by Persian king Cyrus, who had conquered Babylon, and the people’s return to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple despite strong opposition arising mostly from Judea’s non-Jewish inhabitants—those who had been living in the area since the fall of the Northern Kingdom.


Nehemiah follows up with the restoration of the Jewish people to Jerusalem, telling of their rebuilding of the city’s walls under the authority of Persian king Artaxerxes, again in the face of fierce opposition.


Esther, the last of the historical books, describes God’s preservation and deliverance of the Jewish people from the threat of extinction at the hands of the evil Persian official Haman. God thwarts Haman’s diabolical scheme through Esther, whom He has prepared “for such a time as this” (4:14) to save His people.18


I found that it was easier to understand the individual Old Testament books once I grasped the broad flow of the history they cover. Accordingly, in the next chapter we’ll take a closer look at the various periods of Old Testament history to illuminate the continuous unfolding of God’s redemptive plan.

















CHAPTER 3CHAPTER 3


OLD TESTAMENT HISTORY CREATION THROUGH THE UNITED KINGDOMOLD TESTAMENT HISTORY CREATION THROUGH THE UNITED KINGDOM


For the Bible should be viewed, not only in its single books, but in their connection, and in the unity of the whole. The Old Testament could not be broken off from the New, and each considered as independent of the other. Nor yet could any part of the Old Testament be disjoined from the rest. The full meaning and beauty of each appears only in the harmony and unity of the whole. Thus they all form links of one unbroken chain, reaching from the beginning to the time when the Lord Jesus Christ came, for whom all previous history had prepared, to whom all the types pointed, and in whom all the promises are “Yea and Amen.”


—ALFRED EDERSHEIM1


OUTLINE OF OLD TESTAMENT HISTORICAL PERIODS
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I fondly remember my law professor Grant Nelson excitedly telling us second-year students that having the first year under our belts, we were about to discover the interconnectedness of the entire field of law. He assured us that a light would soon turn on, and our subsequent studies would become richer and more meaningful as the big picture came into focus. He couldn’t have been more right. Professor Nelson’s enthusiasm for imparting the law to us was infectious, and I hope my enthusiasm for the Bible is contagious as well.


When I first began to study the Bible I felt lost and overwhelmed, having no idea how the pieces fit together to form a comprehensive story. But the more I studied, the clearer the picture became. As I described in Jesus on Trial, my understanding increased as I began to notice recurring themes and other evidence of the Bible’s unity. Another key step was learning the flow of Old Testament history, after which, as in law school, the Bible’s broad sweep came into clearer view and the details started falling into place.


Scholars outline Old Testament history in various ways. Professor Paul Benware frames it in two main sections, the first involving God’s dealings with mankind generally from creation to the Tower of Babel (Genesis 1–11) and the second focusing on God’s dealings with Israel specifically (Genesis 12 to the end of the Old Testament).2 Why did God devote so little space to the beginning period? Because the Bible’s purpose is to relate salvation history, not secular history. God gives us a brief albeit vitally important account of the creation and man’s fall, then proceeds in short order to unveil His sovereign plan for the salvation of mankind through His chosen nation of Israel.


Most scholars break the span of Old Testament history into smaller periods, but I’ve found the divisions to be somewhat arbitrary. I’ve seen various writers create five periods,3 six periods,4 seven periods,5 eleven periods,6 and even twelve periods.7


The most helpful outline I’ve found divides Old Testament history into ten periods, though scholars do not agree on all the precise dates:


          1.   Primeval Period: from Creation to the Patriarchs (Creation–2166 BC)


          2.   Patriarchal Period (2166 BC–1446 BC)


          3.   Exodus Period (1446 BC–1406 BC)


          4.   Conquest of Canaan (1406 BC–1390 BC)


          5.   Time of Judges (1390 BC–1050 BC)


          6.   United Kingdom (1050 BC–931 BC)


          7.   Divided Kingdom (931 BC–722 BC)


          8.   Surviving Kingdom: Judah (722 BC–586 BC)


          9.   Babylonian Captivity (586 BC–538 BC or 516 BC)


          10. Restoration (538 BC–400 BC)8


In this chapter and the next we’ll summarize many, but by no means all, of the major events of Old Testament history in these periods. I discuss these periods not only because learning them helps us to understand Scripture overall, but also to create a backdrop for our examination of the centrality of Christ to all of Scripture—for at every turn in these historical periods we will see God’s redemptive plan at work.


PRIMEVAL PERIOD: FROM CREATION TO THE PATRIARCHS
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The first eleven chapters of Genesis deal with beginnings: God speaks the universe into existence, creates the world, makes mankind in His image, and establishes work, family, nations, and languages. Beyond creation, numerous other major events are recorded in these chapters: man’s temptation and fall, which bring God’s judgment; fratricide, with Cain murdering Abel; the flood and Noah’s ark; and the division of man and the dispersion of his language at Babel. Though man’s fall occurs early in the Bible, God unveils His promise of redemption as He administers His judgment for man’s sin. He curses the serpent, which represents Satan, and tells him that the Redeemer will triumph over him (and thus over sin and death): “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3:15).


This passage is considered the first messianic prophecy (a prophecy concerning the Messiah). It is also regarded as the protevangelium, meaning the first announcement of the Gospel or a foreshadowing of the Gospel and of the Redeemer—who will come from the offspring of a woman and will be “bruised,” but will crush the head of the tempter (Satan).9 As the New Testament explains, the offspring or seed of the woman referred to here is Jesus Christ—He is to be born of woman, not man, because He is to be sired not by Joseph but by the Holy Spirit. Though He will suffer (His heel will be struck), He will crush Satan’s head, which indicates He will triumph over Satan and redeem believers through His sacrificial death on the cross.


In chapter 4 of Genesis we have the beginnings of civilization with Adam and Eve begetting Cain and Abel. After Cain murders Abel in a jealous rage because God approves Abel’s sacrifice and not his own, God sends Cain to be a wandering fugitive. The rebellious Cain, however, settles down and builds a city, glorifying himself while excluding God. But God does not allow this to go unanswered. He intervenes to preserve the godly line in furtherance of His redemptive plan. Adam and Eve then produce another son, the virtuous Seth, to take Abel’s place. Significantly, the chapter ends with this uplifting passage: “At that time people began to call upon the name of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26).


Despite God’s preservation of the godly line, the cumulative effects of sin ravage mankind and “the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5). Humanity degenerates to the point that God decides to purify mankind by bringing on the flood and eradicating the evil line of humanity while preserving, through Noah, the godly line.


The Tower of Babel tells the story of man’s ongoing rebellion, idolatry, and his attempt to glorify himself apart from God, even though God has preserved His promise of redemption by sparing Noah (and his descendants) in the flood. In building the tower man brazenly defies God’s mandate to “fill the earth.” In response, God disperses humanity and confuses its language (Gen. 1:28).


These first eleven chapters, then, are foundational to the entire Bible. The identity and role of human beings in God’s creation are established here, and the reality and destructiveness of sin are plainly demonstrated. God displays His superintending providence over sin and His proactive intervention to redeem man each time he succumbs to its devastation. Long before He gives Moses the Law, God moves in judgment against sinful and prideful man with His first rendering of punishment at the fall in chapter 3. Then Cain rebels, and just as sin appears to be carrying the day, God steps in remedially, preserving His godly line through Seth. Despite man’s subsequent descent into further corruption, God refuses to destroy mankind in the flood and spares it through the righteous Noah. When incorrigible mankind rebels at Babel, God refrains again from destroying the human race but thwarts the people’s independence and confuses their language. This is in preparation for calling Abram (chapter 12) and setting in motion His plan for mankind’s redemption.10


Richard P. Belcher Jr. observes that our worldview will be distorted if we don’t grasp the essential truths set forth in these first eleven chapters.11 If we don’t understand that God created the material world to be good, we’ll either believe the falsehood that the material world is evil, or we might, at the other extreme, deify the material world (as do some religions and belief systems), unaware of the boundaries God established for His creation. Unless we comprehend the reality and nature of sin, and God’s attitude and response to it, we won’t understand our fellow man or how to govern ourselves in light of our nature. If we don’t have a clear picture of God’s character as revealed in these pages, we’ll fail to see God’s justice or His grace in dealing with our sin. That’s why chapters 1–11 are crucial to our formation of a proper biblical worldview and our understanding of God, the world, and ourselves.


To avoid sliding into cynicism, let’s keep in mind that no revealed truth in Genesis is more important than God’s creation of human beings in His image. Singling man out from His other created beings on earth, God proclaims, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds” (Gen. 1:24) and “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). As Kenneth Mathews writes, “The crown of God’s handiwork is human life.”12 Man is the apex of God’s creation, he is superior to other creatures and is to have dominion over them (Gen. 1:26–28). The revelations about sin and redemption would be superfluous and meaningless outside this context. Only man is capable of sinning, and only man is in God’s redemptive plan.


PATRIARCHAL PERIOD: ABRAHAM TO MOSES
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Pastor Roy Gingrich breaks the Bible into a three-part outline: “generation,” when paradise is established, as recorded in Genesis 1–2; “degeneration,” when paradise is lost through man’s sin, according to Genesis 3; and “regeneration,” when paradise is regained, which is related in the rest of the Bible. As “God’s great redemptive plan of the ages” unfolds, explains Gingrich, “a new creation is gradually coming out of the old ruined creation.”13 Interestingly, British Bible scholar G. Campbell Morgan, writing in the early twentieth century—some one hundred years before Gingrich—used the same three themes to describe Genesis as a microcosm of the entire Bible: chapters 1 and 2 involve “generation,” i.e. the creation; chapters 3–11 involve “degeneration,” or man’s fall into sin; and chapters 12–50 involve the beginnings of “regeneration” that “culminated in the person of the Messiah [in the New Testament].”14


One of the most important events of the Old Testament occurs early in Genesis, when God makes an everlasting covenant with Abraham known as the “Abrahamic Covenant.” This is perhaps the most significant of all the Old Testament covenants. God calls Abram (later renamed Abraham) out of his land, telling him to go to the land that God would show him. God promises Abram, “And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:1–3). In this passage and later ones (e.g., Gen. 15:18–21), God promises Abram that He will make a nation out of him and that He will give his people the land of Canaan as an everlasting possession (thus the designation “the Promised Land”).


It’s important to distinguish God’s promise to make Abram’s name great from the Babel event in which people try to make their own names great. Consistent with God’s command that we focus on Him and put no other gods before Him, we cannot navigate our existence on our own power, intentionally apart from God.15 God does not promise to make Abram’s name great for Abram’s glory but for His own and in accordance with His sovereign plan to bless all mankind.


So at the beginning of this second section of Genesis, God unveils His plan to set apart the Hebrew people as a nation for the ultimate purpose of blessing (redeeming) all peoples and nations of the earth. As subsequent books of the Old Testament reveal, God will accomplish this redemption through the Messiah, Who will come from the Hebrew nation as a descendant of King David. God sets apart and establishes a chosen nation of people to whom He would entrust the Holy Scriptures, be His witness to the other nations, and through whom He would bring the Messiah and salvation to mankind.


In several places, the New Testament confirms God’s plan to bless all people through Abram and the Hebrew nation. Peter invokes Genesis 12:3 when he tells his people, “You are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant that God made with your fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed’” (Acts 3:25). Paul, in his letter to the Galatians, cites the same Scripture passage, describing it as “the gospel” that was preached beforehand to Abraham. He exclaims, “And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’” (Gal. 3:8). Abraham, as both Genesis (15:6) and the New Testament Book of Hebrews affirm (11:8, 9; 17–18), distinguishes himself as a man of faith, especially because he is willing to sacrifice his son and trust that God will bring him back to life (Heb. 11:19; James 2:21).


Abraham’s son Isaac does not occupy much of the Genesis narrative, but he is important as the son that Abraham is commanded by God to sacrifice (chapter 22). As such, Isaac becomes a type of Christ.16 Also significant is his “miraculous birth,” his obedience unto death, his steadfast love for his father despite his father’s agreeing to sacrifice him, and his victory over death, which foreshadows Christ’s resurrection.17 More important, God passes on His covenant promises to Isaac and through him to his son Jacob, who will become father of the nation of Israel. Isaac is also recognized in Hebrews as a man of faith who invokes blessings on his sons Jacob and Esau (11:20).


Jacob is a colorful figure who steals his brother Esau’s blessing, wrestles with God, and sires twelve sons who will be the leaders of the tribes of Israel. The fascinating story of Jacob’s favorite son Joseph is told in Genesis, chapters 37–50. Joseph too is a type of Christ, as we’ll examine in Chapter 9, and through Joseph, God gloriously demonstrates the outworking of His sovereign plan to preserve His chosen nation despite the recalcitrance and evil of man. He even uses man’s evil to advance His will, as Scripture repeatedly avers that God is ever active in His creation and in history, using the wrongs of man for His own glory. (See, for example, these passages from Isaiah alone: 10:5–19, 13:1–27:13, 36:1–39:8, 40:12–26, 44:24–45:13.)


I want to mention one other seemingly minor story in Genesis—in chapter 38, which briefly diverges from the life of Joseph to tell the story of Judah, founder of Israel’s Tribe of Judah, and his daughter-in-law Tamar. In brief, God strikes down Tamar’s husband due to his wicked ways and also kills Tamar’s second husband, who was the sinful brother of her first. Later, disguised as a prostitute, she sleeps with an unsuspecting Judah and eventually bears twin sons, one of whom becomes an ancestor to King David. This short story provides a crucial link in the genealogical line to the Messiah, Jesus having descended from the tribe of Judah (Heb. 7:14; Rev. 5:5). Furthermore, the astonishing way in which Tamar becomes impregnated—and thereby protects the line of David—is further resounding proof of God’s sovereignty and His unwavering commitment to fulfill His covenant promises.


In sum, Genesis tells of God’s creation of man in His image, man’s disappointing fall into sin and death, and ultimately, God’s promise to redeem man. As scholars point out, Genesis ends in death, with Joseph being placed in a coffin in Egypt. Although the book includes God’s promise of future redemption, that promise is not yet fulfilled as Genesis closes. Rather, man’s utter hopelessness apart from God and his bondage to physical death punctuate God’s first book of divine revelation. As stated in 1 Corinthians, “For as in Adam all die” (15:22).


EXODUS PERIOD
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In Exodus, God begins to actualize His promises of redemption. As the story unfolds, God takes affirmative steps to realize His promise to make Abraham the father of a nation. In this second book of the Bible, which is a continuation of the first, God formalizes His election of this special nation as He delivers Israel from the oppressive bondage of Egyptian rule.


But remember: God’s election of Israel is not primarily for the sake of Israel, but to enable the salvation of all mankind. “It is important that we should understand the meaning of the creation of this nation,” argues G. Campbell Morgan. “It cannot be too often emphasized that it was not the election of a nation from among others in order that upon that nation God might lavish His love while He abandoned the others. The purpose of God was far wider than that of the creation of this nation; it was that of the creation of a testimony through this nation, for the sake of the others.”18 Along the same lines, Roy Zuck writes, “Israel itself and its covenant relationship to [God] cannot be the focal point of biblical theology. Israel’s role is not an ultimate objective but merely a means of facilitating that objective—that God and the peoples of the earth might have unbroken communion. Israel’s importance, then, is functional. . . . Israel was made a priestly nation to achieve communion between man and God.”19


So Exodus is important because it records God’s initial redemptive activities on behalf of mankind by liberating this wayward people from their Egyptian slave masters and molding them into a nation. But God’s redemptive activities merely begin in Exodus—the remainder of the Old Testament and the entire New Testament progressively reveal the rest of the story.


Moses is the central character of this period and is widely considered to have authored the books covering it in addition to having written Genesis. He is adopted by pharaoh’s daughter and trained in the finest Egyptian culture and education, but flees for his life to Midian after slaying an Egyptian who beat a Hebrew slave. In Midian he marries Jethro’s daughter Zipporah, stays there forty years, and returns to Egypt. At that point God, in the guise of the burning bush, calls Moses to lead the people to Canaan in fulfillment of His promise to deliver the people after four hundred years of Egyptian bondage (Gen. 15:13–16). God is not deterred by Moses’ reluctance and doesn’t demur when Moses asks Him how to respond when people ask, “What is his name?” (Exodus 3:13). In a profoundly significant theological revelation denoting God’s self-existence, His infinity, and His intention to reveal Himself to Moses, He answers, “I AM WHO I AM” or “I AM THAT I AM” (Exodus 3:14), which is as power-packed an expression as human language permits. Christ would later apply this name to Himself (John 8:58), which prompts the Pharisees’ attempt to stone Him for blasphemy (John 8:59).


Other major events in Exodus include God’s plagues on the hardhearted pharaoh (chapters 5–10); the institution of the Passover (chapters 11–12) to commemorate God’s deliverance of His people; Israel’s exodus from Egypt with the miraculous parting of the Red Sea (chapters 13–14); God’s miraculous provision of manna to sustain His people (chapter 16); His miraculous provision of water (chapter 17); the giving of the Law (chapters 19–24), including the Ten Commandments (chapter 20); and the design and construction of the Tabernacle (chapters 25–40).


In giving the Law to the Israelites, and the Israelites accepting it, God enters into another covenant with His people—the “Mosaic Covenant,” which we will discuss in Chapter 5. In return for His deliverance of the people from Egypt, they need to obey Him, foremost by following His commandments, which is essential to their relationship with Him. The Israelites are to be a holy people, set apart and distinguished from other nations20 and serving as an example to them—and ultimately to all people through the ages. Indeed, two months after the exodus (Exodus 19:1), before God presents the Law to Moses, He instructs Moses to tell the people of Israel, “Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5–6).


By giving the people of Israel the Law, God provides the standards by which they should live, become holy, and distinguish themselves from other people. As the first two of the Ten Commandments emphasize, above all, they must worship Him and Him alone, and scrupulously avoid idol worship. As part of these duties, He forbids them from intermarrying with other peoples, primarily because foreign wives would woo them to worship false gods (Exodus 34:16). He has them build the Tabernacle—a portable structure for Israel to use for worshipping Him while in the wilderness—because He will dwell with them. He gives specific instructions on its design and orders that it be placed in the center of their camp (Num. 2). Notably, Israel is to have only one sanctuary, in contrast to the numerous temples in Egypt.21


In Leviticus, sometimes called a “handbook on holiness,” God gives explicit instructions to the Israelites for establishing a priesthood, instituting a system of sacrifices and feasts that would be mediated by the priests, and learning how to worship and obey Him. (As a point of interest and to further illustrate the interconnectedness of the Old and New Testaments, it’s noteworthy that some have called chapter 9 of the Book of Hebrews a divine commentary on Leviticus, especially Leviticus 16,22 and a “divine commentary on the prophetic meaning of the ceremonial law.”)23 God’s provision for man’s holiness is meant to make him fit for the presence of His own holiness. Accordingly, Leviticus provides the requirements and means by which finite man may approach an infinite God—namely, man must have an offering provided to God by the priests.24 These requirements carry through to the New Testament, where they are perfectly and finally fulfilled in Jesus Christ.


Significantly, as soon as God gives His people the Law they begin to break it freely, making an idolatrous golden calf and building an altar to place before it (Exodus 32:1–6). This incurs God’s wrath, and He only refrains from destroying the nation due to Moses’ pleas. God then directs Moses to continue to lead the people to Canaan (Exodus 33:1–6) and renews His covenant with the people (Exodus 34:1–9).


Some Bible scholars believe the narrative of these sections is structured to showcase Israel’s sin and to illustrate its consequences. For example, the instructions for building the Tabernacle given in Exodus 25–31 are interrupted by the story of Israel’s idolatry. Thereafter the instructions are repeated and the Tabernacle is constructed. This literary framework demonstrates the people’s desperate need for the Tabernacle and the notion that they will be denied God’s presence and blessing when they degenerate into sin.25


In the Book of Numbers the people head toward the Promised Land but display marked discontent along the way, grumbling to Moses about God’s provisions for them (Num. 11). This pattern continues as they near the border of Canaan and send twelve spies to scout it. Only two of the spies, Joshua and Caleb (Num. 14:6), recommend proceeding, while the other ten, representing the people’s collective lack of faith in God’s promises, fear entering (Num. 13–14). This is the final straw, as God responds by denying this generation, except for Joshua and Caleb, entry into the land and relegating it to wandering and dying in the wilderness (Num. 14.30; Psalms 106:24–27).26 At the close of this period Moses relinquishes his power, and God commissions Joshua to take his place (Deut. 31:23). As always, no setback will interfere with God’s sovereign plan to march forward toward His redemptive ends.


CONQUEST OF CANAAN
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The Israelites are now ready to enter and conquer Canaan, the land God promised Abraham and his descendants some four hundred years before (Gen. 15:18–21). They already have a king—God Himself—and a governing constitution through the Law that God has given them. But to fulfill their corporate duty of serving as priestly mediator to the world (“a kingdom of priests and a holy nation,” according to Exodus 19:6), they must occupy their own land (Deut. 8:1–10).27 The land, for numerous reasons, will be pivotal to God’s unfolding plan of redemption.


Dwelling across the Jordan River from the Israelites’ encampment, the Canaanites reside in city-states, many of which are protected by walls and by their high elevations. (The term Canaanite, as used here, describes all those who lived in Canaan prior to its conquest by the Hebrew people, including the actual Canaanites as well as the Hittites, Amorites, Jebusites, Perizzites, Hivites, and others.)28 They were pagans through and through, polytheistic, with sexual beings as their gods. The Canaanite gods El and Baal, for example, had female deities such as Asherah and Anat as their consorts.29


Bible readers sometimes shudder at the Israelites’ wartime brutality against the Canaanites, and even more so at the thought that God directed some of it. But such practices are not random or sadistic and must be understood in the context of the Canaanite culture and God’s overall redemptive plans for mankind. Anything or any people who interfere with the outworking of God’s salvation purposes must be removed as God’s enemy.30


By every account, and confirmed by archaeological discoveries, the Canaanites were unrivaled in their immorality and barbarity, as shown in their religious rituals of child sacrifice, prostitution, and snake worship.31 Knowing these practices, Moses tells the Israelites they have no choice but to wholly destroy these people, lest they fall prey to their vile practices, thereby corrupting themselves and their worship of the one true God, whose message they are entrusted to preserve through the ages for humanity (Lev. 18:24–28, 20–23; Deut. 12:31, 20:17, 18).32 Also keep in mind that God’s judgment on these wicked people was rendered only after patiently enduring them and allowing their sinful condition to pass the point of redemption. For example, when Abram was in that land centuries earlier, God told him that he and his people would be sojourners in another land (Egypt) for four hundred years, but “they shall come back here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (Gen. 15:16).


As they stand poised to begin their conquest, the Israelites know they have blown their first opportunity due to their lack of faith, which cost them thirty-eight long years in the wilderness. To acquire the Promised Land they have to accept that these events aren’t about them, but ultimately about God’s sovereign plan to reconcile human beings to Himself,33 and that they must surrender their will to Him to inherit this gift.34 Though God is absolutely sovereign, He makes human beings accountable for their conduct. Moreover, their conquest of the land would not end their duties to God. God deliberately places them among pagan nations (Ezek. 5:5) so they can show the consequences of serving the real God and honoring His laws (Isaiah 43:10).


Informing the Israelites’ new leader that He is about to fulfill His land promise, God instructs Joshua, “Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go” (Joshua 1:11). He tells Joshua that the people must steep themselves in the Book of the Law and “meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it” (Joshua 1:8).


Joshua’s first order of business is to dispatch two spies, who are ordered to “go view the land, especially Jericho” (Joshua 2:1). The spies get help from an unlikely source—Rahab, a Canaanite prostitute who shelters them, hides them from the King of Jericho, and helps them to escape. Rahab, though not an Israelite, expresses her faith in the true God and not the false gods of the Canaanites. The writer of Hebrews includes Rahab in his list of the faithful: “By faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had given a friendly welcome to the spies” (11:31).


God meticulously superintends the people’s crossing of the Jordan River, telling Joshua, “Today I will begin to exalt you in the sight of all Israel, that they may know that, as I was with Moses, so I will be with you” (Joshua 3:7). Joshua dutifully reminds the people that the way they “shall know the living God is among” them, and know that He will drive out the Canaanites and other peoples from the land before them, is “when the soles of the feet of the priests bearing the ark of the Lord, the Lord of all the earth, shall rest in the waters of the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan shall be cut off from flowing, and the waters coming down from above shall stand in one heap” (Joshua 3:10–13).


As promised, when the priests step into the river, “the waters coming down from above stood and rose up in a heap very far away” (Joshua 3:16), even though at that time the Jordan was overflowing all its banks because it was harvest time (Joshua 3:15). The Israelites then pass over on dry ground into Canaan. Tremper Longman describes this event as “a reactualization of the miracle at the Red (Reed) Sea, showing that the God who defeated Egypt is still with them as they face an even greater enemy.”35


God appears before Joshua in battle as “the commander of the army of the Lord” (Joshua 5:14). When the Israelites obey God’s precise commands, they summarily conquer Jericho. But after they disobey His order not to take any of the booty from the vanquished people there (Joshua 6:18), they are defeated at the city of Ai, again illustrating God’s sovereignty alongside the people’s accountability. After this setback the Israelites press forward and triumph, as detailed in Joshua 12. They are not permitted to fully complete their occupation of the land, however, because they have broken their covenant with God by making covenants with the Canaanites and failing to tear down their pagan altars. So the Angel of the Lord tells the people at Bochim, “I brought you up from Egypt and into the land that I swore to give to your fathers. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you, and you shall make no covenant with the inhabitants of this land; you shall break down their altars.’ But you have not obeyed my voice. What is this you have done? So now I say, I will not drive them out before you, but they shall become thorns in your sides and their gods shall be a snare to you” (Judges 2:1–3).


The second half of the Book of Joshua sets forth the distribution of the newly conquered land to the tribes of Israel. In the final chapters (23–24), God reminds the people that He has been faithful to His promises and admonishes them not to intermarry with the remnant of the conquered peoples. If they disobey He will no longer drive the nations out and they will “be a snare and a trap for you.” He also sternly warns them against serving and worshipping other gods. Joshua then gathers the people and, speaking on God’s behalf, reviews their God-orchestrated history, beginning with Abraham and continuing through their time in Egypt, their exodus, and their conquering of the land (Joshua 24:1–13). Joshua closes by telling them they must make a choice between the false gods and the one true God. “But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord,” he affirms (Joshua 24:15). The people then renew their covenant with God, after which Joshua dies and is buried.
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