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Introductory Notes on The Old Testament
By Rev. Tab M. Miller
Before We Begin

Writing an introduction to the Old Testament is certainly not an easy task that can be taken on by the hobby-theologian, unless the hobby is more of an obsession than the word hobby really implies. If I were to ever approach a bookshelf in my local bookstore with the desire to better equip myself in the study of such an ancient and complex texts as the Old Testament, I would be very intentional to vet each author before considering a purchase. I would more than likely look for an author who is a professor of Old Testament studies at a conservative, biblical seminary and had a doctoral degree or degrees from a similar school. I am not such a scholar. Therefore, I do not pretend to write such an introduction. My concern is not to give you a road map of Old Testament studies, merely the ability to sight significant signpost so that your journey through the text will be easier to navigate. I do not suggest that the following ideas will give the reader the precise tools (i.e. a road map) that will make him or her comfortable in whatever location in the Old Testament text he or she might find him or herself in. I certainly do not feel comfortable in all areas of the text, even while I am a seminary graduate who did pay attention in class and made good grades, if I do say so myself. If you are looking for such material, I will provide a very helpful bibliography at the end.

With no delusions of grandeur, I have avoided calling this brief document an introduction, but simply introductory notes. While I certainly wish to produce a collection of thoughts that coherently interrelate and even build upon one another, I must suggest that there will probably exist some gaps that will need to be filled in by further study. While introductions by scholars are often preferable, my hope is that this document, written by a layperson for laypersons, will demonstrate that in depth and coherent understanding of the Scripture, as a whole, is not just for the scholars, it is emphatically for all of us, and we all will benefit from a deeper understanding of the text. Many persons feel paralyzed when opening the Bible, especially the Old Testament. The single biggest problem is that people do not know how to navigate through what they are reading. They do not know how to even begin to process the material. While this study will not give you all the information you will need to understand the text, it will give you a springboard. Hopefully you will find that while you might not know the entire goings on of the text, you have a general idea. Once the ball starts rolling for you, the places you find difficult will no longer be a hindrance but a blessing. They will become opportunities to further study and grow, not roadblocks that stagnate your study. Even the scholar has more to learn everyday; why, then, would we pretend otherwise? 

So, I write this for those of us who want to wrestle with the text and wish to come up with a better sense of the story God has given us, but have been a bit timid because of a feeling that such a pursuit does not seem possible for someone without a post-graduate degree or a preacher who has spent a lifetime in the text. Such fears are understandable, but unwarranted. We all have to start somewhere, even the scholar. So why not start now? Each section is made up of ideas that I have found essential and foundational for gaining that initial momentum of profitable study, and, while there are certainly more ideas that will prove helpful for basic approaches to the text, my hope is that these ideas will place the reader on the right path, and will give him or her a better idea of what to look for in the future, that the gaps will not be passed over without recognition, but we will know where our understanding is lacking so that we can peruse the answer in God’s timing.
Part One:

Preliminary Considerations
Why Is the Old Testament so Important?

A natural question arises from one of the observations of the Old Testament that we considered above. If the Bible is so complex, which is certainly the case, how can the supposed God who divinely authored the book ever expect people to understand such a document? It certainly can seem unfair for God to include His crucial message of redemption in such a cryptic text.  I have found that many self proclaimed intellectuals who demean the Christian faith by claiming it to be lacking and outmoded are the same who, when asked about their opinion of the actual text of the Old Testament, complain about its difficulty. What we need is a change in perspective. The Bible does present a challenge, but what intellectual does not like a good challenge? If faith did not speak to a robust and even complex reality would we not find it suspect? The Scripture then should be seen as a gift for exploration, a tool by which we slowly peal back the layers of reality, human history, the complexities of humanity and the self, divine revelation and God’s plan for the redemption of all of creation. Furthermore, the simplicity of faith itself becomes evident when studying the rich text of Scripture. When all the sign posts are seen and the road becomes easier to navigate, one will see that the faith that is being discovered on the journey, while including a complex set of Scriptures, is, itself, quite sweet and simplistic.

However, this simplicity cannot be discovered haphazardly. We do not enter into an individualistic faith when we accept Christianity, and we were never meant to study the Bible as a lone wolf.  If your only attempt to understand the book has been defined by sitting in a room alone reading passages wherever the book seems to open and the only result from such pursuit has been frustration, might I suggest that you are doing it wrong. The Bible is meant for community. Too often humans try to appropriate God’s good gifts, such as a grasp on the Holy Scriptures, by human means. God is a God of order and gives us instructions by which we receive His power. These “means of grace” are many, but when it comes to trying to gain the grace to grasp the Bible, the Bible is clear. First, we need His guidance. We must ask for His Spirit to guide us (I Corinthians 2:14,15). Secondly, the text itself has been entrusted to the church, the body of believers. The Bible calls believers to be those people who study the text so as to be able to answer the difficulties that might arise from the text itself (I Peter 3:15). We must study together. We can do this by reading others’ thoughts on the matter, much like you doing by reading this information. More to the point, you can join in a study group. Before ever giving up on God’s Word, try studying it God’s way. Do not be too quick to suggest that God should have made it easier if He wants you to know it. He has given us the tools to make it possible to read and understand, we need only do it His way.

Faith is not something we are to do alone. We are called to enter into a community of believers, a royal priesthood, a family. In such a family we are to spur one another on, helping each person in burdens and in growth. This is not a time to become legalistic. If a person does read the Bible on his or her own with a heart for God and an ear for His Spirit, they may certainly be blessed. There are people of certain regions of the world or certain social situations that have no other choice but to read on their own, but if you have the opportunity to join in community, to study the works of others, to ask a friend who is studied or the like, you are obligated to do so before writing the whole enterprise of Bible study off as an obstacle to difficult to tackle.
	The Root of How We Think

While some might wish to argue for a deistic worldview being the main intellectual engine behind many of the founding fathers’ formational decisions that first begin to define our great nation, at least as they pertain to any religious thought,[footnoteRef:-1] thereby attempting to bypass any allegiance to the Deity of the Judeo-Christian faith, these same persons could not, with any intellectual honesty, suggest that the Deists’ basic concepts of the character of this god owe nothing to Judeo-Christian thought. Certainly deistic thought is not synonymous with Judeo-Christian views on God by any means, but there are some foundational similarities owed to the latter’s views that, as history will point out, is the first organized monotheistic movement to take hold upon the scene of the human drama.  Moreover, while select governing fathers did indeed hold deistic views, these heroes certainly do not describe the majority religious view of early United States peoples. Christianity flourished precisely because most persons thought themselves to exist in a great Christian environment.  [-1:  For example, Thomas Jefferson, whose religious orientation is hotly debated, the author of the United States Declaration of Independence writes in this most famous document: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness…” While Deists and Judeo-Christians alike might accept such a phrase, the genesis of such an idea has, as we will see later in this document, its primary roots in a very ancient past, in Hebraic monotheism.] 


Before any reader begins to think this essay has lost track and is now approaching an attempt to prove a Judeo-Christian origin for the foundation thoughts that formed the United States and that I am calling for a reclaiming of our country as such, let me dispel this thought by suggesting that my only point in the above is to point out that Western thought, most recently embodied in the overall culture[footnoteRef:0] of the United States, owes much of its basis in Hebraic (Judeo-Christian) thought.  Essays with a political agenda will have to wait for another time. Of course Western thought is certainly not an American phenomenon. Our European ancestors brought it over to the New World, but neither was it a European creation either. The scope and purpose of this essay do not permit room for an exhaustive genealogy of Western thought, but it is important to understand that Western thinking is a very old, even ancient, way of thinking. What concerns us now is how and where Hebraic thought impacts Western thinking, and the reason for exploring such is simply to show the import of the Scripture we commonly call the Old Testament. [0:  I understand that the term culture is often abused and certainly lends to a monolithic view of people of certain regions and ethnicities that are much more complex; I am admittedly painting with broad strokes and do no wish this word to be considered in any other way than the way it is most popularly used.] 


The relation between modern Western ideas and ancient Hebraic thinking will more than likely become more and more apparent after I point out a few basic concepts. These concepts will be further spelled out in what follows, but suffice it for now to say that interest in history and science, both studies being very important and even taken for granted by modern Western thinkers--who often do not realize how novel such ideas were to the Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) world at this time, first emerged in embryonic form with the monotheistic revelations given to Abram (Abraham) and ancient Israel (Abraham’s progeny).[footnoteRef:1]  How monotheism makes such pursuits possible will become further apparent later on in our study.  This relationship between ancient, Hebraic thought and the development of Western thought, with its heavy emphasis on science and history, demonstrates the importance of the Old Testament especially when we consider the irony of the more recent Westernized idea that suggest that science and history have proved the Old Testament to be outmoded and intellectually lacking. [1: Wood, Laurence W. God and History (Emeth Press: Lexington. 2005) p.3] 


	The Bible Is Our Story 

Another truth concerning Scripture that is overlooked because of our preconceived notions of religion and religious documents is that the Bible is not a list of axiomatic rules and simple proverbs on how to live, although such axioms and proverbs do exist within the text. Most persons who begin reading the Bible at any length are soon surprised how much of the Bible consists of story and not outright explicated theology. In fact, much of the theology that comes from the Bible happens to come about because it is extrapolated from the story. Story, then, becomes God’s main mode of explaining who we are and who He is. God’s revelation is thus contained in story.

Why story? We all find our identity in story. When asked about ourselves beyond surface talk about occupation and hobbies, we often have a story to tell. Moreover, when we think of ourselves as we relate to others of our particular local cultures, from our place in our family all the way to our nation, we think of ourselves as people with a certain history, which is often, best told in story form. Particular people groups are very proud of their pasts, whether this is the African American community who celebrate their civil rights successes of the 1970s, the Navajo community who celebrates the signing of the treaty that returned them to their home land during the late 19th century, or the American community who still celebrates our formation of freedom from under British rule in the 1700s. We all celebrate these stories, dedicating corresponding, historical dates as days we set aside to remember these stories, and we readily tell our children the tales of those generations past that we still feel so fondly connected. 

The Bible is the story of redemption and it details for us the stories of our spiritual ancestors such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David and the apostles, real people with real stories that give real application to who we are in the lineage of God’s redemptive history. This story runs much deeper than our story as Americans or even Western thinkers. It ties us in with all of humanity and to our eternal worth and import. While Hebraic thought as enumerated in Scripture certainly did contribute to Western development, it certainly is not synonymous, and much has added to Western thought, not least the Enlightenment and some Greek philosophy, that has moved us farther and farther away from our Hebraic roots. So, while certain foundational ideas bleed through to inform us today, we have lost much of what the Hebrew Scriptures teach, and we often have no clue what the confusing stories of an ancient people is attempting to tell us about who we are and where we came from. Many of us have sadly lost that fondness and real connection with our true story, the story that informs us of our way back to God. 

We have moved so far along in history that movements that now inhabit our Western minds are in conflict with the thoughts the Hebraic writers of the Bible ask us to accept. With the Enlightenment came a humanistic shift that revolted against Christian dogma in favor of human reason: “Rationality has become rationalism. We have made the human mind the measure of all things…”[footnoteRef:2] Western thought is now typified by the idea that truth is discovered from the ground up. Ironically, this has led us away from the idea of discovering objective truth. Now the rationalism that seemed to proudly depend upon the penultimate intellect of the human mind to discover truth, now states that there is no way of discovering such since rationally we know that human minds are finite and limited. Now, post-modernism is on the rise, for without an objective point of reference truth makes no sense. [2:  Oswalt, John. The Bible Among the Myths.  (Zondervan: Grand Rapids 2009)p. 27] 


The Bible suggests that there is an absolute Truth. This Truth is personal and intentional. This Truth has revealed Himself to us, and has given us a place in His story. The Bible asks us to accept truth from the top down, as truth reveals Himself to us. If there is any hope for objective truth and finding true purpose, we must agree with the postmodern thinker in that there would need to be an objective reality, a point of reference for our finite minds to depend upon. Where we disagree is in the fact that we indeed believe such a point of reference exists. The details of what the Bible tells us about ourselves and of God will unfold as we look at the Bible itself. For now, we merely need to accept the fact that the Bible wishes to tell us a story that is meant to inform us of who we are. Whether or not you accept what it says of you will have to be discovered as we continue, but, in the end, the Bible will ask you to make a decision: “No building can have more than one foundation. We can have no more than one fundamental story as the basis for what we think and how we act.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Bartholomew, Craig G. and Michael W. Goheen. The Drama of Scripture (Baker Academic: Grand Rapids 2004) p. 20] 


In conclusion, the Bible informs us in such deep and meaningful ways that we are often unconscious of such influence, simply considering such thoughts natural. The Bible tells us about who we are, not merely of how we think, but who we are in an eternal sense. The Old Testament is then the foundation for this exceptional story. Without knowledge of this aspect of the story, we can never be fully informed. The New Testament depends on the fact that we understand the basis of Hebraic thought. It does not attempt to go back and always reintroduce old ideas.  If we are to take Christianity seriously, we must take the Old Testament as a necessity. 

Culture as Catalyst and Vehicle

Many people who have had an introductory class on ancient literature and wish to be antagonistic towards the Hebrew Scriptures want to jump on the bandwagon with those who point out the similarities between certain accounts of the Old Testament and other writings of the Ancient Near East. These similarities are few but can be striking. However, with just a little analysis, the issues people deduce from this observation--claiming the Bible is just another text among the ancient myths, can be dispelled. Contrary to popular opinion, the Bible is not simply a product of a monolithic culture of the ANE. Ancient culture was a complex reality as it is today, and ancient Israelite culture was the most unique of them all. Once these differences are explored and demonstrated in the text, contrasting them with the ideas of other ANE religious texts, one has no intellectual basis by which he may attempt to categorize the Bible as just another religion among the religions of the ANE.  

Certain scholars have wished to define the Biblical story by its similarities to pagan texts that seem to share literary likenesses, but that would be like saying that the Daily Show with John Stewart is merely another attempt to report current events like all other news/political talk shows. The whole point of Stewart’s show appearing on surface to be a news/political talk show is satirical. The likenesses are used to point to the real agenda of the show. The stark contrast with which Stewart reports upon current events as compared to other such talk shows is immediately evident and calls our attention to another side of the story that is couched in humor. Likewise, while any English professor at your local community college can point out certain literary relationships between Scripture accounts, such as the creation account given at the beginning of Genesis, and the creation account of the Enuma Elish, an ancient Babylonian myth, literary relationships is about as far as the similarities go. The over all message of each account is in drastic contradiction to one another, and that is the whole point. The Genesis account of Genesis 1 and 2 would appear to the ancient reader as a specific genre of literature, a creation account. The reader would be clued in to what he or she was reading by the mere fact of literary structure, just as we know we are reading a letter, a news report, an obituary, a novel, or the like soon after the first few opening words.

The story itself, while in the similar form to other creation accounts, stands on its own when it comes to what it actually says about creation, the divine, and humanity. So, the text becomes argumentative.[footnoteRef:4] While it is like other texts in form, it takes the other stories to task concerning the true reality of creation, and this contrast would be immediately evident to the ancient reader, although it is often overlooked today. Since we will soon explore the Genesis account I will bite my tongue, or more appropriately my typing fingers so as not to give too much away. Simply put, the Bible tells a unique story of one God (not many) creating humanity with purpose (not by accidental means) and doing so in complete harmony and control of nature (not in chaos and struggle-while chaos does appear, it gives this Deity no problem), all these ideas being completely foreign to any ANE reader of any other tradition. What is the point of all of this? God uses cultural milieus, cultural norms humans already grasp, in order to reveal His story, whether as a vehicle, as with the literary structures mentioned or as a contrasting tool, telling the story in such a way that one cannot help but notice it flies in the face of other religious ideas, a didactic tool if there ever was one. [4:  Bartholomew, Craig G. and Michael W. Goheen. The Drama of Scripture (Baker Academic: Grand Rapids 2004) p.31, 32] 


By understanding the cultures of the day, the reader will avoid making surface observations that have little to do with the real message of the text. Without such a basis, such mistakes are inevitable. With the knowledge of cultural importance, we might better recognize the signs of culture when we travel through the Bible.

	Ancient Cultures 

The above, with its focus upon the creation accounts of the ANE, is a spotlight on a much bigger reality. The Bible uses human culture throughout the text. Thus, it behooves any serious student of the Bible to know, at least on a basic level, about the cultures that surround the stories as well as the cultures within the Biblical stories. While it will benefit us all to study all the various cultures that play a role in the biblical story such as the Babylonians, Assyrians, Egyptians, Moabites, Samaritans, and so on, for our introductory purposes, we will focus on two groups, the Israelites and practically everyone else. We will be speaking, therefore, of two types of thought that describe each group, Monotheism (Hebraic thought) and Paganism (the majority worldview during the times of ancient Israel’s existence).
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