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PART 1: The Gospel
We believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.

We believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, 
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit
and born of the virgin Mary.
He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried;
he descended into hell.
The third day He arose again from the dead.
He ascended to heaven
and is seated at the right hand of God the Father Almighty.
From there he will come to judge the living and the dead.

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church,
the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen.

This is our identity. In short, the early Christians would have said that if it’s 
not in this creed, we can feel free to disagree about it and still consider 
one another Christians. Our identity is not, first and foremost, what we 
believe about the Bible, as important as that is. So we should be 
generous, thoughtful, gracious, and charitable to brothers and sisters 
with very different views about the Bible, because, ultimately that is not 
who we are.

PART 2: The Prophets, Pt. 2



History

There were two groups (almost like political parties):

The Ephraimite/Israelite Prophets
• took on name of Nabi
• Northern Kingdom Marginal (they did not have the ear of the King. 

Not part of the "central" prophets
• Typically "heard" the Word of Yahweh
• Associated with Deuteronomistic Literature

The Judean Prophets
• called themeselves Hozeh ("Seers") - Received messages 

through visions
• Southern Kingdom
• Access to central powers of Jerusalem society
• Ezekiel: one of the first people deported (along with other "high 

up"people)
• Associated with Priestly Literature

Israelite prophetic history follows their political history. Saul tore country 
apart. David, wanting to unite nation, appoints two different prophets--one 
from the North, one from the South. Nathan seems to be Ephramite = loyal 
to centralized temple in Jerusalem, but he's also critical of David (he's the 
one that condemns David after Bathsheeba stuff). There was also Gad = 
Judean, offers a way of forgiveness for David so they can move on.
Divided Kingdom comes. Ephramites (1 Kings 12:31 & 13:33) = allied with 
David and Temple, so they were out of power and judgmental of all kings 
of the North. They were the ones that collected many of the Northern 
traditions and brought them down to the South after Assyrians. They then 
worked with Josiah to put together the Deuteronomistic stuff. Elijah/Elijah 
are good examples of Ephramite Prophets. Isaiah and Nahum are great 
examples of Judean prophets. Nahum attacks Assyria a lot. Seems to 
reflect thoughts of Jerusalem folks

Exile and Post-Exile happens. These two "parties" begin to blend behind a 
more urgent and common goal and identity. Distinctions begin to fall 
away. There comes a loss of confidence because of the fall of the 



city. There were so many differing prophetic voices. So, they relied more 
upon the already-written prophecy which they knew were right.  

Eventually, this gives rise to Apocalypticism (seen most clearly in the Book 
of Daniel). As they begin to realize that their political fortunes aren't 
changing anytime soon, they look outside for their salvation. For a 
Messiah. Cosmic battle. Time will end. History will end. The Garden of 
God will be bought back and everything will be "right" again. This is when 
Daniel comes into play.

Things to keep in mind when reading the Prophets:

Know the historical context of the particular Prophet. Prophets spoke 
first to their own time in Israel or Judah.

There are three conditions the prophets usually speak to:
• Extreme poverty/wealth disparity
• Injustice and oppression
• Decline in Religion

◦ a lot of false virtues were being woven into the folk religion
◦ Idolatry
◦ Religious leaders capitulating in in justice and evil

Prophetic predictions are often conditional (Jeremiah 18:5-11; Jonah) and 
prophetic actions are sometimes "acted out" prophecies (like Jeremiah's 
yoke)

Israel only has four prophets that speak specifically to them: Elijah and 
Elisha, Amos, and Hosea. Judah and the post-exilic.
The post-exile community has Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi (there's some 
disagreement as to whether Joel might have been here also, as well as 
some parts of Isaiah).

It’s helpful to remember that every other Prophet spoken about is speaking 
to Judah, the Southern Kingdom, for whom there seems to be more 
“hope” that they might stay righteous and obedient.

The Major Prophets

Isaiah



Content:

The "Bible in miniature". The Bible has 66 books, 39 OT and 27 NT. Isaiah 
has 66 chapters, 39 of judgment and law, 27 of grace and comfort. Also 
included are several songs talking about the "servant"

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

Jeremiah
Content:

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:
• Longest book in the Bible, by words

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

*Lamentations
Content:

The book of Lamentations is a series of laments over the destruction of the 
city of Jerusalem. Though the book is some of the most extreme 



expressions of angst and emotion in the Bible, it is actually made up of 5 
tightly-woven and -structured poems.

• Chapters 1-2, 3, and 4 are acrostic poems, with each verse (or, in the 
case of chapter 3, each set of verses) beginning with a successive 
letter of the Hebrew alphabet.

• With chapter 5, the acrostic structure seems to be abandoned 
intentionality in light of the enduring suffering around the author, and 
the book concludes by going back and forth in affirming God's 
sovereignty, but questioning his grace.

Background:

This is one of those few books of the Bible that really seems to have been 
written in the days soon after the events it's referring to. Most books 
written during or after the exile have a pre-occupation with that exile, or at 
least show signs of the Babylonians influence of the exile. Lamentations 
displays none of that. It is a fixed, pre-occupation with the destruction of 
the temple and where God fits into this.

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

• Lamentations is a series of acrostic poems, with each line beginning 
with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

• In my own humble opinion, this is a much more helpful to turn to in 
suffering than Job, and maybe even Psalms. Though the Psalms 
show us how one ought to relate to God spiritually, it doesn't contain 
many theological struggles or discussion. Lamentations is an 
intense, dramatic wrestling with the ideas of suffering, the 
sovereignty of God, and how Christians should relate to this God in 
those times.

Ezekiel



Content:

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

Daniel
Content:

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

The Minor Prophets

Hosea // Amos // Malachi
Content:

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:



Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

PART 3: The Wisdom Books

Job
Content:

The book opens with a scene from heaven. The first thing the book does is 
establish Job innocence. This is counter to most every other piece of 
suffering wisdom literature in the ancient world. This heavenly Prologue 
has God both initiating the conversation and approving of the action of the 
"Adversary" (Hebrew: satan). This goes against one of the other common 
explanations of suffering: there an evil intermediary, independent from 
God, running around doing bad things. This Adversary is not independent 
nor diabolical; he simply expresses doubts about God's policies in the 
world. What is this problematic policy? Not that righteous people suffer, 
but that righteous people have any prosperity at all. In other words, is there 
such thing as true righteousness at all? Are we not simply acting righteous 
just to get the reward? The Adversary is asking God, "Does your policy of 
rewarding righteousness actually inhibit true righteousness from 
flourishing? Job, of course, brings the opposite, and usual, charge: "It is 
unjust to let the righteous suffer." Let the story begin…

After suffering comes upon Job, and he correctly identifies the source of it 
as God (not the satan), There is a series of discourses. Each of Job's three 
friends speak for a chapter, and Job responds in every other chapter. 
These friends represent the common, archetypal thinking about suffering 
in the ancient world, mainly there simply has to be something Job did 
wrong to deserve this. A very telling thing is the goal that Job's friends say 
should be first in his heart: regaining his favor, status, and prosperity. In 
other words, these friends are actually advancing the argument of the 
Adversary: you need to be righteous in order to get stuff. Job's concern is 
not his stuff, but rather, being seen as righteous. If Job had simply agreed 
with his friends in the beginning, and given some blanket confession of 



random sin to "appease" God in order to get his stuff back, then the 
Adversary would be proven right.

One must remember that the main discussion here is about righteousness 
versus reward. He is absolutely ignorant of the stuff that happened in the 
heaven scene, so he truly believes he is unjustly on trial, because he is 
truly righteous. So, his inaccurate and wrong theological accusations and 
doubts are not the point. They are the expressions of a man who knows he 
is unjustly "on trial"

Job 28 is a weird interlude and transition in the book. It is not thought that 
this is spoken by Job himself, but rather an unnamed narrator to this story. 
The main bulk of the argument is done. The friends, who have represented 
both the Adversary and the best arguments the ancient world was able to 
offer, have lost--as has the Adversary: they all fade away in the story not to 
return. Job, believing he was the defendant in this trial was actually the 
prime witness on God's side and God has won: righteousness beat 
reward. But, Job 28 is a "Wisdom Interlude" that tells us that we have not 
yet heard "true" wisdom concerning suffering, and that more is coming.

Next, Job has a series of discourses on his own. With his friends gone, he 
again reaffirms that his interest is being seen and known by God and 
others as righteous. He then laments lost opportunities he has had to do 
justice, then he meditate on the presence of injustice in the world, and 
then finally, he turn to God, whose silence has been more proving Job's 
sense of injustice rather than countering it. He frames his accusation of 
God in such a way that if God remains silent, Job is vindicated. What will 
God do?

With the tension high, in strolls this guy Elihu, one of the enigmatic 
characters in the Bible. Most believe that with his Hebrew name and 
sudden entrance to the scene, he represents the newer, more 
contemporary Israelite thought on suffering (contra the rest of the ancient 
world). His primary concern is defending God's justice in light of suffering, 
but he doesn't repeat the simplistic argument that came before. He 
instead is creative theologically and look at these ideas differently to come 
to a more practical synthesis of ideas. One commentary I was looking at 
called Elihu "one of the first true theologians." His point? Suffering need 
not only be for past actions and sins, but also disciplinary and preventative 
for future sins. In other words, it both grows us to prevent us from sinning 



to an extent that we would fall away from Yahweh, and reveals present sin 
in us. This latter point is what Elihu pins on Job. He says, "No, this didn't 
happen because you did a sin, it's because you had all this self-
righteousness inside you that eventually even called into question God's 
justice.

Then God shows up. He comes in a whirlwind and offers what many have 
thought is an unfair "changing of the subject to get off of the hook". 
Instead God is trying to reframe the discussion. As one commentary put it: 
"the speeches of Yahweh suggests that the entire issue gas be 
misdirected and there can be no right answers when the wrong questions 
are being asked." He points out the question here, and in suffering, is not 
about God's justice, but rather, his wisdom. He first shows how he has 
ordered creation to function properly (even with suffering). He then offers a 
further challenge to Job: can you restrain the threats to this cosmic order 
(Some scholars believe that the Behemoth and Leviathan are cosmic 
creatures)? God not only brings order, but can also restrain order has he 
sees fit.

In the end of the book, one should notice that Job does not repent of any 
sins that are presumed to have brought about his suffering int he first 
place. He repents of the accusations he hurled at God. This show that the 
book of Job is far more concerned about our view of God than our view of 
suffering. Job never learns of the heavenly scene, nor get a reason for his 
suffering, but he appears satisfies with in information he has. And then 
God brings back all he took from Job. Not as a simplistic reward. but to 
reassert that now that he has proven that righteousness can be for 
righteousness' sake, he will now go back to blessing it.

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

• As Bernard Shaw said: "If I complain that I am suffering unjustly, it is 
no answer to say, "Can you make a hippopotamus?"

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:



Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

“when job asked you the question
you responded “who are you
to challenge your creator?”
well if that one part is true
it makes you sound defensive
like you had not thought it through
enough to have an answer
like you might have bit off
more than you could chew”
--David Bazan, "In Stitches"

Psalms
Content:

This is the song and prayer book of God's people. In fact, the Hebrew 
name for it is "Book of Praises". In our modern versions, it's separated into 
5 Books, each ending with a worshipful doxology (all of Psalm 150 is a 
doxology to close out the book). There are several "types" of Psalms, but 
no two scholars agree as to which Psalm goes where. These include 
Hymns of Praise, Lament, Thanksgiving, and Celebrations of different 
aspects of Jewish faith.

Background:
• The "5 Books" thing may mirror the Pentateuch in structure, but 

there's no thematic consistency amongst the books. Also, in some 
ancient manuscripts, it's not separated like this, and throughout the 
textual tradition, the Psalms are found in lots of different orders, 
structures, and there are lots of extra Psalms found in other 
collections of the Psalms, especially a fairly common "Psalm 151" 
found in a bunch of old manuscripts, especially the Dead Sea 
Scrolls.

• Miznor: a religious song to be accompanied by stringed instruments
• Maskil: a psalm that teaches
• "Of David": Sorry, it's unlikely this guarantees authorship



◦ le means "by", "belonging to", "for", or, in a sense, "in the spirit 
of"

◦ there are also anonymous Psalms in the LXX, one of the oldest 
translations of the OT. Later copies add "Of David"

◦ Same with two Psalms attributed to Solomon, and the one 
linked to Moses

• Speaking of, if you want a really interesting exercises, look at the 
Psalms that have a little heading telling the historical event that this 
Psalm refers to (here they are: Psalm 3, 7, 18, 34, 51, 52, 54, 56, 57, 
59, 60, 63, 142). Now, go read the actual story to which the heading 
refers. Ask yourself: does this Psalm sound like was written in the 
context of the events recounted in the story? Or, does it sound like 
the Psalm was written independently and was only linked with the 
story later on?

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:
• Psalm 119: longest chapter of the Bible; Psalm 117: shortest chapter 

of the Bible; Psalm 118: the exact middle chapter of the Bible.
Jesus/New Testament:

• Most quoted OT book in NT
• Psalm 110 most quoted Verse

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

Proverbs
Content:

A proverb is a brief memorable saying that contains a truth about life. They 
are not commands, laws, or promises; merely observations about life 
(therefore, they can be contradictory at times). This book is in two main 
sections. Part 1: Discourses (Ch. 1-9), are a series of discourses, first 
from a Father to a son, and then from Lady Wisdom herself to young men 
(especially about wayward women). It also has some more "traditional" 
Proverbs thrown in. Part 2: The Proverbs (Ch. 10-31), though scholar 
after scholar has strained to find some sort of logic, flow, and structure to 
these Proverbs, it's more or less agreed that they are in fact entirely 
random.



Background:
• A Proverb is a common form of teaching in most cultures:

◦ Into an open mouth, a fly will enter (Sumerian)
◦ The camel never sees its own hump, but that of its brothers is 

always before its eyes (Arabic)
◦ Guard yourself from robbing the poor, from being violent to the 

weak (Egyptian)
• There many, many parallels to Proverbs in Egyptian wisdom literature 

(UPenn Museum)
• Their are many Proverbs that are nearly identical except for one word 

(or spelling) changed. This causes scholars to believe that for a long 
while, Proverbs was an open book that had Proverbs being added to 
it every few years by Scribes in the Kingly court. This accounts both 
for the randomness talked about above and the repetition of things 
already written.

Purpose/Identity Formation:
• There are straight up contradictory Proverbs throughout the book 

(some right next to each other--see above). Emphasis on "fear of the 
Lord", not "letter of this book".

• "Path" Theology. We're all on a path. What marks that path? What 
are some sign posts?

Interesting Bits:
• A very well-known Proverb pair that conveys the function of 

Proverbs is in Chapter 26:
◦ v.4: "Do not answer fools according to their folly, or you will be 

like a fool yourself."
◦ v.5: "Answer fools according to their folly, or they will be wise in 

their owns eyes."
Jesus/New Testament:

• Wisdom personfied: Jesus associates himself with "Woman 
Wisdom" in Proverbs 8 (Matthew 11:19)

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:
• As "un-spiritual" as it may sound: for random devotions, when you 

need it. 31 Chapters = 31 days = great fodder for random Scripture 
passage days

• To become wiser, in a mystical, abstract way. It "liturgizes" you.
• Not prescriptive, descriptive: liturgy, not legalism.



Ecclesiastes
Content:

Wow. Complex book. Not only does much of the message seem 
contradictory to much of the Bible, a lot of it contradictory to itself! To 
understand the content of the book, you need to know that there are many 
voices talking in the book. The first is a Narrator who introduces the 
second: Qoholet. This is a confusing word that scholars still debate the 
meaning of. Most agree it has something to do with someone who speaks 
to an assembly. So, some translate it, "Preacher" or "Teacher".

Background:

Purpose/Identity Formation:

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

Song of Songs
Content:

Most commentaries: no plot. I find that odd. 

Background:

• Concerning Solomon: the title of the book, in Hebrew, is this: "The 
Song of Songs which is to Solomon". Not "by Solomon", but "to". 
Several times in the book, harems and multiple wives are criticized 
and critiqued, making this an unlikely book for Solomon to write 
himself, or to keep around if he had written it earlier in his life. It 
actually seems more like a critique against Solomon.

Purpose/Identity Formation:
• Throughout the history of God's people, it's been very common to 

interpret this book allegorically, with the covenantal love between 



God and Israel. This, of course, is more because we find it in the 
Bible than because the the book would clearly testify to that with a 
plain reading if we found it isolated form Scripture. But,
◦ Hosea shows how a very earthy marriage speaks to a greater 

spiritual reality
◦ The only other love sing in the Bible (Psalm 45) is quoted in 

Hebrews 1:8, and says it's talking about Jesus. 
◦ In the Greek translations of this book, they use the word agape, 

which has much more than earthly romantic or sexual meaning. 
• Contra to Ba'al fertility God: Yahwistic sexuality. Good, part of 

creation, not mystical.
• Love of land

Interesting Bits:

Jesus/New Testament:

Application/Why Would You Go Here?:

PART 4: Intertestamental Period

History/Politics

Anatomy of an Exile

It is not the case that in an Exile, all the people in a land are carted off to 
some other land all at once. The point of an exile was to culturally and 
politically dismantle a nation, so it would not be a threat. To do that, you 
don't need to take everyone away. Instead, in the Babylonian exile, there 
were actually three phases of exiles. 

Phase 1: after Israel was taken captive by the Assyrians, Judah became a 
client state to Assyria. Assyria was conquered by Babylon, and in the 
ensuing chaos, Egypt moved in and took over a bunch of the land in 
Canaan so Babylon couldn't get it. King Josiah was totally on board with 
this (no one wanted to be under Babylonian rule). Babylon counter-
attacked, and Josiah was killed. This created an awkward political 



situation. Israel was under control of Babylon, but had just been in 
Egyptian control, and so two faction grew amongst the powerful leaders of 
Israel: one pro-Egypt, one pro-Babylon. In 599 B.C.E., the pro-Egypt 
faction was in power and led a revolt against the Babylonians, who 
subsequently shut that down pretty fast. After a siege of several months 
(he didn't destroy the city at this point), Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians, 
and Nebuchadnezzar took the Judahite King, his court, Judah's prominent 
citizens, and the prophet Ezekiel to Babylon (to remove the powerful 
people from the state). 

Phase 2: Zedekiah was then made king, and, being pro-Egyptian, he soon 
led another revolt against Babylon. Jeremiah, part of the pro-Babylon party 
(and by "pro" we simply mean "please don't make them angry, just be at 
peace") throughout the book bearing his name protests Zedekiah's deal-
making with the Egyptians. Nebuchadnezzar was having none of this, 
besieged the city again, and this time destroyed the walls and the temple. 
He blinded Zedekiah, and led him, and all the rich, educated, and powerful 
people in the nation onwards into exile in Babylon. Judah was now not 
merely a client state, but an official province of Babylon.

Phase 3: a new governor was appointed by Nebuchadnezzar, and, 
graciously, he was a native Judahite. He invited all the refugees home (not 
those who had endured the punishment of exile) from wherever they had 
settled in the world, and tried to move the it back into prosperity. He was 
doing a pretty good job, even, when a surviving member of the royal family 
(the rest of whom were in exile) assassinated this governor. In the power 
vacuum that was left, a lot of Jews fled to Egypt to get out from under the 
rule of Babylon. This was technically the third phase of the exile, because 
it was a further spreading of the people due to political moves of a bigger 
political entity.

Persia (benevolent, generous, and kind governance)

Soon after this, Cyrus the Great of Persia conquers Babylon. Babylon gave 
themselves up to Cyrus after one battle. Even before gaining Babylon, 
Cyrus had amassed the biggest empire the world had known at that time. 
Babylon was terrified of him and knew they would lose. They tried to fight 
him once, it didn’t work, so they just surrendered. After Cyrus died, there 
was a lot of drama for his throne, so eventually, when the Kingship was 
settled, it is only natural that the King didn’t know what the past King had 



decreed about the temple of a small random province in his Kingdom. This 
is why, in the book of Ezra, they had to go into their archives to see what 
Cyrus had said twenty years ago about whether to not the Israelites were 
allowed to do their building project. As we know, they are “approved” to 
move on. The Persians ruled over Judah for about 200 years.

Alexander the Great (no damage to Israel; just new ruler, new culture)

The biggest differences in the “feel” of the Old and New Testaments can 
be attributed to one man: Alexander the Great. In the span of ten years, he 
had conquered most of the known world, including (important for our 
purposes) Persia. With it, he brought in “Hellenization”:  a process by 
which he made all of his territories adopt the culture he loved--the culture 
of his home nation--Ancient Greek. This led to most people in the ancient 
world speaking Greek primarily (by extension this led to the first Greek 
translation of the Bible--the Septuagint. 

Seleucid Dynasty (subtle transition leads to violent revolt)

After Alexander's death, his generals fought over the territory he had 
conquered. Judah eventually became part of the Empire conquered by the 
general Seleucus, thus ushering in the Seleucid Dynasty. For the most 
part, these emperors let the Jews have a certain amount of religious 
autonomy from the rest of the Hellenized world.

Things changed in the 2nd century B.C.E., though. The Seleucid ruler of 
the time, Antiochus IV Epiphanes had just suffered some losses to Egypt 
and seem to have wanted to reassert power somewhere else. He figured 
the Jews were good, easy targets as anyone else. He tried to eradicate 
Judaism in favor of the polytheistic of religion of the Greeks. He opened 
the Jewish temple to the public, offered sacrifices to Greek gods there, 
and outlawed all distinctly Jewish (dietary laws, circumcision, etc.). 

This did not go over well. This provoked the Maccabean Revolt that’s 
recorded in the apocryphal books of 1 and 2 Maccabees (which is also the 
source of Hanukah).

Hasmonean kingdom (self-rule)



This ushered in an era of self-rule by the Jews. (Well, technically, they were 
still part of the Seleucids, but they were given lots of freedom, so they 
practically were ruling themselves.)

After the revolt, there began a dynasty of priest-kings called the 
Hasmonean Dynasty. Without a common enemy, you then started seeing 
more differing factions within Judaism begin to form.

Rome (friendly conquest)

In 64 B.C.E. the Roman general Pompey conquered Syria and interfered a 
little in a Hasmonean civil war which broke out in Jerusalem. Rome’s 
presence was now firmly felt in Israel.

Here’s a weird story: in 47 B.C.E., the lives of Julius Caesar and Cleopatra  
were saved by 3,000 Jewish troops sent by the Hasmonean King at the 
time, Hyrcanus II. These troops were led by a commander named 
Antipater. Caesar, as thanks, declared all of Antipater’s descendants kings 
of Judea.

Herodian dynasty

From 37 BCE to 6 CE, Herod the Great, a Jewish-Roman client king, 
descended from Antipater, ruled Judea.He considerably enlarged the 
Jerusalem temple and made it one of the largest religious structures in the 
world. He granted it special permission not to display an effigy of the 
emperor, becoming the only religious building in the entireRoman 
Empire that did not do so.

Roman Imperial rule

Eventually, the Romans realized they were devoting lots of unnecessary 
resources to such an inconsequential place as Israel (like sending some of 
their best and brightest generals as governors there), and yet they needed 
to keep it close as it was the eastern front of their empire. So, Judea was 
officially transferred from client state to Roman province in 6 C.E. They put 
little regional governors over different parts of it (like, eventually, Pontius 
Pilate), instead of one important ruler over it.

About 10 years after this, Jesus would be born.


