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Back to Basics: The Bible  

Lecture 1: Old Testament (Torah) 

1) Introduction: What is the Bible? 

i. Several collections of books that were formed and written 

in cultures very different from our own in many ways. 

Different world of meaning. Strange. 

1. 2nd century BCE Jews start calling them “scriptures” 

ii. Ta biblia (Gr.) “little scrolls.” Individual books on each. 

Too long went to two scrolls (1/2 Samuel; 1/2 Kings; 

Luke/Acts}. These rolls were collected by community. 

{Luke 4:16-20} 

iii. Codex—“book”—doesn’t come about until the 2nd 

century. Christians began. 

iv. Christian Canon closed early 3rd century. Debate on what 

was in/out happened in conversation with the 

theological issues of the early church.  

1. Still not complete agreement (Apocrypha) 

b. A word about translations 

i. Hebrew/Greek – Latin – to Vernacular (German, French, 

English, etc.) 

ii. Explosion of translations 

1. {Psalm 23 Example} 

2. NRSV 

c. Why do we read it? 

i. What does “Word of God” mean? 

1. “We call it the Word of God because God inspired 

their human authors and because God still speaks 

to us through the Bible.” BCP catechism  

ii. Ways to Read 

1. Information (what’s happening? Who wrote it? 

Where does it fit?) 

2. Formation (lectio divina, prayer, liturgy) 

d. What’s in it? 
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i. Books written over the course of 1,000 years. Lots of 

changes in world over that time. 

ii. Old Testament—“The Old Testament consists of books 

written by the people of Israel under the inspiration of 

God, to show God at work in nature and history.” BCP 

1. Law, History, Prophecy, Poetry (see Handout) 

2. Hebrew Bible vs Christian Bible 

iii. New Testament—“The New Testament consists of books 

written by the people of the New Covenant, under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, to set forth the life and 

teachings of Jesus and to proclaim the Good News of the 

Kingdom for all people.” BCP 

1. Gospels vs. Epistles 

e. How do we read it?  

i. Come to it in faith. Believe that God is in there with 

something to tell you. 

ii. Know what you’re reading {Genre} 

1. Exercise in genre identification 
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2) The Torah/Pentateuch—First five books of the Old Testament {LAW} 

i. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy 

ii. Not written by Moses, as tradition promotes. 

b. Genesis—“Origin” [50 Chapters] 

i. Primeval History (1-11) 

1. God’s nature and relationship with creation and 

humankind 

a. Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our 

image, according to our likeness; and let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the 

wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping 

thing that creeps upon the earth.’ So God created 

humankind in his image, in the image of God he 

created them; male and female he created them. 

{Gen 1} 

b. In the day that the Lord God made the earth and 

the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in 

the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung 

up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain 

upon the earth, and there was no one to till the 

ground; but a stream would rise from the earth, 

and water the whole face of the ground— then 

the Lord God formed man from the dust of the 

ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 

life; and the man became a living being. {Gen 2} 

c. Adam/Eve; Cain/Abel; Noah;  

d. Creation/Destruction/Re-creation 

2. What do we take away from it? 

a. God brings order to chaos; longs for edenic 

relationship with humankind; sin and the 

aftermath; disobedience, jealousy, violence, 

there from just after the beginning.  

ii. Ancestral History (12-50): 
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a. Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your 

country and your kindred and your father’s house 

to the land that I will show you. 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 the one who curses 

you I will curse; and in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed.’ {Gen 12:1-3} 

2. Story of God’s relationship with a specific people 

(offspring of Abraham) 

a. Abram/Abraham and Sarah; Isaac and 

Rebekah/Leah; Jacob and Leah/Rachel; 12 

sons—Joseph (tribes of Israel).  

3. Imperfect patriarchs. God works through 

unexpected means.  

a. Covenant {God to People to Promised Land} 

1. I will be your God and you will 

be my people 

2. I will make of you a great nation 

3. Promised Land 

ii. Promise in Jeopardy…. 

 

4. True Myth… 
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c. Exodus {“going out”} 

i. Jumps ahead from Genesis, but related. Relates the story 

of Israel’s formation as a people and its covenant with 

God. God rescues them from slavery in Egypt (1-19) and 

then “enslaves” them to himself through covenant (20-40)  

ii. Major events: 

1. Moses (1-4) Unlikely hero. Burning Bush. 

Flee/Return 

a. Then the Lord said, ‘I have observed the misery of 

my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry 

on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know 

their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver 

them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up 

out of that land to a good and broad land, a land 

flowing with milk and honey, to the country of the 

Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the 

Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. The cry 

of the Israelites has now come to me; I have also 

seen how the Egyptians oppress them. So come, I 

will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the 

Israelites, out of Egypt.’ But Moses said to God, 

‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring 

the Israelites out of Egypt?’ He said, ‘I will be with 

you; and this shall be the sign for you that it is I 

who sent you: when you have brought the people 

out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this 

mountain.’ (Ex 3:7-12) 

i. Aaron 

2. Escape from Egypt (5-15) 

a. Plagues, Passover, Red Sea 

3. On the way to Sinai—{16-18}  

4. Mt. Sinai (19/20): 

a. Then Moses went up to God; the Lord called to 

him from the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you shall 
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say to the house of Jacob, and tell the 

Israelites: You have seen what I did to the 

Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings 

and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you 

obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be 

my treasured possession out of all the peoples. 

Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be 

for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These 

are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites.’ 

{Exodus 19:3-6} 

b. 10 Commandments (ch. 20). Beginning of the 

Law (continued in following books) 

i. Laws for how to order common life and 

worship of the community. What any 

nation does up front (US). 

c. Tabernacle (20-40)—worship on the go 

i. God as cloud that would guide their 

journey 

5. Redemption. Liberation. God’s chosen people. 

Faithfulness/(un). Covenant. 

Obedience/Disobedience. Escape from Egypt and 

Sinai experience become major identifying 

moments for Israel going forward.  
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d. Leviticus {Priests of Levi—law of the priests} 

i. Meant to take place within the context of the Sinai event. 

God speaking to Moses and Moses supposed to bring 

these laws to the people of Israel. Full of laws and rules 

that can seem pedantic and really bizarre or even 

offensive. Ritual, legal, moral codes of conduct. Main idea 

is of trying to order a common life of the people socially 

and religiously that puts God—a God who wants to be in 

relationship with humankind—at the center of their lives 

both at home and in the Temple. Pure/impure; 

clean/unclean. 

1. Compiled over a long period of time. 

2. Introduces priesthood as particular role within the 

community (Levites).”Priests’ manual” 

ii. Structure 

1. Laws on sacrifices {1-7} 

2. Institution of the priesthood {8-10} 

3. Uncleanliness (animals, diseases, discharges, 

childbirth, etc.) {11-15} 

a. From among all the land animals, these are the 

creatures that you may eat. Any animal that has 

divided hoofs and is cloven-footed and chews the 

cud—such you may eat. But among those that 

chew the cud or have divided hoofs, you shall not 

eat the following: the camel, for even though it 

chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is 

unclean for you. The rock-badger, for even though 

it chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it 

is unclean for you. The hare, for even though it 

chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is 

unclean for you. The pig, for even though it has 

divided hoofs and is cloven-footed, it does not chew 

the cud; it is unclean for you. Of their flesh you 
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shall not eat, and their carcasses you shall not 

touch; they are unclean for you. {Lev 11:1-8} 

4. Day of atonement--cleansing (16) 

5. Holiness (17-25, 27) {food, sex, blasphemy, 

behavior, animals} 

a. Sabbatical year: “Speak to the people of Israel and 

say to them: When you enter the land that I am 

giving you, the land shall observe a sabbath for 

the Lord. For six years you shall sow your field, 

and for six years you shall prune your vineyard, 

and gather in their yield; but in the seventh year 

there shall be a sabbath of complete rest for the 

land, a sabbath for the Lord: you shall not sow 

your field or prune your vineyard.” 

b. Jubilee Year (every 50 years): year of 

emancipation—let indentured servants go 

free; return confiscated land; cancel debts; no 

exploiting those in difficult circumstances. 

6. Obey Law—blessings and curses (26) 

iii. All seems a bit bizarre but the ordering of life through the 

establishment of laws is precisely what newly formed 

communities and peoples must do: Think USA in late 18th 

century.  
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e. Numbers {Arithmoi—from two censuses taken} 

i. Takes off from Sinai, through the desert, to the edge of 

the Promised Land. This is the 40 years of wandering. 

They got their laws, built their dwelling place for God 

(Tabernacle) ready to move.  

1. 2 Censuses {“Numbers”} of who is in this chosen 

people.  

2. The main characters remain the same (Moses, 

Aaron, Miriam, Joshua, etc.) 

a. Priestly blessing (promise 1):  The Lord spoke to 

Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and his sons, 

saying, Thus you shall bless the Israelites: You 

shall say to them,  

The Lord bless you and keep you;  

the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 

gracious to you;  

the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and 

give you peace. 

So they shall put my name on the Israelites, and I 

will bless them. 

3. Get our stories of Manna from Heaven, water from 

the rock…complaining in the desert “Egypt was 

way better than this.” “have you brought us out 

here to die?” 

a. A 40 year road trip with a toddler. People are 

losing their patience. 

4. Culmination: they come to the Promised Land and 

send spies into the land. But because of the spies' 

fearful report about the conditions there the 

Israelites refuse to take possession of it. So God 

condemns them to death in the wilderness until a 

new generation can grow up and carry out the task. 

A generation that can look forward to the land of 

Canaan, not back to Egypt.  
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a. “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Send men to spy out the 

land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites; 

from each of their ancestral tribes you shall send a 

man, every one a leader among them.’ … At the 

end of forty days they returned from spying out 

the land… Then the men who had gone up with 

him said, ‘We are not able to go up against this 

people, for they are stronger than we are.’ So they 

brought to the Israelites an unfavourable report of 

the land that they had spied out, saying, ‘The land 

that we have gone through as spies is a land that 

devours its inhabitants; and all the people that we 

saw in it are of great size… Then all the 

congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept 

that night. And all the Israelites complained 

against Moses and Aaron; the whole congregation 

said to them, ‘Would that we had died in the land 

of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this 

wilderness! Why is the Lord bringing us into this 

land to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little 

ones will become booty; would it not be better for 

us to go back to Egypt?’ So they said to one 

another, ‘Let us choose a captain, and go back to 

Egypt.’…{God wants to wipe them out, Moses 

intercedes:} Forgive the iniquity of this people 

according to the greatness of your steadfast love, 

just as you have pardoned this people, from Egypt 

even until now.’ 

Then the Lord said, ‘I do forgive, just as you have 

asked; nevertheless—as I live, and as all the earth 

shall be filled with the glory of the Lord—none of 

the people who have seen my glory and the signs 

that I did in Egypt and in the wilderness, and yet 

have tested me these ten times and have not obeyed 

my voice, shall see the land that I swore to give to 
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their ancestors; none of those who despised me 

shall see it…turn tomorrow and set out for the 

wilderness by the way to the Red Sea.’ {Num 

13/14} 

b. Years of wandering ensue. The book ends 

with the new generation of Israelites back 

there ready for the crossing of the Jordan 

River with the land being divided by tribe.  

5. How quick we are to forget, to complain, to not see 

the big picture, to be afraid, to lack faith in God to 

uphold his promises, to choose what we know even 

if it was bad to what we don’t know. Tumultuous 

relationship between God and chosen people even 

though they’re chosen! 
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f. Deuteronomy {“second law giving”} 

i. Remember the past, prepare for the future.  

ii. Chapters 1-30 are three speeches (sermons) from Moses to 

the new generation of Israelites as they prepare to enter 

the Promised Land.  

1. (1-4) Recount 40 years of wandering, what it took to 

get here. Observe the Law. Restate 10 

commandments, Summary of the Law. (Shema) 

a.  Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, 

the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your might. Keep these words that I am 

commanding you today in your heart. Recite them 

to your children and talk about them when you are 

at home and when you are away, when you lie 

down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on 

your hand, fix them as an emblem on your 

forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your 

house and on your gates. (Deut 6:4-9) 

2. (5-29) Behave! Follow God and obey the Law! Your 

possessing the Promised Land depends on it. 

a. 12-26 Deuteronomic Code 

3. (29-30) Even if you fail to uphold the law and you 

lose the land, if you repent there is still hope.  

a. Important in Exile 

iii. Chapters 31-34: Moses’ closing scena (Song of Moses, 

Blessing of Moses, passing of prophet mantle from Moses 

to Joshua, Moses dies OUTSIDE PROMISED LAND!) 

a. Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like 

Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face. He was 

unequalled for all the signs and wonders that 

the Lord sent him to perform in the land of Egypt, 

against Pharaoh and all his servants and his entire 

land, and for all the mighty deeds and all the 
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terrifying displays of power that Moses performed 

in the sight of all Israel. (Deut 34:10-12) 

g. Pick up with Joshua next week. 

 

 

3) Conclusion 

a. Covenant 

1. I will be your God and you will be my people 

2. I will make of you a great nation 

3. Promised Land 

ii. God’s promises to His people, and their inability to hold 

up their end of the bargain. But God’s faithfulness none 

the less. Fidelity/Obedience 

b. God wants to be in relationship with humankind, and 

specifically through this special people who have been given 

particular insight and instruction into the nature of how to 

worship and be in relationship with this one God.  

c. Promise in Jeopardy… 

d. True Myth.  

e. Really the question is: Are you there, God? 
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1) WASHINGTON — As the midterm elections approach, Russia is likely to 

throw more propaganda at Americans, using people sympathetic to their 

messages and fake personalities on social media — many of them run by 

bots — to sow further political and social divisions in the United States, the 

top American intelligence officials said on Tuesday….{News} 

2)  Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

Thou art more lovely and more temperate. 

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date…. {Poetry} 

3) “My beloved Clara, I always enjoy festivals in solitude, quite alone, with 

perhaps just a few dear ones in my room, and very quietly — for are not 

all my people either dead or far away? But what a joy it is to me then to 

remember how big with love is a certain human breast. For, after all, I am 

dependent upon the outside world — the hurly-burly in which we live. I 

do not add my laughter to its medley of voices, nor do I join its chorus of 

lies, — but it is as if the best in man could shut itself up, and only half of 

him sallied forth dreaming…” {Letter} 

4) “Call me Ishmael. Some years ago — never mind how long precisely — 

having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest 

me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of 

the world. {Fiction—Moby Dick} 

5) “The various tribes of Britons possessed valour without conduct, and the 

love of freedom without the spirit of union. They took up arms with 

savage fierceness; they laid them down, or turned them against each other 

with wild inconstancy; and while they fought singly, they were 

successively subdued. Neither the fortitude of Caractacus, nor the despair 

of Boadicea, nor the fanaticism of the Druids, could avert the slavery of 

their country, or resist the steady progress of the Imperial generals, who 

maintained the national glory, when the throne was disgraced by the 

weakest, or the most vicious of all mankind. {history—Gibbon Decline and 

Fall of the Roman Empire} 
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Example of Translations: 

Psalm 23:1 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth 

me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul [KJV] 

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 

    He makes me lie down in green pastures; 

he leads me beside still waters; 

    he restores my soul. (NRSV) 

Adonai is my shepherd; I lack nothing. 

He has me lie down in grassy pastures, 

he leads me by quiet water, 

he restores my inner person. (complete Jewish bible) 

The Lord is my shepherd; 

    I have everything I need. 

He lets me rest in fields of green grass 

    and leads me to quiet pools of fresh water. [Good News] 

God, my shepherd! 

    I don’t need a thing. 

You have bedded me down in lush meadows, 

    you find me quiet pools to drink from. (The Message) 

 

 

 


