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Old Testament Introduction

“…most of us have abandoned the Old Testament for the New. Let the scholars, the archaeologists, the prophecy-hounds, and the children’s Sunday school teachers deal with it! Yet, by abandoning these books, we abandon the revelation of God.”
 – Mark Dever

For the average Christian, the Old Testament is not nearly as familiar as the New. Snippets and flashes of the Old Testament are known, but for the most part, the overall message of the Old Testament is foggy at best for most Christians.

What makes this knowledge gap so unfortunate is that the Old Testament was “the only Bible that Christ, the apostles, and the early church possessed! When Paul referred to ‘Scripture’ he was thinking of the Old Testament books!”

In many ways, the Old Testament is the preface and introduction to the New, and therefore, without at least a general grasp of the Old Testament, right understanding and proper interpretation of the New is impossible.

A survey of the Old Testament is much like riding in an airplane. The altitude allows you to get an overall view of things, but the details are largely missed. As we fly over the continent that is the Old Testament, our goal is to get a better view of the shape, scope, and substance of the overall work so that when we later land and walk slowly through its pages we will better understand it message.

As we introduce ourselves to the Old Testament, there are two things we want to consider:

I. THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

The Old Testament is constructed of smaller constituent parts or sections. These parts consist of the 39 individual books that comprise the Old Testament. These 39 individual books were written by various authors in different ages, beginning as early as 1300 B.C., and concluding some four centuries before Christ.

By observing the natural divisions of these individual books in the canon, we gain an overall view of the framework of the Old Testament.

While there is some difference in opinion as to the actual break down of the groups, for our purposes we will note four distinct divisions:


A. The Pentateuch

The first five books (Genesis to Deuteronomy) make up what is commonly called “the Pentateuch” or “the Law”. 

These first five books are historical in their nature, and cover a period from Creation to just before Israel’s entrance into Canaan, somewhere around 2500 years. They are all five believed to have come from the pen of Moses. 

“In Genesis we see ruin through the sin of man; in Exodus redemption through the blood of the Lamb; in Leviticus, communion on the ground of atonement; in Numbers, direction during pilgrimage…in Deuteronomy, renewed and completed instruction, and the pilgrim people brought to the predetermined destination.”


B. The Histories

The next section or division, consisting of 12 books (Joshua to Esther), is known as “the Histories”, or simply the historical books. Hebrew history, from the entrance into Canaan to the return of the exiles from Babylon some 400 years before Christ is chronicled in this large and prominent section.

The drama of God’s people and their progress is unfolded within these books, and behind the stories, truths about God are increasingly revealed as He relates to His chosen people.


C. The Writings

The next five books (Job to Song of Solomon) comprise a section known as “the Writings”. These books are more poetic and literary than the preceding books of Law and History.

“[The Writings] focus on some of the more personal experiences of the people of God. They are largely collections of wisdom literature, devotional poems, and ceremonial literature from the Temple.”
 – Mark Dever

In the first 17 books, we largely watch the people of God. In the five books of the Writings, we listen to the people of God. We observe their experiences in the historical books. We hear their expressions as we read the books of the Writings. Job’s patience, David’s praise, and Solomon’s prudence give us a glimpse into the mindset and spiritual passion of God’s people.

D. The Prophecies
The final segment of the Old Testament is known as “the Prophecies”. Here, Israel’s preachers and God’s messengers proclaim truths that were applicable to the days in which they lived, and at the same time apocalyptic and relevant for the generations to come.

This collection of 17 books is divided itself into two divisions known as the Major Prophets and the Minor Prophets. This division has to do with length of the books rather than significance. The Major Prophets are comprised of the books of Isaiah through Daniel. The Minor Prophets are Hosea through Malachi.

“[The Prophecies] present God’s commentary on Israel’s history, particularly Israel’s disobedience.”
 – Mark Dever

The four divisions together construct the one book that we know as the Old Testament. Though broken into various constituent parts, and individual books, there remains a remarkable and miraculous unity to the whole, which points to the Author behind the authors.

In getting acquainted with the Old Testament, we want to consider not only the construction of the Old Testament, but also:

II. THE CONTENT OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Understanding the various parts that make up the Old Testament, it is also important to understand what it is these parts say. Together, the content of the Old Testament meshes to form a clear message and purpose.

The content of the Old Testament, while containing documents as diverse as historical narratives, legal codes, and praise songs, is still cohesive and unified in what it accomplishes and what it declares.

The content of the Old Testament can be described in a couple of ways. First of all:


A. It is a record

While not exclusively a history book, the Old Testament does give us a fairly elaborate account of history.

It is a record of human history. While the Old Testament primarily focuses on the descendents of Abraham, throughout its narratives there is a record of human history, from man’s ex nihilo origins in the pristine confines of Eden, to his propagation and separation throughout the earth.

Through this record of human history, the Old Testament contributes as much to anthropology as any other work in history. We learn as much about humanity in the Old Testament as we do in a multitude of studies in that field.

While the Old Testament gives us a record of human history, it is more specifically focused upon the people called the children of Israel. The record is therefore more specifically one of Hebrew history as much as of human history.

From God’s initial call to Abram, couched in the idolatry of Ur, to Nehemiah’s efforts to rebuild Jerusalem after the people’s exile, the Old Testament follows this unlikely group through the epic that has been their existence.

The content of the Old Testament, while a record of history, is much more than a mere historical narrative. It is not only a record, but also:


B. It is a revelation

More than any other purpose, the content of the Old Testament serves as a revelation of the one, true God. The Old Testament is Jehovah’s résumé. 

This revelation of God is gradual. As you turn the pages of the Old Testament, a clearer and fuller picture of God becomes evident. He moves from a Creator God, to a Calling God, to a Covenant God, to a Commanding God, and finally He is prophetically revealed as the Coming God. 

God is too big to be contained in a single book. His character is too broad and His nature too deep to be captured in the pen of one writer. Therefore, the entirety of the Old Testament is taken up with revealing and unveiling the eternal God of the universe to the finite creatures of earth.

This revelation of God is not only gradual, but it is also glorious. Some perceive the God of the Old Testament as an angry, wrath-filled God, indifferent to human suffering and only concerned with compliance to His Law.

While the Old Testament reveals the justified anger of a holy God toward sin, it also presents a much deeper God that desires to redeem and forgive those who have rebelled against Him.

In Exodus 34, Jehovah describes Himself to Moses. He said, “The LORD, The LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, Keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children's children, unto the third and to the fourth generation (6b-7).” 
Within this self-revelation, the God of the Old Testament gloriously reveals Himself as both just and loving. He is the God that punishes sin and yet pardons sinners. This image of God who is both “just and the justifier” is a revelation that sets the stage for the birth of the Messiah – Jesus Christ.

The Old Testament is the prelude to the New Testament. It fills the reader with anticipation for the One who will forever satisfy the demands of the Law, and offer to God the full propitiation for man’s sin. 

As we study the Old Testament, may we continually hear our Lord say, “Search the Scriptures…they are they which testify of me (John 5:39).” 
� Dever, Mark, The Message of the Old Testament, (Crossway Books, Wheaton, IL, 2006), p. 19.


� Wiersbe, Warren, Expository Outlines on the Old Testament, (Calvary Book Room, Covington, KY, 1968)


� Baxter, J. Sidlow, The Strategic Grasp of the Bible, (Marshall, Morgan, & Scott, London, 1968), p. 99


� Dever, Mark, p. 52


� Dever, Mark, p. 53





Terry Trivette 2009


