
5

1: The Stories and the Books 12
The story 13

Escape from Egypt 14
National decline 16

Understanding the story 17

The story and the faith 21

Literary style 26
History 26
Law 26
Poetry 26
Stories 26
Visions 26
Liturgical materials 27
Philosophy and ethics 27
Faith stories 27

Organization and structure 27
The Law 28
The Prophets 28
The Writings 30

2: The Founding of a Nation 34
National identity 36
The founders 38                                    
Early expressions of faith 43

The birth of the nation 44
The exodus 46
The covenant 49
To the Promised Land 52

3: New People in an Old Land 56

Canaan and its history 56

The emergence of Israel 59
Armed struggle 61
Peaceful infiltration 62
Social revolution 63

The judges 67

4: “A King Like Other Nations” 76
Samuel and the ark 77

Saul 78
David 83
David’s rise to power 84
A new king and new ways 86
Old ways and new ideas 87

Solomon 88
The empire 88
Alliances 89
The Temple 90
Arts and science 94
Economic realities 94

After Solomon 95

Society and religion 96
The psalms 96                                                                         
Wisdom 99 

5: Two Kingdoms 106
A kingdom divided 106
Back to the old ways 106
Political changes 107
Religious diversity 112

Contents



In
tr

od
uc

in
g 

th
e 

O
ld

 T
es

ta
m

en
t

6

New alliances 115
Prosperity again 115
Decay and collapse 117
Growing insecurity 121

New prosperity and false security 127
National revival 127
Assyria on the move 131

6: Judah and Jerusalem 137
Danger and uncertainty 137

False confidence 141
Reform in Jerusalem 142
The Assyrians move in 144
Assyria’s final fling 144

Reform and renewal 145
A lost book 146
The Babylonians 147

Jeremiah and the fall of Jerusalem 152
False confidence 153
The end is coming 153
Dark days in Jerusalem 154

7: Dashed Hopes and New Horizons 
165
Dealing with disaster 166                      

By the rivers of Babylon 168

A new beginning 178
Back to Jerusalem 183
Confusion and despair 186

Renewing the covenant 186
Building the walls 187
Handing on the Law 188 

8: The Challenge of a New Age 196
A new empire 198

Jews and Greeks 200
Emerging tensions 201
National pride and religious zeal 202

Keeping the faith 204
Esther 205
Judith 207

Tobit 207

The end of the story 214

9: The Living God 216
Who is God? 216
God is invisible 218
God and the forces of nature 219
God and the philosophers 220

What is God like? 221
An active God 221
Finding God in later history 224
A personal God  226
Words for describing God 227

When God is absent 234
Personal alienation 234
National despair 235

How can God be known? 239
God’s grace 239
God’s word 239

10: God and the World 242
Discovering God in nature and history 
242

The stories of Genesis 246                           
The stories as literature 249
The message of the stories 252

The meaning of human life 259
In relation to the earth 259
In relation to God 260
In relation to other people 260

Broken relationships and new beginnings 
261
The root of the problem 262
Searching for answers 264

11: Living as the People of God 267
Belief and behaviour 267

Discovering God’s will through wisdom 
270
Understanding “wisdom” 270
Wisdom in practice 272



C
ontents

7

Discovering God’s will in the Law 278          
The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1–17) 
279
The book of the covenant (Exodus 20:22 – 
23:33) 279
Deuteronomy 279
Laws about worship 280

From theory to practice 280
Criminal law 281
Civil law 282
Family law 282
Social law 283

Explaining God’s will 285
The Old Testament ethic is theological 286
The Old Testament ethic is dynamic 286
The Old Testament ethic is social 287
The Old Testament ethic is personal 287

12: Worship 293
Worshipping a holy God 293
God is infinite 293
God is good 296
God is love 296

Places of worship 297
The tabernacle, or “tent of Yahweh’s 
presence” 298
Local sanctuaries 301
The Temple 302
The synagogue 305

The character of worship 307
Singing and music 311
Prayer 311
Dance and drama 312
Sacrifice 314

Times for worship 320
The sabbath day 320
The Passover 320
The harvest festivals 322

13: From Hebrew Bible to Old 
Testament 329
Questions of belief 330
Searching for solutions 330

Making connections 336

Questions of behaviour 339
Revisiting history 342
Moral tensions 342 
Texts and readers 343

Glimpses of a different future 346
A new covenant 347
A messiah 347
A new world 348

Special Articles 

Chapter 1
How many books are in the Old Testament? 
24
Archaeology and the Old Testament 31

Chapter 2                                         
Were Abraham and Sarah and their family 
real people? 40
The ark of the covenant 50
The form of the covenant 51
Dating the exodus and conquest 53

Chapter 3
“Canaanites and Israelites” 65
Life in the days of the judges 69
Israel and the religion of Canaan 72
Editing the stories 74

Chapter 4
“Has even Saul become a prophet?” 79
Israel becomes a state 82
The stories about David and Solomon 93
The psalms and Israel’s worship 98
The wisdom books 103

Chapter 5
Elijah and the religion of Ba’al 118
Everyday life in Israel and Judah 123
The book of Amos 129
The Assyrians 132
Hosea and the fall of Samaria 134
Dating the Old Testament story 136

Chapter 6
Three prophets 150



In
tr

od
uc

in
g 

th
e 

O
ld

 T
es

ta
m

en
t

8

Other traditions related to Jeremiah 156
The Lachish Letters 157
Prophets and prophecy 159
Creativity and culture 162

Chapter 7
The book of Lamentations 167
Ezekiel 171
The Pentateuch 174
Isaiah of Babylon 180
Haggai and Zechariah 185
Two dissidents 190
The work of the Chronicler 192
Exiles in Egypt 194

Chapter 8
The book of Daniel and the Maccabean crisis 
209 
The books of the Maccabees 215 

Chapter 9
God’s name 231
Wrestling with a hidden God 237

Chapter 10
Creation stories in context 253
Looking to the future 265

Chapter 11
Wisdom and faith 276
The administration of justice 289
Individuals and the community 291

Chapter 12
Understanding the psalms 309
Understanding sacrifice 318
Kings, priests and prophets in worship 324

Other Resources on the Old 
Testament 375

Glossary 350

Index  379

Acknowledgments




