AN OUTLINE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Knowledge of the Old Testament is important to understanding the New Testament (and vice versa) and yet there i
widespread ignorance of the Old Testament amongst Christians today (part of a widespread ignorancefahenuch
whole Bible in many quarters). To many people, the Old Testament is a closed book

Other Christians pick helpful passages out of the Old Testament without any knowledge of the context or the overal
story of Godods deal iomwhomvitie Méssighbaene.c hosen peopl e fr

This section of the website is aimed at helping rectify this. It has summaries of all the books, with a certain amount
backgroundinterpretationexplanation and a few simple diagrams

The problems and questions raised byQie Testament have not been avoided. In many cases they have been briefly
addressed. However there rm#hersection of this website ofhe Nature of God in the Old Testameshich deals in

more depth with such questions, particularly about the geneaidgo have been carried out by thedtites on the
Canaanites.

It is hoped thathis Outline will encourage people to read the OT or to read it with more understanding, and so to
understand the New Testament better.

Tony Higton

Understanding the Old Testament
Here a few guidelines:

1. Remember that the Old Testament is an Ancient Near Eastern book, written thousands of years ago by Ancient
Near Eastern people. The fact of divine inspiration does not mean that the cultural setting is ignored, iBod was
the first placecommunicating with Ancient Near Eastern people using, language, concepts and conventions
which they would understandust as God accommodated in a major way to human understanding through the
incarnation, so God accommodatesitmnan undetanding in his written word

2. So we should not expect the Old Testament to be written in a polite middle class English way, with nothing to
shock or puzzle polite middle class English people!

3. The prophets and others thunder forth atiiguageand threats Wich we might find difficult to cope with.
Ancient Near Eastern people would have coped better with this, although still got the message about judgment

4. A clear example of God accommodating to human thinking and behaviour is wheksh&braham to sacrifice
his son Isaac. How could the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ ask such a dreadful thing? The answer is
that, on the one hand God was accommodating to Abraham as an Ancient Near Eastern man who, coming from
pagan backgrowd, would not have a problem in principle with human sacrifice. The surrounding culture accepted
it. In this contextGod was asking him to be willing to make a huge sacrifice to show his faith and allegiance to
God. On the other hand, as the story ind&a®od never intended that Abraham should actually reach the point
of killing Isaac. It really does not seem possible to cope with this story without understanding that God was
accommodating to a very sinful culture in order, gradually to redeem thatec@imilarly, polygamyandmen
havingconcubines wertolerated by God, because it was accepted in the ancient culture.

5 A big issue for Christians i n t he iDeldlinglnetfustaf miditawyt i ¢
men, butofwomn and chil dren. This is commanded in God?os:s
states sometimes that God explicitly commanded it. This is not the place to expand on that, but | have done so i
The Nature of God in the Old Testamérte one scblarly explanation which makes sense to me is that the
ancient Israelitepr acti sed AAnci ent Near Eastern Exaggerati c

culture. It is likely, therefore that dieserablktyoh:e
was not regarded as lying but as an acceptableeaniily-understood conventiogimilarly, we ourglves might
say that our football team fannihilatedod the oppo:



6. However,although God toleted these things in Ancient Isarelite culturewas gradually revealing more of his
character and requirements, through the procalésdfi pr ogr essi ve revelation, 0 al
Eastern people could cope with.

7. The othetthingto remembeis that sometimes Ancient Near Eastern people communicated through symbolism
andfolk storieswhich, though not literal, can convey trutfhis applies, for example, to some material in the
early chapters of Genesis.



GENESIS - the Beginnings (Chapters 1-11)

SYMBOLISM : The early chapters of Genesis are as full of concentrated teaching as the epistles of the New
Testament. The creation stories are not intended to be a scientific account. The main interest of the whole Bible is
redemption, not history or science. Christians differ as to how much symbolism there is in these earlyastthpters
even some later chaptessnd it is important to realize that to say a passage is symbolical does not mean downgradin
it. God's word can benshrined in syimolism as, for example, the poetry of the Psalms. God is not literally a rock but
calinghimarock s very meani pamgblas mayna descsbec tJueaslu sebv e nt ssWord.t | t h
Throughout this summary, from time img, possible natural explanations are given of what seem to be miraculous
events. This is not in any way to deny Godds miracu
miracles may not have been supernatural events in themselvasayphave been miracles of timing, i.e. they are
important events which happened just at the right time to provide for the people of God.

CHAPTERS 1-2

The majestic description afeation in Chapter 1 is very briefand ordeflye n  t i mes we ariedégf A An
times God commands new aspects of creation to appear; seven times it was so and God saw that it was good.
Here is a summary of some of the teaching of these chapters:

A. About God
1. Godis persona) not some impersonal force. He speaks etc. (1:3)

2. GodisoneThi s r ul es o ulelieftinmany godd) of athereancienhcrgatfon accounts. Interestingly,
though, theHebrewword forGod i s  Rlbhimo) gek the(vérbs associated with this waré singulaf1:1).
Many have seen a suggestiof the doctrine of the Trinity, God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, revealed in the
New Testament.

3. Godis distinct from creationHe existed before creation (matiemot eternal) and is clearly distinct from it
(1:1). This rules out pantheism whisys God is creation and creation is God. The sun, moon and stars which
have often been worshipped gods are mere lights:14)

4. Godis goodHe is loving and just in his dealings witimans, not an arbitrary dictat@:18)

B. About Human Beings.

1. Human beings aralignified beings: They are the climax ofreation, made in the image of God (1:26), the final
act of creation (1:27). This contrasts with other ancient creation stories whichraasas an afterthought.
Verse 27 is the first poetry ihé Old Testament and this is perhaps an indicah o §joy & thd deation of
man. Male and female are equal before God (B@)/

2. Human beings areauthoritative being with the rule over natureThis doesot justify human exploitation of
nature We should have respefdr it and be conservationists

3. Human beings aresexual being: The norm is marriage (although some are catbeal single life, being given the
gift of singlenes$it. 19:1011, in order to major on the Lord's workl Cor.7:32-35). Sex and marriag@e holy
giftsof God( 1 : 28 ; 2: 2 4 yreatioMardinand@vigeeebyia smanaffic@lly leaves his parents before
being united with hisvife (2:24). Therefore the marriage relationship takes priority miationships wh close
relatives such as parents. God's intenti@s monogamy marriage to one partnéor life. They becomene
Anfl esh. o

4. Human beings arespiritual beings: They receivesod's breath of life (2:7)his, liketheir creation in the image
of God,shows the intimacyf relationship God intended to have withmanity

5. Human beings ar@ndustrious being: God intendedhemto work (2:15).



6. Human beings araesponsible being They havdreedom to decide whether ébey God or not (2:17).

7. Human beings aresocial being. They needa companion. Man is incomplete without woman.

The primary purpose of marriage, including the sexual relationship, @nfygprocreation but companionship and
fulfilment (2:18-25). (Consequently contraception is not wrpngvery human being needs human company.
Animals are not sufficierdompaniong2:20).

8. Human beings areaesthetic being ( 6 pos s e s si ng ).aodpatddaeandiElen b reautifal yatk
called Eden which probably comes from the Hebwew r d ddiight@or ddlisst(2:15). Humansshould theréore
live in a beautiful enviroment.

C. The Days of Creation

Chapterl makes it clear that creation did not happen instantaneously, but in stages. Theaearth if or ml e s s
e mp t(1y2P In days 13 God gave it form or structuriee. he created a habitat. In day8 #e filled it withcreatures
and man. There are parallels between dagsahd 46:

1. Light 4. Sun, moon, stars
2. Sky 5. Birds (and fish)
3. Land and vegetation 6. Animals and humans (vegetation for food)

There is increasing detail as the creatiohurhang the climax- is reached
But how are weo understand the days in thisapter? There are several theories:

1. The AgeDay Theoryi . e . t h ais actualycahondiperend ad time. On 65 occasions in theT@ktament
t he Hebr e dayweanga lohgoperiodiof time. However, thereience t o Amorni ng al
suggests they were literal, 24 hour days. Also, although there are remarkable parallels between science and
Genesis, yet there are problems. One main difficulty is that ligieated three days before the sun. It has been
suggested that there was a heavy mist for de&8/arid on day 4 the s@ppearedhrough the mist.

2. The GapTheory, i.e. Genesis 1:1 describes the original creation of the vaoiddverse describes how, after a
long period of time, the eartfecamdormless and empty. So Genesis 1:3 onwards describes a more recent re
creationThewo rwai i n v. 2 coul d p dlewsiertthisyppeass torbe plithng faraan enucio
weight on asingle word.

3. The Days of Revelation Theory.e. God revealed the information Genesiso Moses in six days. So the days
have nothing to do with Creation, they amnply the time period during which Moses received his visions or
revelations.

4. The Floodtheory, i.e. creation took place literally six days and thddod accounts for all the fossil life which
scientists think is millions of yeardd. This view requires belief that the earth is only a few thousand gilelars
andconflicts with thescientific evidence

5. The PseudeAntique Theory,i.e. God created the world a few thousand yagmsbut he made libok as if it had
been developing for millions of yearghis would surely involv&od in deception.

6. The Theological Theoryi.e. the daysr@ simply a literary or teachirdgvice to divide up the teaching, and are
not to be taken literally. Theare no more significant than my dividing up the teaching of Genexiatd several
points.They are conveying theological truth (such as | havendi@ut) in a symbolic context, cf. the parables.
Christians who adopt this view acceipat evolution took place under the guidance of Qs is the mainstream
view amongst Christians.

D. Evolution

This is not the place to go into det&@ke the articlesnderfiDoes evolution make God irrelevant? i n t he ApG¢c
section of this website.



CHAPTER 3

Everything that God created was very good (1:31) but Satan (a rebel angeli¢c &y@pagy¥ing in the form of a
serpentspoils it through marSin is portrayed in terms of eating forbidden fruit. Deatbeisn as alien to human
beings. It imnot the original intention of Godbutis the penalty of sin.
Satan

1 sowed doubt about God's command (3:1)

T conradi ctwad (8B4 d o6

1 slancers God as eestrictive, spoport (3:5)
After all this the fruit looked even more tempting (3:6).

The results of sin were:
9 Guilt and shame (3:10) (Notice God clothed them 3:21. Havilogt their innocencanan and woman should
not be naked in publigncluding keinginvolved in naturism or nudism)
Spoilt relationkip between man and wife (3:16)
Spoilt relationship with nature (3:110).
Spoilt relationship with God (3:10, 234).
Death (3:22).

=A =4 =4 =4

CHAPTER 4

A d asrsdn Cain was violelgtjealous of his brother. Abéd animal sacrifices to God were accepted because of his
faith but Cair@s offerings of crops were not. So Cain murdered Abied first murder. This was the ultimate rejection
of the dignity of human life as taught in chapters 1 and 2. Cain was cur§solbydis successors learnt to play and
enjoy music and to work in iron atmionze (vv.21-22). Butwickedness increased (V23-24).

CHAPTER 5

The family trees or genealogies in the ancient world were often selective. Oneabeoryhe great ages of g®in
this chapters that the name refers not only to thdiindual but to the tribe descending from the individual.

CHAPTERS 6-10

Who wer e t he(6:Bsbomarrien the daugliteds of men? There are several suggestions:
1. Royal figures i.e. kings often were regarded as gods or associated with gods. Maybe they were evil kings or
princes.
2. Godly meni.e. maybe godly dendants of Seth intermarried with sinidmen who decended from Cain.
3. Angels Thisisthen o r ma | me a ni n g Sanke saghateieliousahgelS(deinond) were craving
for a body (as the Gospels teach) anavere seeking to possess the bodies of wofsen1 Peter 3:190; 2
Peter 2:46; Jude 6).

God now regretted having mablemandecause¢heyhad become so eviHowever, Noah who was pleasing to God,
was appointed to build the ark and so to save from drowning, not only his family, but animals too.

Folk tales of a great flood are wovlile. The ark was about 450 feet by 76 feet by 45 feet high. It had three decks
The tonnage of the ark has beercaoldted as some 13,960 tons, comparable to some large nshdEsn

Noah had to take a pair of each ceremoniallyeerclanimal (6:1:2 0 ) a n dleadanimal(7:23). The extra
would be needed for sacrificeseafthe flood.

Many Christians believe the Flood only covered the tkeown world and wasn't universal. Universal language is
used in the Old Testament to refer to a limited area (see 41:54, 57). The geological evidence is said to support a
limited flood.

Noah offered sacrifice to God after the flood subsided and the Lord made a covenant with Noah never again to dest
the world by flood (8:2:11). The rainbovbecamea sign of this covenant (9:117).

Noah had three sons: Japhette father of the ltho-European peoples, Shethe fatheof the Semitic peoplesnd



Ham the fatheofthe Afric an peopl es angsorC@anaarewsi tcaus .s elda é csavtosge o f
reaction to Noah lying naked in a dken stupor (9:227). Someextreme fundmentalisthave said this means black
people are condemned to be inferior to others. Such a racist attitude is certainly not substantiated by ttaadapter
contradicted by Scripturd he curse is purely on the Canaanites who were Caucasian not black

CHAPTER 11
Later in history in the plain of Shinar men built a huge rmtlirey temple tower (or ziggurat) to reach heaven. God
judges this rebellion against him by confusing the people with language bardebearower of Babel remains

unfinished .
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Genesis - Abraham to Joseph (Chapters 12 - 50)

The Ancient World in the Time of the Patriarchs M. Ararat |4,
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This sketch map shows by a broken line the probable route
Abram took from Ur to Haran — to Canaan — to Egypt and

back to Canaan. He sent back to Haran for Rebekah who —
married Isaac. Jacob fled to Haran then returned to Canaan. PERSIAN GULH
Joseph was taken into slavery in Egypt and eventually his = T
family followed him. —




Abraham

Abraham'’s father came from Ur on the river Euphrates in S. Babylonia (Iraq) to Haran in S.E. Turkey where he died
God commanded Abram (as he was then called) to leawgaitaan. He made Abram a seven fold promise (3): 2

iv.
V.
Vi.

Vii.

To make him a great nation

To bless him

To make his name great

To make him a blessing

To bless those who bless him
To curse those who curse him
To bless the world through him.

Her e we $pante redeendtie world through a chosen people. It was to be fulfilled through Christ. In spite
of the Jewish rejection of theassiah God has kept his promise to Abraham. So:

iv.
V.

Abraham was justifiety faith (Rom.4:23,9,13,18-22; Gal.3:68).

He received circumcision as a sign of this (Rom. 4:11).

Chri st i of Abrahaen (Gak $1&@).6

We believers (Jewish or Gentila)e the spiritual children of Abraham (Rom. 4112, 16; Gal. 3:79).
We receive the blessing of Abraham through Christ (Gal. 3:14).

Abram obeyed God's command to come to Shechieere God prmised to givehe land to his descendants. During

a famine he went to Egypt for food. He lied to Pharaoh (the Egyptian king) tlaat®e not his wife so that Pharaoh
would not kill him to take her as his bride. When the lie was discovered Abram left Egypt and returned to Bethel witt
Lot, his nephew. They split up (Chapter 13) and Lot went to the fertile plain near the Dead Sehewigss of

Sodom and Gomorrah were. Abram returned to Hebron.



