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PART 1: What is the Bible?
Intro/Purpose:

QUESTION: First, imagine you're God. You want to reveal yourself to 
your chosen people, and you've chosen to do it in the form of a book. 
What would that book look like? How would you go about doing it? 
What kinds of writing would it contain and how long would it be?

My guess is that your version of your Bible would look very different than 
the Bible we have sitting in front of us today.

The Bible challenges nearly every one of our intuitions about how it 
should be. It's a big book. In it, we find nearly every type of written 
communication: poetry, fable, legislation, history, biography, letters, 
nature-writing, apocalyptic literature, ancient erotic love literature, 
philosophy, theology, songs, and perhaps even a children’s story and a 
play. Yes, it's written "for" us, as the people of God; but in another, far 
more tangible sense, it wasn't written "to" us. By its very nature, it's 
foreign, big, confusing, paradoxical, contradictory, messy, and just hard.

And yet, it is the primary witness we have to who our God is. It is the rule 
by which we judge our faith.

This class was set up with the intention trying to put some "handlebars" 
on the Bible. My hope is that we can go through it and remove some of the 
unnecessary layers of mystery and confusion, and hopefully only leave 
those beautiful, more glorious necessary layers of mystery and confusion.

The class is going to take us down a lot of paths. Hopefully, it challenges 
all of us, and more importantly, hopefully it leads us into worship--and 
increased knowing and loving of God. That's the goal here. And the way 



we're going to do that is a scary one. We have to move into this in faith, 
trusting God to be with us, because they way we're going to do it in this 
class is to look at the Bible not as we wish it were, but as it actually 
seems to be.

Anchor: God & Christ in the Gospel

We will be talking about things that a lot of people disagree about. So first, 
let's anchor ourselves in what unites us: the Gospel.

There is a God. He exists in three Persons, Father, Son, and Spirit. He is 
the source of all life and being in His Creation. This is a Creation he 
intends to make his home and be close to. It is not what it will be. It has 
not yet been what God intends for it. And so, to that end, God chose a 
people as his own: a confused, messed up, sinful people. And as they 
wrestled through what it meant to be the people of God, God eventually 
worked his plan through them to bless the entire world. His promise was 
not just for them as a nation, but for the whole world. And so through 
them, he eventually came among his world. He took on flesh and dwelt 
among us. He tasted the full extent of all this world is in all its beauty and 
tragedy, ultimately tasting our greatest enemy: death. After tasting this 
death, he then got up three days later. This Resurrected man was the first 
of all Creation that would taste this same Resurrection and "re-making" 
and "renewing". And so we now live as the people of God, who have 
tasted of this world to come in our hearts and souls, and long for it with 
our bodies. We work and love and serve, seeking to usher in the world to 
come into the present, until he comes again.

And so with that hopefully lingering in our minds, let us turn our gaze to 
the Bible.

What is the Bible?

QUESTION: If you had to define the Bible, how would you do it?

Here's my attempt. From a human-perspective (or “anthropologically”, if 
you will) it is simply the collected religious musings of the chosen people 
of God--first the Israelites, then the Christians, whose story is a 
continuation of that which started in the Israelite story.



Now, "theologically", what is the Bible? It's the inspired, revelation of the 
Word of God. 

"Word of God" (john 1)

The "Word" of God is not the same as "The Bible". The Word of God is the 
outward communicative aspect of God's nature. Jesus is the Word "in 
flesh". The "Word" stands apart from the Bible and is testified to by the 
Bible. The Bible is the chosen, primary means by which god makes himself 
known through meditation, study, and preaching. He does this in the now 
and not just in the past, leaving us to "find it".

"Revelation" (hebrews 4:12)

The Bible is revelation, but not in a passive way. Sometimes, when we say 
the Bible is "revelation", what we mean is that it is like a bowl in which 
God deposited a whole bunch of "revelation" of himself, or it's like a radio 
station constantly broadcasting who God is. And it's just sitting there, 
waiting for us to find the right theological system, level of obedience, 
emotional state, or sermon to "unlock" this "revelation". Or, to use our 
metaphors, it's waiting for us to find the right "spoon" to dig into the bowl, 
or turn our hearts to the right "frequency" to hear the broadcast.

The Word of God (as contained in the Bible) is not a passive object for us 
to move towards and "pull stuff out of". Instead it's an active subject, that 
uses the Bible to reveal itself and produce faith and obedience in us. We 
have to have a view of the Bible where God is still the free, sovereign God 
he is that uses the Bible as his primary, chosen way that he reveals himself 
to us when he wants to, how he wants to. 

"Inspired" (2 timothy 3:16)

The Bible is also "inspired", or, "God-breathed." This idea mainly comes 
from 2 Timothy 3:16, but it's important to note that Paul is referring not 
only to just the Old Testament, but the writings that  he had "been 
acquainted with since childhood", that made him "wise for salvation". 
Timothy's mother was a Greek woman, who surely wouldn't have been 
working from any Hebrew manuscripts. And so, the writings that Paul calls 



"inspired" are in fact copies of bad translations of bad translations of 
copies. The Septuagint was based off of a different set of Hebrew 
manuscripts than what we based our modern OT on, and we don't even 
know what those other manuscripts were! And Paul refers to this as "God-
breathed" Scripture, not just the "original manuscripts" as some modern 
theologians put it.

This is all important for two reasons: 

(1) It helps us to not think too highly of the Bible. At times, Christians have 
been guilty of making the Bible almost like the fourth member of the Trinity. 
This is called "bibliolatry". Jesus accused the Pharisees of this, saying 
"you search the Scripture diligently...", and missing Jesus. The Bible is 
very human and is not sacred because there's nothing particularly special 
about these sets of words on these pages. They themselves are not divine. 

(2) It helps us think very highly of the Bible. When we approach Scripture 
as Christians, we are approaching the medium of a very living and active 
Word. It's not a static bowl, but a passionate, free Person behind the 
window of the text that chooses to reveal himself--by the Holy Spirit--to us 
and produce faith and obedience in the process. When God reveals 
himself, changes happen. If we read the Bible "faithlessly" and are not 
changed, we received no revelation of God.

Okay, now let's look at the how the Bible is laid out.

The Structure of the Bible

• The Holy Bible. “Holy” just means “separated out from all others of 
its kind; sacred”. “Bible” comes from the Greek word for “book”. So, 
the “Holy Bible” is just our “Sacred Book”.

• The Bible as we have it is split into two parts: the Old Testament and 
New Testament. The word “Testament” comes from the Latin word 
for “Covenant”. (We'll go into that more as we go on.)

• The Old Testament is made up of 39 books. It’s split into 4 main 
sections:
◦ The Torah/Pentateuch/”Teachings”/”Law” (first 5 books of the 

Old Testament)



◦ History books (chronicling Israelite history from Judges to 
return from Exile)

◦ Wisdom books (the more poetic, artsy and philosophical books 
of the Bible)

◦ Prophets (Major/Minor prophets: the only difference is size. Maj 
> Min.).

• The New Testament is made up of 27 books written from about 15 to 
20 years after Jesus’ death all the way through the end of the first 
century. 4 sections similar to OT:
◦ “New” Law/Teaching (Gospels: Mark written 1st, Matthew and 

Luke copy it)
◦ History (Acts)
◦ “Wisdom”/Writings (Epistles of Paul: organized from longest to 

shortest; timeline overlaps Acts, similar to OT Prophets overlap 
Samuel/Kings/Chronicles. “General” Epistles: by random other 
leaders in the early church)

◦ Prophecy/Apocalypse (Revelation).

QUESTION: Any other confusing parts I didn't hit?

This is the Bible as a whole. Let's now turn our attention to the Old 
Testament in particular.

PART 2: OT Intro
The Problem

We're at a big advantage when it comes to the OT. To my knowledge, it is 
the oldest book that has the most weight put on it in the world. Sure, there 
are older texts we have, but on the whole, they're not treated with the 
same authority as the OT; and sure, there are other "authoritative" 
Scriptures in the world, but not as old as the OT. People are still dying for 
the words of the Old Testament and their truth.

So why the disadvantage? Well, being so old, the Old Testament has had 
to travel a long path through the annals of time to get to our laps and 
bookshelves: a path that has been messy, to say the least. Really, really 
messy. Conservatives tend to diminish the messiness and those on the 



other side tend to focus only on those messy parts. Personally, I lean 
towards the second group and embrace the Bible--warts and all--believing 
that the humanness is what makes the Bible so beautiful. 

You see, the cross was also very, very messy, and that's how God brought 
the redemption of the world to us. Similarly, look at the Resurrected Jesus. 
This is the Word of God in its truest form. He has traveled down the paths 
of life and culture and time and history and, having been Resurrected, this 
Word of God is now delivered to his people as the fullness of what it was 
intended to be--"canonized", in a sense. And notice: this Word still bears 
the wounds and scars of the life and culture it had to travel through to get 
to us. Similarly, the Bible also bears the scars and wounds of the path it 
has taken to get to us.

And so, when I look at the information, and see just how messy this Bible 
is, it shouldn't scare us or lessen our worship and respect of God, it 
should make it greater. It shows just how far God would stoop to 
communicate with us. John Calvin called the Bible "God's baby talk". 
Jesus is the Word of God dressed in human culture, flesh, and weakness; 
the Bible is the Word of God dressed in human culture, language, and 
weakness. And that's okay. That's how God does things.

What this means practically is that there's a lot we simply don't know 
about the Old Testament. Really, it's been through a lot. For everything we 
talk about and every question you may have, their are--literally--
hundreds of theories that have been advanced to answer it. In fact, the 
simple fact that we still have the Bible at all should be testimony enough to 
the very existence--and not just the Providence--of God.

The Story...

...of Israel

Before we get into the actual story of the Old Testament, and it's writing 
and formation, let's get a vague understanding of the history of Israel. 
There are still lots of disagreements about the specifics of all of this, and 
even the general ideas, but here's the story as broadly as I can possibly 
tell it, that most people agree upon.



The group that would eventually become the Israelites were originally a 
sub-group of peoples that migrated into the region of Canaan from 
Northern Africa. At the time, they were nomadic tribes with little culture 
moving into an area rich with established tribes, groups, culture, religions, 
art, and culture. Towards the beginning of the second millennia B.C.E. (or, 
in other words, the late "teens" B.C.E.), these people settled into this area 
of "Semitic peoples" and starting growing in number. 

Around mid-teens-hundred B.C.E., trade started between these Semitic 
tribes and Egypt, as well as a slave trade and migration by Semitic 
peoples to the area (as early as 1700 B.C.E., we have a household list of 
slave from an Egyptian household, in which the vast majority of the names 
are Semitic). At the same time, Egypt's capital was in Southern Egypt, 
leaving a very light presence of Egyptian authority in the North. The 
presence of more and more Semitic people grew in Northern Egypt as they 
migrated there, to the point that some Semitic individuals acted as local 
governors and leaders of small towns and cities in North Egypt (ala the 
Joseph account; the Egyptians called these people the "Hyksos"). 
Eventually, political turmoil happened in Egypt when a new Pharaoh rose 
up and all at once changed the nation into a monotheistic one and built 
and entirely new capitol in central Egypt (if you go on the tour of the Penn 
Museum of Anthropology and Archaeology, you'll see a whole exhibit 
about this). When this Pharaoh died, another one took his place. Around 
1500 B.C.E., young King Tut, influenced by the religious elders wanting to 
go back to the old religion, was convinced to change everything back, re-
consolidate power, and change the capitol of Egypt to the city of Memphis 
in Northern Egypt in the country in the 1500s B.C.E. It's at this point that 
Egypt re-conquered the Northern area, taking back political control in the 
region and starting a Semitic slave trade to help find labor to build up the 
infrastructure of the new capitol.

At some point around 1250 B.C.E., a group of Semitic slaves somehow left 
the control of Egypt (people really disagree on how this went down 
historically, who exactly these people were, and how many there were), 
and eventually settled in the foothills of Canaan. These people eventually 
grew into a large enough nation that they became the overwhelming group 
in the area. Scholars disagree how this came about. Perhaps by conquest, 
maybe a slow population displacement, or maybe even a series of 
agreements, treaties, and tribal mergers. Ultimately it was probably a 
mixture of several of these. Regardless, eventually, these people formed a 



lose coalition of tribes called Israel (by 1210 B.C.E., they were enough of a 
people to warrant an explicit mention by the son of Ramses II. This is the 
first historical reference to the people of "Israel"). 

The Philistine people started coming in and began becoming a nuisance, 
but this nation of tribes was too disparate and de-centralized to fight them 
off. Local "judges" would rise up to overthrow Philistine attempts at taking 
over, but they couldn't quite dislodge them from the area.

And so, in attempt to help get rid of the Philistines, these tribes joined 
together and became a monarchy, around 1000 B.C.E.. They were first 
ruled by Saul, then David, then Solomon, and then when Solomon's son 
Rehoboam took over. Under his rule, there was some political upheavals 
that led to the nation splitting into two around 920B.C.E: the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah.

But then, in 750 B.C.E., the Assyrians came and conquered the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel, putting most of those people into exile, and in 586 
B.C.E., the Babylonians conquered both the Southern Kingdom of 
Judah and the Assyrians. They sent the most influential citizens of Judah 
into Exile, and they arelady had the other that had been sent before by the 
Assyrians. In 538 B.C.E. the Persian King Cyrus conquered the 
Babylonians and let the Israelites return home, albeit as a province of 
Persia. Almost exactly 200 years later, Alexander the Great took everybody 
over, and then after some external and internal drama for a few more 
hundred years, the Romans took them over in the middle of the first 
century B.C.E.. This is where the New Testament opens up. We'll pick up 
the story from there in a few weeks.

...of the Old Testament

Most Conservatives believe the history of the Bible matches the history of 
Israel, and there development is more or less parallel. They would say 
these things were written about as they were happening (or very shortly 
thereafter)--people that were more-or-less eye-witnesses wrote down 
these things. So, in their estimation, the Old Testament is pretty much the 
actual play-by-play history of Israel.

But, here's the way most scholarship paints the picture: While settled in 
those foothills of Canaan, the Israelites grew as a people, had some 



stories and laws (some written down, others not), and believed they were 
the people of God (as Christians, we believe they were correct in this 
belief). God had been present among his people in the land, the temple, 
his kingly office, and the words of his prophets. In other words, with these 
things in place, they already had the promise, presence, authority, and 
promise as the people of God. There was no need for some "Bible" as 
well.  But, in one fell swoop, God takes them from their land, destroys the 
temple, ends their nation by sending them into exile, and goes utterly 
silent. They return from exile to their land, a shadow of the people they 
once were. 

QUESTION:  If you were in their shoes, what sort of questions would 
you have?

They wonder "Who are we?", "What the heck just happened?", "Did God 
abandon us?", "How were we so wrong?", "Where is God's authoritative 
voice now?". They were lost and so they started writing down and 
assembling their stories, editing them, and "faithfully updating" them. 

This Old Testament was formed in the rubble that was the life of the 
people of God, as their attempt of answering the most basic and 
fundamental questions of human life in this world--especially as the 
people of God. 

The final listing of books was even finalized until after the New testament 
started being written. In fact, the NT books may have been the catalyst 
that brought about a need for a canonization of the Old Testament. These 
Christians were assuming they were still Jews, would write these things, 
and then assume they could just attach it on to the end of the Old 
Testament. The Jews tried to prevent this by putting some limits on what 
books were and what was out. The full Bible we hold in our hands should 
be a testimony to how these attempts went.



PART 3: Pentateuch | Genesis
Author: 
Conservatives say Moses, based on Tradition. But most scholars don't 
think this is the case. In fact, the Bible never says Moses wrote it. The 
Pentateuch uses Aramaic words that would not have been in existence in 
Hebrew until the exile. It talks about the Kings of Israel, before there 
supposedly were any Kings of Israel. It corrects things throughout and 
adds explanatory notes. Moses dies. Deuteronomy explicitly says that the 
book was written after the Hebrews had crossed into Canaan (after Moses 
died). It looks like it was lots of different writings and stories and variations 
on stories that were stitched together and edited.

Date: 
No one can be quite sure, but most agree it's all over the place. Some 
parts are definitely ancient. Some of the geographic references in books 
like Job and part of the Abraham testify to very ancient roots. Parts of the 
Pentateuch's Hebrew show an Egyptian influence, as if the people writing 
had been enmeshed in Egyptian culture. So, by now means are we 
required to think that all of this came out of nowhere in the Jewish mind 
right after the Exile. Much of the tradition probably began as stories 
passed down orally for generations. Other parts of the Pentateuch, 
though, are much more recent. It appears to have come into it's final form 
(according to most scholars) probably sometime after they returned from 
exile. The exilic background to the Pentateuch is a very widely held 
scholarly belief, even among many conservative scholars. Other, more 
conservative scholars believe that Moses was writing these words as the 
Israelites were running around the desert around 1250 B.C.E. (or 1400) 
B.C.E. during the Exodus. (Further, he would have been writing in an 
unknown language--Hebrew didn't exist yet--with unknown preservation 
techniques for what he wrote in the desert).

Content:
The book of Genesis is separated into two main sections, usually referred 
to as Primordial History and Ancestral History. Primordial History refers to 
stories about the very beginnings of human civilization as a whole. In this 
part, God hovers above the watery chaos of nothingness and tames it, 
bringing out life and order from the chaos. He constructs a "temple world" 
in which he will dwell. He fashions a garden as an extension of that 
temple. He ordains two priests--one main, one woman--to care for and 



extend that garden to the rest of the world so he might dwell in it. They fail 
in this and are exiled outside the garden. The next section from Cain and 
Abel to Abraham shows what life looks like without God, when humanity is 
left on its own. It's not pretty. Half-way through, God send the watery 
chaos back into the world, "un-creating it", so he can "re-create" it and 
start over with Noah. Noah fails like Adam did. Eventually, at Babel, people 
say "let's make a name for ourselves." God frustrates these efforts, finds 
Abraham and says "I will make your name great" and "you will be the 
Father of many nations."  This about where the "ancestral history" begins, 
and the story begins to zoom in on a particular group of people that will be 
God's own. God calls Abraham out of Babylon and the rest of the book is 
separated follows Abraham and his family story. Abraham tries to take the 
promise into his own hands, but eventually Isaac is "the guy". Isaac fails in 
a lot of the same ways his father does. Then Jacob. Jacob ends up 
"wrestling with God" and earning the name "Israel" for himself and us. He 
has twelve sons, and the story then focus on Joseph for the rest of the 
book to complete the "narrative" reason why the Israelites were in Egypt. 
But then, a Pharaoh rises up that doesn't know Joseph...

Background:
• World as Temple // Temple Gardens
• Contemporary Creation myths: Tiamat and "Sea" (remember this for 

Exodus!)
• Contemporary Flood stories // massive Mesopotamian flood ca. 

3000 B.C.E.

Purpose/Identity Formation:
• Promise & Blessing: "even though we're in exile, our story began 

with the promise of a faithful God who was faithful to his people even 
as they kept screwing up."

• Sovereignty of God: "what you meant for evil, God meant for good"
• Alienation from the Land: everyone, it seems, in the story gets exiled 

in some way. Everyone keeps getting kicked out of wherever they 
begin. With every Patriarch, it seems like God's first word to them is 
"leave".

Interesting Bits: 
• The "Problem" that the Bible will spend the rest of its time exploring: 

Genesis 1:1 "In the beginning god created the heavens and the 



earth." Heaven and earth, in 1:1, are in different places. The rest of 
the book is about bringing those two together.

• The Protoeuangelion: Genesis 3:15: spoken first to the serpent! 
(Plural/singular distinction: “enmity between your offspring (pl) and 
her offspring (pl); he (sing) shall bruise your head and you shall bruise 
his (sing) heel.”)

• Abrahamic covenant: technically not made with Abraham, but made 
with God himself (Hebrews 6)

• Joseph not in Jesus' line. So why is he talked about? Probably to 
solve a land dispute.

Jesus/New Testament:
• Galatians 3: Paul calls the Abrahamic promise "the Gospel". 

QUESTION: How is this the Gospel message?
• Covenant:

◦ Adam/Eve, Noah, Abraham, David, Jesus
◦ Babel: “We will make our names great!” To Abraham: “I will 

make your name great!”
• "Types" of Christ:

◦ Adam: given law, told to cultivate the land, fill/care for the 
earth, deliver the law to those around him

◦ Abraham/Isaac: Isaac was “dead” in the mind of his father for 
three days during the journey to the same mountaintop 
(traditionally) where Jesus died, carried the wood he would be 
killed on, substitute lamb

◦ The Ark: raised on top of Sinai 17th day of seventh month. 
Years later, Passover Lamb sacrificed on the 14th day of the 
seventh month, this was the same day (according to some 
gospel accounts) that Jesus was crucified. Three days later, 
Jesus, just like the Ark, was raised on the 17th day of the 
seventh month, rising from the depths of death as the new light 
of a new humanity.

◦ The "Rainbow": in Hebrew, it's simply a "bow", as in military 
weapon. It's pointed upward, showing God's covenant is to 
pour his wrath on himself for the good of the world.

◦ Joseph: man despised by brothers, sent to the pit of death and 
slavery, put between two criminals, says to one “your gonna 
live”, the other “you’re gonna die”, exalted from the “grave”, 
raised to the right hand of Pharaoh, and the nations come to 
him to be fed the bread of life in the time of drought.



• "Second Adam" motif // The failure of the first: the promise 
was supposed to be through the first born, BUT...
◦ Cain wasn’t the firstborn of Adam, Noah wasn’t the firstborn of 

Lamech, Isaac wasn’t the firstborn of Abraham, Jacob wasn’t 
first of Isaac, Judah wasn’t the first of Jacob, Perez wasn’t first 
of Judah, and though Boaz was his firstborn, Boaz was 
the second husband of Ruth who gave birth to Obed, then 
Jesse, but David wasn’t firstborn of Jesse, and Solomon 
wasn’t David’s first, and so on and so forth

◦ This highlights the intention that the promise would go through 
the first (Adam), but in the failure of the first (Adam), the second 
(Adam, i.e. Jesus) is the one through whom redemption comes.

• The Land/New Creation:
◦ “It is good” → “subdue the earth”
◦ to Adam: “be fruitful and multiply” → to Noah: “multiply and fill 

the earth” → to Abraham: “I will make you the Father of many 
nations” → to disciples: “Go and make disciples of every 
nation”

• Blood for Redemption:
◦ Shedding of blood for animal skins to cover Adam/Eve’s 

shame.
◦ Liturgy of Cain/Abel: blood=worship/allegiance.

QUESTION: Application/Why Would You Go Here?:
• Assurance of God's purpose.
• To see how he moves.
• To see how screwed up others were: sin has been around for a 

while. It doesn't shock God.
• To see his purpose in the world.
• To see the foundation of the promise.
• To be reminded that God has been at this whole redemption 

thing for a long time. So, relax.


