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Introduction: Reading the Old Testament as One Story

What is the Old Testament?

The Old Testament, often called the OT, is the first and much larger part of the Christian Bible. It
is not a single book but a collection of many books written over hundreds of years. The original
writers were Israelites, and they wrote mostly in the Hebrew language, with a few parts in a
related language called Aramaic. For Christians, the Old Testament is the foundation of their faith.
It tells a long and detailed story that prepares the way for the New Testament, which is the story of
Jesus Christ and the beginning of the Christian church.

It is helpful to think of the Old Testament not as a library of separate books, but as one long,
continuous story. This story is about God's relationship with the world He created and with all of
humanity. More specifically, it focuses on God's special relationship with one group of people, the
nation of Israel. The events, laws, poems, and prophecies in these books all work together to tell
this single, grand story that leads up to the time of Jesus. Understanding this first part of the Bible
is essential for understanding the second part, just as you need to see the beginning of a movie to
understand the ending.

The Big Picture: A Story of Promise and Redemption

At its heart, the Old Testament tells one main story that can be summarized in a few key steps. It
begins with God creating a perfect and beautiful world. He made humanity to have a special
relationship with Him. However, humans chose to disobey God, and this act of disobedience broke
their perfect relationship with their Creator. This event is often called "the Fall". The trust between

God and people was broken, and sin and suffering entered the world.

The rest of the Old Testament, and indeed the entire Bible, is the story of God's amazing and
loving plan to fix this broken relationship and rescue His people and His world. This great rescue
plan is called "redemption". The word redemption means to buy something back or to set
someone free from slavery. The Old Testament shows how God begins this plan. He does not try
to fix everything at once. Instead, He starts with one man named Abraham. God makes a special
promise, called a covenant, to Abraham and his family. This family grows over many centuries to
become the nation of Israel. Through this one nation, God planned to show the whole world who
He is and, eventually, to bring a final solution to the problem of sin. The unifying purpose of the
Old Testament is to show how God saves human beings from sin, for His own glory and service.

How the Books are Organized: A Simple Guide

The Protestant Old Testament contains 39 books. These books are not arranged in the order they

were written. If they were, the story might be confusing. Instead, they are grouped together by
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their type, or genre, of writing. This organization helps readers follow the main story and
understand what kind of literature they are reading. There are four main sections.

1. The Law (or Pentateuch): This is the first section and contains the first five books of the Bible:
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The word "Pentateuch” means "five-
volumed book" In the Jewish tradition, these five books are called the "Torah," which means
"law" or "instruction”. These books are the foundation for everything else. They tell the story
from the creation of the world to the beginning of the nation of Israel at a mountain called
Mount Sinai. They also contain God's most important laws and instructions for how His people
should live.

2. The History Books: This section includes twelve books, from Joshua to Esther. These books
continue the story of the nation of Israel where the book of Deuteronomy leaves off. They tell
about Israel's journey into the land God promised them, their battles, their leaders (called
judges), and their kings. They describe the rise of great kings like David and Solomon, the
division of the nation into two kingdoms, and their eventual defeat and exile to a foreign land
called Babylon. These books show God's hand in the history of His people.

3. The Wisdom Books: This section contains five books: Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and
Song of Solomon. These books are very different from the historical books. They are not
focused on telling a story of the nation. Instead, they focus on the personal experience of
individuals. They are collections of beautiful poetry, songs of praise and sorrow, wise sayings

for daily life, and deep, difficult questions about God, suffering, and the meaning of life.

4. The Prophetic Books: This is the final and largest section of the Old Testament, containing
seventeen books from Isaiah to Malachi. These books contain messages from God that were
delivered to the people of Israel and Judah through special messengers called prophets. The
prophets often warned the people that they were breaking their promises to God and that
judgment was coming. However, they also delivered powerful messages of hope, promising
that God would one day forgive His people, restore them, and send a future king, the Messiah,
to save them.

A Note on Different Bibles: Christian OT vs. Hebrew Tanakh

It is important to know that Jewish people and Christians share the same foundational scriptures,
but they organize them in a different order and use different names for them. The sacred text for
Judaism is called the Tanakh. This name is not a word but an acronym, formed from the first
letters of its three main sections in Hebrew:

e Torah (The Law)
e Nevi'im (The Prophets)

e Ketuvim (The Writings)
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The Protestant Christian Old Testament contains the exact same 39 books as the Tanakh.
However, the Christian tradition rearranges the books into the four sections described above: Law,
History, Wisdom, and Prophets. The Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christian traditions include a
number of additional books in their Old Testaments that are not in the Tanakh or the Protestant
OT. These extra books are often called the Apocrypha or Deuterocanonical books. For this lesson,
the focus will be on the 39 books that are shared by both the Jewish Tanakh and the Protestant Old
Testament.

The Order of the Books Changes the Story's Ending

The difference in the order of the books between the Tanakh and the Christian Old Testament is
more than just a small detail; it creates a different feeling and message at the end of the story. The
way a story ends is very important because it often tells the reader what the main point is.

The Hebrew Tanakh ends with the book of 2 Chronicles. The very last verses of this book describe
how Cyrus, the king of Persia, makes an official declaration. He allows the Jewish people, who had
been living in exile in Babylon, to return to their home in Jerusalem and rebuild the temple of
God. This ending provides a sense of hope and completion for the national story of Israel. The
people are going home.

The Christian Old Testament, however, ends with the book of the prophet Malachi. The final words
of Malachi are a prophecy. They speak of a future day of judgment and promise that God will send
a messenger, in the spirit of the great prophet Elijah, to prepare the way before that day comes.
This ending does not feel complete. Instead, it creates a sense of waiting and expectation. It
leaves the reader looking forward, asking, "What happens next? Who is this messenger?" This
different ending was a deliberate choice by early Christians to build a bridge that leads directly to
the New Testament. It frames the entire Old Testament as a story of promise that is about to be

fulfilled in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

The following table helps to show this important difference in structure and message.

Hebrew Bible (The Tanakh) Christian Old Testament (Protestant)
Torah (The Law) The Law (Pentateuch)

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy Deuteronomy

Nevi'im (The Prophets) History Books

Former Prophets: Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 &

2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther

Latter Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, The
Twelve (Minor Prophets)
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Hebrew Bible (The Tanakh) Christian Old Testament (Protestant)
Ketuvim (The Writings) Wisdom Books

Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of
Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra- Solomon

Nehemiah, Chronicles
Prophetic Books

Major Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations,
Ezekiel, Daniel

Minor Prophets: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah,
Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi

Final Book: 2 Chronicles Final Book: Malachi

Final Message: Return from exile and rebuilding Final Message: A promise of a coming messenger

the temple. A story of national restoration. and future judgment. A story of expectation for a
Savior.

PART 1

The Foundation - The Books of the Law
(Genesis to Deuteronomy)

The Big Idea

The first five books of the Old Testament—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy—are the foundation for the entire Bible. They can be thought of as the first act in a
grand and epic story. Just as you cannot fully understand a movie if you miss the first fifteen
minutes, you cannot fully understand the rest of the Bible without knowing these foundational
books. They introduce the most important characters: a loving and powerful God and the humans
He created. They also introduce the central problem that drives the rest of the story: sin, which is
humanity's rebellion against God. Most importantly, these books reveal the beginning of God's
amazing solution to this problem: a plan of redemption that He carries out through a series of
special promises, or covenants. Everything that happens later in the Bible is built upon the events

and ideas that are first presented here.
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Genesis: The Book of Beginnings (ALREADY Lectured...)

The name "Genesis" means "beginnings," and this book tells the story of many important firsts. It
describes the beginning of the universe, the beginning of life, the beginning of humanity, and the

beginning of God's special relationship with the people He chose.

Creation and the Meaning of "Very Good"

The book of Genesis opens with the powerful and poetic account of God creating the world in six
days. He speaks, and things come into existence. Light, sky, land, seas, plants, sun, moon, stars,
birds, fish, and animals are all made by His powerful word. After each stage of creation, the Bible
says, "God saw that it was good". This phrase is repeated seven times in the first chapter.

On the sixth and final day of creation, God makes His most special creation: human beings, Adam
and Eve. He makes them in His own image, which means they are created to reflect His character
and to have a special relationship with Him. After creating humanity, God looks at everything He
has made, and this time He says something different: "it was very good" (Genesis 1:31).

This phrase "very good" does not simply mean that the world was perfect in a way that could not
change. The Hebrew word used here, tov, means that everything was working exactly as God

designed it to work. The world was full of purpose, order, and potential. It was a place where life
could flourish. Creation was "very good" because it perfectly reflected the goodness, power, and
glory of its Creator. It was a world where God and people could live together in a relationship of

love and trust.

The Fall and the Nature of Sin

The perfect relationship described in the first two chapters of Genesis does not last long. In
chapter 3, the story takes a tragic turn. Adam and Eve are living in a beautiful garden called Eden.
God gives them only one command: they are not to eat the fruit from the "tree of the knowledge
of good and evil". God warns them that if they do, they will die.

A serpent, who represents a force of evil and rebellion against God, tempts Eve. The serpent lies
and tells her that God is not being honest with them. He suggests that God is trying to keep
something good from them and that if they eat the fruit, they will become like God. Eve, and then
Adam, choose to believe the serpent instead of God. They eat the forbidden fruit.

This act of disobedience is what is known as "the Fall" It is the moment when sin enters the
human story. It is important to understand what sin truly is. Sin is not just about breaking a rule; it
is about breaking a relationship. At its core, sin is a failure to trust that God is good and that His
commands are for our benefit. It is choosing our own way instead of God's way. It is a failure to
love God and obey Him out of that love. When Adam and Eve sinned, they broke the trust that
existed between them and their Creator.

The Unfolding Promise - Lecture 03 verein-getitdone.org



BWEMBE JESUS FOLLOWER BIBLESCHOOL 1st Semester - Foundation & Identity - Week 3

Immediately, they feel shame and fear. They realize they are naked and try to hide from God.
Their first reaction is to try to solve their own problem. They sew fig leaves together to make
coverings for themselves. This act is deeply symbolic. It represents the very first human attempt to
deal with sin and shame through their own efforts. These flimsy fig leaves show how inadequate
our own attempts are to cover our wrongdoing before a holy God. God's response shows the
difference between human effort and divine grace. He provides them with garments made of
animal skins. This act of kindness shows that God still cares for them, but it also introduces a new
and important idea: a sacrifice, the death of an innocent animal, is now necessary to truly cover
the consequences of sin. This is the first hint of the theme of sacrifice that will become central to
God's plan of redemption.

Noah and the Rainbow Covenant

As time passes, human wickedness grows and spreads across the earth. The world becomes so
violent and corrupt that God is grieved by what He has made. He decides to judge the world with a
great flood, a catastrophic event that will wash the earth clean of its corruption. However, God
shows mercy to one righteous man, Noah, and his family. God instructs Noah to build a massive

boat, an ark, and to bring his family and pairs of every kind of animal into it.

Noah obeys God, and when the flood comes, they are all saved. After the waters recede, Noah and
his family come out of the ark onto a new, clean earth. At this point, God makes a special, binding
promise, or a covenant, with Noah and with all of creation. A covenant in the Bible is like a serious
contract or a treaty. It is a formal agreement where God binds Himself to a promise. In this
covenant, called the Noahic Covenant, God promises that He will never again destroy all life on
earth with a flood.

To seal this promise, God gives a sign: the rainbow. The rainbow is a beautiful and visible reminder
of God's faithfulness. There is a deeper meaning in this symbol. The Hebrew word used for
"rainbow" is the same word used for a "war bow," like the bow an archer uses to shoot arrows.
When God places His "bow" in the clouds, it is not pointing down at the earth as if ready to shoot.
It is pointing up, away from humanity and toward Himself. This is a powerful picture of a warrior
hanging up his weapon. It symbolizes that God is putting away His instrument of judgment and is
promising peace and mercy to the world. Every time a rainbow appears after a storm, it is a
reminder of this ancient promise of God's grace.

The Tower of Babel and Human Pride

After the flood, God gives Noah and his family the same command He gave to Adam and Eve: "Be
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth" He wants humanity to spread out and create diverse
cultures and communities across the globe. However, once again, humanity chooses to disobey.

In the land of Shinar (an area in ancient Mesopotamia, modern-day Iraq), the people decide to
stay together in one place. They begin to build a great city with a massive tower that they hope will
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reach up to the heavens. Their stated goal is to "make a name for themselves" and to avoid being
scattered across the earth.

The sin of the people at the Tower of Babel was twofold. First, it was an act of immense pride. By
building a tower to the heavens, they were trying to reach God's level on their own terms,
essentially trying to become like God through their own power and technology. Second, it was an
act of direct disobedience. They were deliberately doing the opposite of what God had
commanded. Instead of scattering and filling the earth, they were gathering and concentrating
their power in one place.

God's response to this rebellion is often seen only as a punishment, but it can also be understood
as an act of grace. God comes down and confuses their language so that they can no longer
understand one another. Unable to communicate and work together, they stop building the city
and are forced to scatter across the earth, forming different language groups and nations. This
judgment accomplished two things. It put a stop to their united rebellion, which, if it had
continued, would have led to even greater evil and corruption. It also, in a way, forced them to
obey God's original command to fill the earth. God's judgment here was also a means of fulfilling
His creative purpose for humanity to develop a rich diversity of cultures and peoples.

The Patriarchs: God's New Plan

The rebellion at Babel shows that humanity, left to its own devices, will continue to choose pride
and disobedience. In response, God initiates a new and more focused phase of His rescue plan.
Instead of dealing with humanity as a whole, He chooses one man and his family to be the starting
point of His work of redemption. This is the beginning of the story of the patriarchs, the founding

fathers of the nation of Israel.

Abraham and the Unconditional Covenant: In Genesis chapter 12, God calls a man named Abram
(whose name is later changed to Abraham) from the city of Ur, which was in the same region as
Babel. God gives Abram a command and a series of incredible promises. He tells him to leave his
home and his family and go to a new land that God will show him. In return, God makes a three-

part covenant with him :

1. The Promise of a Nation: God promises to make Abram's descendants into a great nation. This
was a miraculous promise because Abram and his wife, Sarai (later Sarah), were old and had no
children.

2. The Promise of a Land: God promises to give this new nation a specific land to live in, the land
of Canaan.

3. The Promise of a Blessing: God promises to bless Abram and, through him, to bless "all
peoples on earth". This is the most important part of the promise. It shows that God's plan for
this one family was always meant to be a solution for the whole world.

A key aspect of this covenant is that it is unconditional. An unconditional covenant is a promise
that depends only on the one making the promise, not on the one receiving it. God's promises to
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Abraham would come true because God is faithful, not because Abraham was perfect. This is
dramatically illustrated in a strange and ancient ceremony in Genesis 15. In this ritual, sacrificed
animals are cut in half, and the two parties of the covenant would walk between the pieces. This
was a way of saying, "If I break this promise, may I become like these dead animals". In the story,
however, God causes Abraham to fall into a deep sleep, and a smoking firepot and a blazing torch
—representing God's own presence—pass between the pieces alone. This was God's way of saying,
"I am taking full responsibility for this covenant. I alone will pay the price if it is broken

Genesis 15:6 - Righteousness by Faith: In the middle of this story, after God promises Abraham
descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky, the Bible states a very important verse: "Abram
believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness" (Genesis 15:6). This is one of the
most significant verses in the entire Old Testament because it reveals the heart of God's plan for
salvation. It shows that a person is made right with God not by perfectly obeying laws or doing
good works, but by simply trusting in God's promises. Abraham was not a perfect man, but he was
declared "righteous" in God's eyes because he had faith. This principle of salvation by faith is the
foundation of the Christian gospel and is quoted many times in the New Testament.

Jacob Becomes Israel

Jacob was the grandson of Abraham and the son of Isaac. His life was very difficult because of his
own choices. His name “Jacob” means deceiver — someone who tricks others. Jacob tricked his
brother Esau two times: first he took Esau’s birthright, and later he stole Esau’s blessing. Because

of this, Jacob had to run away from home. He lived many years far from his family.

Even though Jacob made many mistakes, God did not forget His promise. God stayed with Jacob,

protected him, and blessed him. This shows us that God’s faithfulness is greater than our failures.
The Night of Wrestling (Genesis 32)

After 20 years, Jacob was going to meet Esau again. He was afraid. He remembered his sin. He
remembered the pain he had caused. That night, a mysterious Man came and wrestled with Jacob
until morning. The Bible shows that this Man was God Himself (or the Angel of the LORD).

Jacob refused to let go until God blessed him. At that moment, God changed Jacob’s name:

“Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel” (Genesis 32:28)

The name Israel has two possible meanings:

e “He struggles with God”

e “Let God prevail” (let God win)

This name change is very important. Jacob’s old life — cheating, fighting, fearing — was not God’s

plan for him. God gave him a new identity. With this new name, Jacob became the father of the 12
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tribes of Israel. From this family, God would one day send the Messiah, Jesus.

After this moment, the Bible sometimes still calls him Jacob and sometimes Israel. This shows that
Jacob was still learning. He still battled between his old nature and his new identity — just like we
do.

Spiritual Lesson

Jacob teaches us a very important truth:
Real change begins when we stop fighting God and allow God to win.

Many people try to do life in their own strength, just like Jacob. We try to fix our own problems.
We try to run from our mistakes. But true blessing comes when we finally admit our weakness and
say:

“God, I need You. I cannot do this alone’”

When Jacob held on to God, God gave him a new name and a new identity. In the same way, when
we surrender our lives to God, He gives us a new heart, a new purpose, and a new identity in
Christ.

Jacob's story reminds us:

e God can change anyone.
e God’s promise is stronger than our failures.
e A new life begins when we let God take control.

God changed Jacob’s name to Israel, and God blessed him with 12 sons. These 12 sons became the
12 tribes of Israel. Their names are:

1. Reuben
. Simeon
Levi

. Judah

Dan

. Naphtali
7. Gad
8. Asher
9. Issachar
10. Zebulun
11. Joseph
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12. Benjamin

These sons became the fathers of the tribes of God’s people.

Joseph and God's Providence: The final section of Genesis tells the story of Joseph, Jacob's
favorite son. Joseph's story is a powerful illustration of a key theological concept: divine
providence. Providence is the belief that God is in complete control of all events and is able to
work through everything—even the evil and sinful actions of people—to accomplish His good and

perfect purposes.

Out of jealousy, Joseph's older brothers sell him into slavery in Egypt. They lie to their father,
Jacob, and tell him that Joseph was killed by a wild animal. In Egypt, Joseph suffers many
hardships. He is falsely accused of a crime and thrown into prison. It seems as though his life is
ruined and that God has abandoned him. However, through a series of miraculous events, Joseph

rises from prison to become the second most powerful man in all of Egypt, right under Pharaoh.

Years later, a severe famine strikes the entire region, including the land of Canaan where Joseph's
family lives. His brothers travel to Egypt to buy food, and they come face to face with the brother
they thought was long dead. At first, they are terrified, thinking he will take revenge on them. But
Joseph's response reveals his deep understanding of God's providence. He tells them, "Do not be
afraid... You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being
done, the saving of many lives" (Genesis 50:19-20). Joseph saw that behind their evil actions, God
was weaving a much larger story of rescue and redemption. Their sin was the very means God
used to get Joseph to Egypt so that he could save his family—the family of the covenant—from
starvation. This story provides a powerful assurance that God is always at work, turning even the
worst situations into part of His greater plan.

Exodus: The Book of Redemption

The book of Exodus picks up the story about 400 years after the death of Joseph. The name
"Exodus" means "exit" or "departure,” and this book tells the story of Israel's dramatic rescue from

slavery in Egypt and the official beginning of their life as a nation covenanted to God.

Slavery and Deliverance

The small family of Jacob that had moved to Egypt has now grown into a huge population. A new
Pharaoh, who does not remember Joseph, becomes fearful of the Israelites' numbers and enslaves
them, treating them with brutal cruelty. The people of Israel cry out to God for help.

In response to their cries, God raises up a leader to deliver them: Moses. Moses, an Israelite who
was miraculously saved from death as a baby and raised in the Pharaoh's own palace, is called by
God from a burning bush. God reveals His personal name, YHWH (often translated as "The
LORD"), and sends Moses to Pharaoh with a simple but bold command: "Let my people go"
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The Ten Plagues: God vs. the Gods of Egypt

Pharaoh is arrogant and refuses to obey. He asks, "Who is the LORD, that I should obey him?"
(Exodus 5:2). In response, God sends a series of ten devastating plagues upon Egypt. These plagues
were not just random natural disasters. They were carefully targeted attacks on the religious
system of Egypt. Each plague was a direct challenge to one or more of the Egyptian gods,
demonstrating that the God of Israel was the one true God, far more powerful than any idol.

For example:

e Plague 1: Water to Blood. The Nile River was the lifeblood of Egypt and was worshipped as a
god named Hapi. By turning the river to blood, God showed His power over this central
Egyptian deity.

e Plague 2: Frogs. The goddess Heget, who was associated with fertility and childbirth, was

depicted with the head of a frog. God flooded the land with the very creature that was supposed
to be a symbol of life, turning it into a curse.

e Plague 9: Darkness. The most powerful god in the Egyptian pantheon was Ra, the sun god. For
three days, God plunged Egypt into a thick, terrifying darkness, showing that He had authority
even over the sun.

¢ The plagues served to prove to both the Egyptians and the Israelites that the LORD alone is
God.

The Passover Lamb: A Picture of Substitution

The tenth and final plague was the most terrible of all: the death of every firstborn son in the land
of Egypt, from the son of Pharaoh to the son of the lowest servant. But God, in His mercy,
provided a way for the Israelites to be saved from this judgment.

He instructed each Israelite family to take a perfect lamb, one year old and without any blemish or
defect, and to sacrifice it. They were then to take some of the lamb's blood and paint it on the top
and sides of the doorframes of their houses. God promised that when the angel of death passed
through Egypt that night, "when I see the blood, I will pass over you" (Exodus 12:13).

This event, the Passover, is the clearest picture in the Old Testament of a vital theological concept
called substitutionary atonement. This means that an innocent substitute dies in the place of the
guilty one, and the blood of that substitute provides protection from God's judgment. The perfect
lamb died so that the firstborn son could live. This event is a powerful foreshadowing of Jesus, who
the New Testament calls "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). His
death on the cross is seen as the final and ultimate Passover sacrifice.

The Red Sea Crossing: A Picture of Salvation

After the tenth plague, Pharaoh finally lets the Israelites go. But soon after, he changes his mind
and pursues them with his entire army, trapping them against the shore of the Red Sea. The
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situation seems hopeless. The people are terrified, caught between the sea in front of them and
the most powerful army in the world behind them.

At this moment of crisis, God performs one of the greatest miracles in the Bible. He instructs
Moses to stretch out his staff over the water, and a strong east wind blows all night, parting the sea
and creating a path of dry land through the middle of it. The Israelites walk through the sea, with a
wall of water on their right and on their left. When the Egyptian army tries to follow them, God

causes the waters to collapse back upon them, and the entire army is drowned.

This event marks the true birth of the nation of Israel. It is their final and complete deliverance
from the slavery of Egypt. The crossing of the Red Sea becomes a powerful and enduring symbol
of salvation. It represents passing through the waters of death and chaos into a new life of
freedom and relationship with God. For this reason, the New Testament writers, particularly the
apostle Paul, see this event as a picture or a "type" of Christian baptism, which symbolizes a
believer's union with Christ in His death and resurrection, passing from an old life of sin into a

new life in Him.

Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy: The Law and the Journey

After the dramatic rescue at the Red Sea, the story slows down. The next three books describe the
journey of the Israelites from Egypt to the edge of the Promised Land. They focus on the laws God
gives them and the challenges they face in learning to live as His covenant people.

The Law at Mount Sinai

God leads the newly freed people through the wilderness to a mountain called Mount Sinai. This is
the place where God had first spoken to Moses from the burning bush. Here, God formally
establishes His covenant with the nation of Israel. He declares that they will be His "treasured
possession," a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation" (Exodus 19:5-6).

The laws that God gives at Sinai, which fill the book of Leviticus and parts of Exodus and Numbers,
are the terms of this covenant. It is crucial to understand the purpose of this Law. The Israelites
were not given the Law so that they could earn their salvation. They had already been saved; God
had already rescued them from Egypt by His grace. The Law was given to a people who were
already redeemed. Its purpose was to teach them how to live in a way that was pleasing to the holy
God who had saved them. It was a guide for community life, showing them how to love God and
how to love their neighbors.

The Law had several important functions:

1. To Reveal God's Character: The laws about justice, mercy, and holiness showed the people

what God Himself was like. By following His laws, they would reflect His character to the world.

2. To Set Israel Apart: The laws, including rules about food, festivals, and worship, were designed
to make Israel different from all the surrounding pagan nations. They were to be a "holy"
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people, meaning they were set apart for God's special purposes. Their unique way of life was
meant to be a light that would draw other nations to the one true God.

3. To Reveal the Need for a Savior: The Law set a perfect standard of holiness that no human
being could ever keep perfectly. It acted like a mirror, showing the people their own sinfulness
and their inability to save themselves. In this way, the Law pointed to their desperate need for
a Savior, someone who could fulfill the Law perfectly on their behalf and provide the
forgiveness they needed.

The Ten Commandments

At the heart of the Law given at Sinai are the Ten Commandments, which are recorded in both
Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. These ten laws are a summary of God's moral will for His people.
They were so important that they were written by God Himself on two tablets of stone and placed
inside the Ark of the Covenant, the most sacred object in Israel's worship. The commandments
are typically divided into two parts. The first four commandments deal with a person's relationship

with God, and the last six deal with a person's relationship with other people.
A simple summary of the Ten Commandments is:

1. Worship only the one true God.

2. Do not make or worship idols.

3. Do not misuse God's name.

4. Keep the Sabbath day holy for rest and worship.
5. Honor your father and mother.

6. Do not murder.

7. Do not commit adultery.

8. Do not steal.

9. Do not give false testimony (lie).

10. Do not covet (desire what belongs to others).

The Wilderness Wanderings (Numbers)

The book of Numbers gets its name from the two censuses, or countings of the people, that it
records. The book tells the sad story of Israel's failure and rebellion during their time in the
wilderness. When the Israelites reach the border of the Promised Land, they send twelve spies to
explore it. Ten of the spies come back with a fearful report, saying that the inhabitants of the land
are too strong for them to defeat. Only two spies, Joshua and Caleb, trust that God will give them
the victory. The people listen to the ten fearful spies and refuse to enter the land God has
promised them.
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Because of their unbelief and rebellion, God declares that that entire generation will not be
allowed to enter the Promised Land. They are sentenced to wander in the wilderness for 40 years,
until all the adults of that generation have died. This long period of wandering was a time of
judgment, but it was also a time of testing and preparation for the next generation. It was a hard
lesson that there are no shortcuts to God's promises and that faith and obedience are necessary to
receive them.

Renewing the Covenant (Deuteronomy)

The book of Deuteronomy is the conclusion of the Pentateuch. Its name means "second law!" The
book is structured as a series of final speeches that Moses gives to the new generation of Israelites
who have grown up in the wilderness and are now camped on the edge of the Promised Land,

ready to enter.

Moses knows he is about to die and will not enter the land with them. So, he passionately retells
their history, reminding them of God's faithfulness and their parents' failures. He repeats the core
of the Law, including the Ten Commandments, and explains what it means to live as God's
covenant people. The central message of Deuteronomy is a call to love God with all one's heart,
soul, and strength, and to express that love through obedience to His commands. Moses sets a
clear choice before the people: if they obey God in the land, they will experience life and blessing;
if they disobey, they will experience death and curses. The book ends with the death of Moses and
the appointment of Joshua as the new leader, setting the stage for the next part of Israel's story.

PART 2

The Story of a Nation - The Historical
Books (Joshua to Esther)

The Big Idea

This large section of the Old Testament, from the book of Joshua to the book of Esther, continues
the story of Israel's journey. These books describe their life after they enter the Promised Land. It
is important to understand that these are not just ordinary history books that record facts and
dates. They are works of "theology,” which means they are stories about God. They were written to
show how God was actively working in and through the history of His people. The main purpose of
these books is to show God's hand in the events of the nation. They tell a story from a specific
spiritual perspective: the perspective of God's covenant people, who saw His intervention in their
lives and in the affairs of their nation. The central theme that runs through all these books is the
direct connection between Israel's faithfulness to God's covenant and their success or failure as a
nation. When they trusted and obeyed God, they experienced blessing and peace. When they
disobeyed and turned to other gods, they suffered defeat and oppression.
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Conquest and Chaos (Joshua, Judges, Ruth)

This first set of historical books describes the early years of Israel in the Promised Land, a time of
great victories followed by a period of moral and spiritual chaos.

Entering the Land (Joshua)

The book of Joshua picks up the story right after the death of Moses. It tells how the new
generation of Israelites, under the leadership of Joshua, finally enters and begins to take
possession of the land that God had promised to Abraham hundreds of years earlier. The book is
filled with stories of battles and military campaigns, but the main message is that the victory
belongs to God.

The Fall of Jericho

The first major battle in the Promised Land is against the heavily fortified city of Jericho. The city
had massive walls and seemed impossible to conquer. God's battle plan for Joshua was not a
normal military strategy. It would have sounded ridiculous to anyone who did not have faith in
God. God did not tell them to build siege engines or to attack the walls. Instead, He instructed the
Israelite army and priests to march silently around the city once a day for six days. The priests
were to carry the Ark of the Covenant and blow trumpets made of rams' horns. On the seventh
day, they were to march around the city seven times, and then, on Joshua's command, all the
people were to give a great shout.

Joshua and the people obeyed God's strange instructions perfectly. After they marched around the
city for the seventh time on the seventh day, the priests blew the trumpets, the people shouted,
and the massive walls of Jericho collapsed. The Israelite army was then able to capture the city.
This story is a powerful lesson that sets the tone for the entire book of Joshua. It teaches that
Israel's success in the land would not come from their own military strength, but from their faith
and complete obedience to God's commands.

The Time of the Judges

After the death of Joshua and the generation that had conquered the land, the situation in Israel
began to decline. There was no single, central leader to unite the twelve tribes. The book of
Judges describes this dark and chaotic period in Israel's history. The recurring phrase that
describes this era is, "In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit" (Judges 21:25).
Without strong, godly leadership, the people quickly forgot God and began to worship the false
gods of the Canaanites who still lived in the land.

Key Concept: The Cycle of Sin

The book of Judges is structured around a clear, repeating pattern of events. This pattern is often
called the "Cycle of Sin" or the "Judges Cycle". It shows the downward spiral of the nation's
relationship with God. The cycle has five main steps:
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1. Sin: The people of Israel turn away from God and begin to worship idols, such as Baal and
Asherah. They do "evil in the eyes of the LORD"

2. Oppression: As a consequence of their sin, God allows a neighboring enemy nation to

conquer and oppress them. They suffer under harsh rule.

3. Repentance: After suffering for some time, the people realize their mistake and cry out to God
for help and deliverance.

4. Deliverance: In His mercy, God hears their cries and raises up a leader, called a "judge," to
rescue them. This judge is often a military hero who leads the people to victory over their

enemies.

5. Peace: After the victory, the land has a period of peace as long as that judge is alive. However,
once the judge dies, the people forget God again, and the cycle starts all over, often with the
people falling into even worse sin than before.

Key Stories of the Judges (Deborah, Gideon, Samson)

The book tells the stories of twelve different judges. The stories of three of them—Deborah,

Gideon, and Samson—are particularly memorable and show how the cycle worked.

e Deborah: Deborah was a prophetess and the only female judge mentioned in the Bible. During
her time, the Israelites were being oppressed by a Canaanite king named Jabin and his cruel
army commander, Sisera. Deborah, speaking for God, called a man named Barak to lead the
Israelite army into battle. Barak was hesitant and said he would only go if Deborah went with
him. She agreed, and God gave them a miraculous victory. The enemy commander, Sisera, was
ultimately killed by another woman named Jael. Deborah's story is a highlight in the book,

showing a time of courageous faith and leadership.

e Gideon: Gideon's story begins with him hiding from Israel's oppressors, the Midianites. An
angel of the Lord appears to him and calls him a "mighty warrior!" Gideon is full of doubt and
fear, but God is patient with him. God instructs Gideon to reduce his army from 32,000 men
down to just 300. He does this so that when Israel wins the battle, it will be absolutely clear
that the victory came from God and not from their own strength. Gideon obeys, and with his
tiny army, he defeats the massive Midianite force. Gideon starts as a hero of faith, but his story
ends sadly. He makes a golden object called an ephod, and the people, including his own
family, begin to worship it as an idol.

e Samson: Samson's story is the most tragic of all the judges. He was set apart for God from birth
as a Nazirite and was given supernatural strength. His mission was to begin the deliverance of
Israel from their powerful enemies, the Philistines. However, Samson was not a man of great
character. He was ruled by his passions and made a series of terrible choices, repeatedly
breaking his vows to God. His story is famous for his relationship with Delilah, a Philistine
woman who betrays him, leading to his capture, blinding, and enslavement. In his final act,
Samson prays for his strength to return one last time. He pulls down the pillars of a Philistine
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temple, killing himself and thousands of his enemies. His life is a powerful example of wasted
potential and shows how deeply corrupt Israel had become.

The cycle of sin in Judges is not just a flat circle; it is a downward spiral. Each cycle seems to go
deeper into sin and chaos. The judges themselves become less heroic and more personally flawed
as the book goes on. Othniel, the first judge, is an ideal leader. Gideon is a mix of faith and fear.
Samson is a disaster. This steady decline is meant to show the reader that Israel's system of tribal
rule without a king is failing. It highlights their desperate need for a true and righteous king who

can lead them in obedience to God.

The Rise and Fall of the Monarchy (1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles)

This next set of books tells the story of Israel's transition from a loose collection of tribes ruled by
judges to a unified nation ruled by a king. This period, known as the monarchy, includes the reigns

of Israel's most famous kings: Saul, David, and Solomon.

Israel Demands a King

The people of Israel look at the nations around them, all of which have powerful kings, and they
decide they want one too. They come to the prophet Samuel and demand a king to lead them in
battle and govern them. Samuel is displeased because in demanding a human king, they are
essentially rejecting God as their true king. God tells Samuel to grant their request but to warn
them about what a human king will be like. The king will take their sons for his army, their
daughters for his service, and their best land and crops for himself. Despite the warning, the
people insist, so God chooses a king for them.

Saul: The King They Wanted

The first king of Israel is a man named Saul. On the surface, he looks like the perfect king. He is
tall, handsome, and looks like a strong leader. He is the kind of king the people wanted. However,
Saul's heart is not fully devoted to God. His reign is characterized by pride, insecurity, and a
pattern of disobedience.

A key turning point comes when Saul is preparing for a battle against the Philistines. He is
supposed to wait for the prophet Samuel to arrive and offer a sacrifice to God. But when Samuel is
delayed, Saul grows impatient and afraid, and he offers the sacrifice himself, which was something
only a priest was allowed to do. This act of disobedience shows his lack of trust in God. Later, God
gives him a direct command to completely destroy an enemy nation, the Amalekites. Saul wins the
battle but again disobeys, sparing the enemy king and the best of the livestock. When Samuel
confronts him, Saul makes excuses and blames the people. Because of his repeated disobedience,
God rejects Saul as king. Saul's reign spirals downward into paranoia and jealousy, especially
toward the young man God has chosen to be the next king, David. Saul is the perfect example of a
failed king who relies on his own wisdom instead of obeying God.
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David: The King After God's Heart

David is God's choice to be the second king of Israel. Unlike Saul, David does not look like a king.
He is the youngest son in his family, a humble shepherd boy. But the Bible says that "the LORD
does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the LORD
looks at the heart" (1 Samuel 16:7). God saw that David had a heart that was devoted to Him. David
becomes Israel's greatest and most beloved king.

The Davidic Covenant: During David's reign, God makes another very important unconditional
covenant. David wants to build a permanent temple for God in Jerusalem. God tells him that he
will not be the one to build it, but his son will. Then, God makes a series of promises to David that
are even greater. This is the Davidic Covenant, found in 2 Samuel 7. God promises David that he
will have a "house" (a dynasty of descendants), a "kingdom" (a people to rule), and a "throne" that
will be established forever. This is an incredible promise. It means that one of David's future
descendants will be the ultimate, eternal King. This promise points directly to the Messiah, Jesus
Christ, who is called the "Son of David" in the New Testament. This covenant becomes the
foundation for all of Israel's hopes for a future savior-king.

David's Great Sin: Despite being a "man after God's own heart," David was not perfect. The story
of his sin with Bathsheba is a crucial and tragic turning point in his life and reign. One evening,
when he should have been with his army in battle, David stays in Jerusalem. From his palace roof,
he sees a beautiful woman named Bathsheba bathing. He sends for her, and even though he knows
she is married to Uriah, one of his most loyal soldiers, he commits adultery with her.

When Bathsheba becomes pregnant, David tries to cover up his sin. He brings Uriah home from
the battle, hoping he will sleep with his wife, so everyone will think the baby is his. But Uriah is a
man of great honor and refuses to enjoy the comforts of home while his fellow soldiers are at war.
When his first plan fails, David resorts to a more evil plan. He sends a letter to his army
commander, ordering him to place Uriah in the most dangerous part of the battle and then to
withdraw, leaving him to be killed by the enemy. The plan works, and Uriah is killed.

David's actions greatly displease God, who sends the prophet Nathan to confront him. Nathan tells
David a parable about a rich man who stole a poor man's only beloved lamb. David is outraged by
the injustice of the story and declares that the rich man deserves to die. Nathan then points his
finger at David and says, "You are the man!". David's heart is broken, and he deeply repents of his
sin (his prayer of repentance is recorded in Psalm 51). God forgives David, but He also tells him
that the consequences of his sin will follow his family for the rest of his life. This story is a
powerful reminder that even the most godly leaders are capable of terrible sin and that sin, even
when forgiven, has painful and lasting consequences.

Solomon: The Wise but Foolish King

David's son, Solomon, becomes the next king. At the beginning of his reign, Solomon humbly asks
God not for riches or power, but for wisdom to lead the people well. God is pleased with his
request and grants him wisdom greater than anyone who had ever lived, along with great wealth
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and honor. Solomon's greatest achievement is building the magnificent temple in Jerusalem that
his father, David, had planned. The temple becomes the center of Israel's worship, the place where
God's presence dwells among His people. For many years, Israel enjoys peace and prosperity

under Solomon's wise rule.

However, despite his incredible wisdom, Solomon's life ends in tragedy. He directly disobeys God's
commands in the Law, which warned future kings not to accumulate many horses, great wealth, or
many wives (Deuteronomy 17:16-17). Solomon does all three. He marries hundreds of foreign
women, many of them for political alliances with other nations. As Solomon grows old, these
foreign wives, who worship their own gods, "turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was
not fully devoted to the LORD his God" (1 Kings 11:4). He even builds temples and altars for their
false gods in and around Jerusalem. Solomon's story is a powerful and tragic warning that wisdom,
wealth, and success are not enough to keep a person faithful to God. Without wholehearted
obedience and devotion, even the wisest person can fall into foolishness and sin.

Division, Decline, and Exile

Solomon's disobedience has immediate consequences for the nation. God tells him that because
he has broken the covenant, the kingdom will be torn away from his son.

The Kingdom Splits

After Solomon's death, his son Rehoboam becomes king. The leaders of the northern tribes of
Israel come to him and ask him to lighten the heavy burden of taxes and forced labor that
Solomon had imposed on them. Rehoboam foolishly rejects the advice of his older, wiser
counselors and listens to his young, arrogant friends. He tells the people, "My father made your
yoke heavy; I will make it even heavier. My father scourged you with whips; I will scourge you with
scorpions” (1 Kings 12:14).

This harsh response is the final straw. The ten northern tribes rebel against Rehoboam and break

away to form their own kingdom. From this point on, the nation is divided.
e The Northern Kingdom, which keeps the name Israel (and is sometimes called Ephraim). Its
first king is a former official of Solomon named Jeroboam.

¢ The Southern Kingdom, which is called Judah. It consists of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin
and remains loyal to the dynasty of David.

A Tale of Two Kingdoms
The history of the divided kingdom, as told in the books of 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles, is

mostly a sad story of decline.

The Northern Kingdom of Israel is a disaster from the start. Its first king, Jeroboam, is afraid that if
his people travel to Jerusalem in Judah to worship at the temple, their loyalty will return to the
king of Judah. So, he sets up two golden calves in his own kingdom and tells the people to worship
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them. This act of idolatry sets the pattern for the entire history of the Northern Kingdom. It has a
series of nineteen kings, and the Bible says that every single one of them was evil. Because of
their persistent idolatry and injustice, God sends many prophets to warn them, but they refuse to
repent. Finally, in the year 722 BC, God brings judgment upon them. The powerful Assyrian
Empire conquers the Northern Kingdom, destroys its capital city, Samaria, and carries the people
away, scattering them throughout the Assyrian empire. They effectively disappear from history.

The Southern Kingdom of Judah lasts longer. It has a mix of good kings and bad kings. Some kings,
like Hezekiah and Josiah, lead the people in reforms and call them back to worship the one true
God. But many other kings are wicked and lead the people into idolatry, just like the kings of the
north.

Elijah on Mount Carmel

One of the most dramatic stories from the time of the divided kingdom is the confrontation
between the prophet Elijah and the prophets of the false god Baal. This takes place in the
Northern Kingdom during the reign of the wicked King Ahab and his even more wicked wife,
Jezebel. Ahab and Jezebel had made the worship of Baal the state religion.

Elijah challenges 450 prophets of Baal to a contest on top of Mount Carmel to prove who the real
God is. Two altars are built, one for Baal and one for the LORD. A bull is placed on each altar. The
challenge is simple: "The god who answers by fire—he is God" (1 Kings 18:24).

The prophets of Baal go first. All day long, they dance, shout, and even cut themselves, trying to
get their god to respond. But there is no answer. Baal is silent. Then, it is Elijah's turn. To make the
demonstration even more dramatic, he has the people douse his altar and the sacrifice with twelve
large jars of water, soaking everything and filling a trench around the altar. Then, Elijah prays a
simple, powerful prayer to the LORD. Immediately, fire flashes down from heaven and consumes
not only the sacrifice and the wood, but also the stones of the altar, the soil, and all the water in
the trench. When the people see this incredible display of power, they fall on their faces and
declare, "The LORD—he is God! The LORD—he is God!". This story is the ultimate showdown
between the one true God and the powerlessness of idols.

Exile and Return

Despite the work of prophets like Elijah, the Southern Kingdom of Judah eventually follows the
same path of rebellion as the north. After centuries of warnings, God's judgment finally comes. In
586 BC, the Babylonian Empire, under King Nebuchadnezzar, conquers Judah. They destroy the
city of Jerusalem, including the beautiful temple that Solomon had built, and carry the most
prominent citizens away into exile in Babylon.

This event, the Babylonian Exile, is the lowest point in the history of God's people in the Old
Testament. It seems like all of God's promises have failed. The people are no longer in the
promised land, there is no king from the line of David on the throne, and the temple, the place of
God's presence, is in ruins. It looks like the end of the story.
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But even in this dark time, God does not abandon His people. He remains faithful to His covenant
promises. The prophets had not only warned of exile but had also promised a future restoration.
After seventy years in Babylon, as the prophet Jeremiah had foretold, God works another miracle.
The Persian Empire conquers Babylon, and the new Persian king, Cyrus, issues a decree allowing
the Jewish people to return to their homeland and rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. The books of
Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of this return and the difficult work of rebuilding the temple and
the city walls. The book of Esther tells a story of God's protection of the Jewish people who
remained in exile in Persia. The return from exile is a joyful event, but it is not a complete
restoration. The people are back in the land, but they are now a small, weak nation under the rule
of a foreign empire. The story of the historical books ends with the people waiting and hoping for
the full restoration that the prophets had promised.

PART 3

The Heart of a Nation - The Wisdom

Books (Job, Psalms, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon)

The Big Idea

The Wisdom Books represent a significant shift in focus within the Old Testament. While the Law
and History books are primarily concerned with the grand story of the nation of Israel—its
covenants, laws, kings, and battles—the Wisdom Books turn inward. They explore the personal,
daily life of an individual who is trying to live faithfully and wisely in God's world. These books are
not set in the court of a king or on a battlefield; their setting is often the home and the common
experiences of everyday life. They wrestle with the big, timeless questions that every human being
faces: Why is there suffering? How can I talk to God? How can I live a good life? What is the

meaning of it all?.

The central message that unites these diverse books is that true wisdom is not about being clever
or having a lot of knowledge. Instead, biblical wisdom is a practical skill for living well. It begins
with a foundational principle: "The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom" (Proverbs 9:10).
This "fear" is not about being terrified of God, but about having a deep sense of awe, respect, and
reverence for Him as the Creator and sustainer of all things. It is about humbly recognizing that
He is the source of all truth and goodness, and that living according to His design is the only path

to a truly meaningful life.

Job: Why Do Good People Suffer?

The book of Job tackles one of the most difficult questions of human existence: the problem of
suffering, especially the suffering of righteous people. The story begins by introducing Job, a man
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who is described as "blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil" He is a good man
who has been blessed with great wealth and a large family.

The story then shifts to a scene in heaven where Satan, the accuser, challenges God. Satan
suggests that Job is only faithful to God because God has blessed him so much. He claims that if Job
were to lose everything, he would surely curse God. God allows Satan to test Job, and in a series of
terrible tragedies, Job loses his children, his wealth, and his health.

The majority of the book consists of long, poetic dialogues between Job and three of his friends.
His friends come to comfort him, but they end up offering simplistic and hurtful explanations for
his suffering. Their basic argument is that God is just, therefore, suffering is always a punishment
for sin. Since Job is suffering terribly, he must have committed some great, hidden sin, and he
should confess it so that God will restore him. Job, however, fiercely maintains his innocence. He
knows he is not a perfect man, but he also knows he has not done anything to deserve this level of
suffering. He becomes frustrated and angry, and he begins to question God's justice.

At the end of the book, God finally speaks to Job out of a whirlwind. But God does not give Job the
answers he was looking for. He does not explain the conversation with Satan or give a reason for
Job's suffering. Instead, God asks Job a series of questions about the wonders of creation,
highlighting His own infinite wisdom and power and Job's very limited understanding.

The key lesson of the book of Job is not a simple answer to the question of why good people
suffer. Instead, it teaches humility and trust. It shows that God's purposes are often far beyond
human comprehension. The right response to suffering is not to demand answers from God as if
we were His equal, but to trust in His sovereign wisdom and goodness, even when we cannot
understand His ways. The book affirms that even in the midst of unexplained pain, God is in
control.

Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible

The book of Psalms is the longest book in the Bible and served as the ancient hymnbook and
prayer book for the people of Israel. It is a collection of 150 poems, songs, and prayers written by
various authors (King David is traditionally associated with many of them) over a long period of

time.

The Psalms are remarkable because they express the full spectrum of human emotion in relation
to God. There are psalms of joyful praise and thanksgiving, celebrating God's power in creation
and His faithfulness to His people. There are also psalms of deep sorrow and lament, where the
writer cries out to God in pain, confusion, and even anger. Some psalms confess sin and ask for
forgiveness. Others express feelings of abandonment and ask difficult questions, like "Why do the
wicked prosper?".

The key lesson of the Psalms is that God invites His people to be completely honest with Him in
prayer. No emotion is off-limits. The Psalms teach us that we can bring our joy, our sadness, our
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doubts, and our anger to God. They provide us with a language for prayer, giving us words to use
when we are so overwhelmed that we do not know what to say. By including these raw and honest
prayers in the Bible, God shows us that He is not looking for perfect, polished prayers. He
welcomes our authentic hearts and is a safe refuge for us in every circumstance of life.

Proverbs: Wisdom for Daily Life

The book of Proverbs is a collection of wise sayings, mostly written in the form of short,
memorable couplets. It offers practical, godly advice for navigating the challenges of everyday life.
Unlike Job or Ecclesiastes, which deal with the big, difficult questions, Proverbs focuses on the
small, daily choices that shape a person's character and life. It gives guidance on topics like hard
work and laziness, honesty and lying, how to manage money, how to choose friends, the
importance of controlling one's words, and the value of humility.

The central theme of Proverbs is the contrast between two paths in life: the "way of the wise" and
the "way of the fool". The book personifies wisdom as a woman calling out in the streets, inviting
people to follow her path, which leads to life, success, and favor with God. Folly is also personified

as a woman, who tempts people to follow her path, which leads to destruction and death.

The key lesson of Proverbs is that wisdom is a skill that can be learned. It is the ability to make
godly choices in the practical, mundane areas of life. The book teaches that a life that honors God
is not just about big moments of faith, but about a consistent pattern of small, wise decisions that

are grounded in a deep respect for God and His ways.

Ecclesiastes: The Search for Meaning

The book of Ecclesiastes is a philosophical reflection on the meaning of life. The author, who calls
himself "the Teacher" or "Qoheleth," embarks on a quest to find lasting satisfaction and purpose
"under the sun," which is his phrase for life in a world that is affected by sin and death.

The Teacher tries everything that people typically pursue to find happiness. He seeks it in wisdom
and knowledge, in pleasure and laughter, in great building projects, and in accumulating immense
wealth. Yet, after each experiment, he comes to the same conclusion: it is "meaningless, a chasing
after the wind" The Hebrew word for "meaningless" is hevel, which literally means "vapor" or
"smoke” The Teacher finds that all these things, when pursued as the ultimate goal of life, are
temporary and unsatisfying. They cannot provide lasting meaning because everyone, rich or poor,
wise or foolish, eventually dies.

The book can seem pessimistic, but its purpose is to deconstruct all the false sources of meaning
so that the reader can find the one true source. After showing that nothing "under the sun" can
provide ultimate purpose, the Teacher concludes the book with a simple and profound summary.
The key lesson of Ecclesiastes is that true and lasting meaning in life is not found in what we can
achieve or accumulate, but only in a relationship with the God who is above the sun. The final
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conclusion is, "Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the duty of all mankind"
(Ecclesiastes 12:13).

PART 4

The Hope of a Nation - The Prophetic
Books (Isaiah to Malachi)

The Big Idea

The final section of the Old Testament contains the writings of the prophets. It is important to
have a correct understanding of what a prophet was. In the Bible, a prophet was not primarily a
fortune-teller who predicted the distant future. A prophet was a spokesperson for God. These
were men and women called by God to deliver specific, timely messages to the people of Israel

and Judah, especially during the turbulent times of the divided kingdom and the exile.

The prophets often acted like "covenant lawyers". Their job was to remind the people of the
covenant that God had made with them at Mount Sinai. They pointed out how the people were
breaking the terms of that covenant and warned them of the consequences—the curses and
judgments—that God had promised would follow disobedience. The prophets did not speak their
own opinions; they almost always introduced their messages with the authoritative phrase, "This is
what the LORD says". Their goal was not just to give information, but to transform the hearts and
behavior of the people, calling them to turn back to God.

The Prophet's Three-Part Message

While each prophetic book is unique, a common three-part pattern can be seen in their messages.
Understanding this pattern is the key to understanding the prophetic books.

1. Accusation (You have broken the covenant!): The first part of the prophetic message was an
accusation. The prophets acted like prosecuting attorneys, laying out the evidence of Israel's
sin against God. The two main sins they consistently pointed out were idolatry and social
injustice. Idolatry was the sin of worshipping the false gods of the surrounding nations instead
of the one true God who had rescued them. This was a violation of the first and second
commandments. Social injustice was the sin of oppressing the most vulnerable people in
society—the poor, the widows, the orphans, and foreigners. This was a violation of the
commandments to love one's neighbor. The prophet Micah summarized God's requirement in
this way: "to act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God" (Micah 6:8). The
prophets declared that the people were failing on all counts.

2. Warning (Judgment is coming!): Because the people had broken the covenant, the prophets
warned them that judgment was unavoidable. They announced that God would bring the
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curses for disobedience that were written in the Law (especially in Deuteronomy 28). This
judgment would most often take the form of military defeat at the hands of foreign empires
like Assyria and Babylon. The prophets warned that Jerusalem and the temple would be
destroyed and that the people would be carried away into exile. This was not a threat of God
abandoning His people, but an act of divine discipline for their persistent rebellion.

3. Hope (But God will restore you!): The prophetic message never ended with judgment. Even in
their darkest warnings, the prophets always offered a powerful message of future hope. They
promised that God's judgment would not be the final word. God is faithful to His covenant
promises, and He would not abandon His people forever. They prophesied that after a period of
discipline, God would bring a remnant of His people back from exile. He would forgive their
sins and restore them to their land. More than that, they looked forward to a day when God
would make a new covenant with His people—one that would not be written on tablets of
stone, but on their hearts. In this new covenant, God would give them new hearts that would
truly want to obey Him.

The Promise of a Messiah

The ultimate expression of this future hope was the promise of a coming King, the Messiah. The
word "Messiah" in Hebrew (and "Christ" in Greek) means "Anointed One." Kings and priests in
Israel were anointed with oil as a sign that they were chosen by God for a special task. The
prophets spoke of a future Anointed One who would be the perfect and final King.

This promised Messiah would fulfill all of God's earlier covenants.

e He would be the "seed of the woman" promised in Genesis 3:15 who would crush the head of
the serpent.

¢ He would be a descendant of Abraham through whom all the nations of the earth would be
blessed, fulfilling the Abrahamic Covenant.

e He would be a descendant of David who would sit on the throne forever, fulfilling the Davidic
Covenant.

This Messiah would be the ideal King that Saul, David, and Solomon had failed to be. He would not
just be a political ruler; He would be a savior. The prophets painted a picture of this coming King.
Isaiah spoke of a child who would be born and would be called "Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace" (Isaiah 9:6). Jeremiah spoke of a righteous branch from David's
line who would "reign as King and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the
land" (Jeremiah 23:5). The prophets promised that this Messiah would save God's people from their
sins, establish true justice and peace in the world, and bring God's kingdom to its final and
glorious fulfillment.
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Conclusion: The Story So Far

The Old Testament tells a single, sweeping story that moves from a perfect creation to a world
broken by sin, and then follows God's long, patient, and unwavering plan to redeem and restore
what was broken. It is a story that begins with God's good creation in a garden and humanity's
tragic choice to rebel against their loving Creator. This rebellion breaks the relationship of trust
and introduces sin, shame, and death into the world.

From that point on, the narrative traces God's faithful and unfolding rescue plan. He makes a
covenant promise with Abraham, choosing one family to be the vehicle of His blessing for the
entire world. He miraculously rescues this family, now a nation, from slavery in Egypt, gives them
His Law to guide them, and brings them into a Promised Land. The history of this nation, Israel, is
a rollercoaster of faith and failure. They are given judges and kings, but even their best leaders are
deeply flawed. The nation splits, declines into idolatry and injustice, and ultimately faces the
judgment of exile.

Yet, even in the darkest moments of judgment and exile, God's faithfulness never fails. Through
His prophets, He promises that judgment is not the end. He promises to preserve a remnant, to
bring them back to the land, and, most importantly, to one day send a perfect King—the Messiah—
who will establish an everlasting kingdom of peace and righteousness.

The Old Testament, therefore, ends on a powerful note of waiting and expectation. The people
are back in the land after the exile, but they are still under foreign rule. The temple has been
rebuilt, but it lacks the glorious presence of God that it once had. The promises of the prophets
have been partially fulfilled, but the people are still waiting for the great and final fulfillment. They
are waiting for their Messiah to come and make all things new.

This sense of an unfinished story, of a promise still waiting to be kept, perfectly sets the stage for
the opening of the New Testament. The very first book of the New Testament, Matthew, begins by
tracing the family line of Jesus Christ, identifying Him as "the son of David, the son of Abraham'
The story that was left hanging at the end of Malachi is about to continue. The long-awaited

promise is about to be fulfilled.
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