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Core Seminar
How To Study the Bible
Class 4: The Old Testament
_______________________________________________________
 “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction …” (Romans 15.4)
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
Over the last few weeks we have laid a foundation for understanding how to study the bible by considering its authority, reliability, two key theological categories (biblical and systematic theology), and the most productive method of regular study (inductive bible study). Having laid this foundation, we now turn to our class’ second section where we consider the parts of the bible and their respective interpretive categories and rules. We begin this section with today’s discussion on how to study the Old Testament.

But before we address the question of how to study the Old Testament, we should briefly discuss what actually constitutes the Old Testament. 

Studying The Old Testament: Parts and Organization
The Old Testament contains 39 books that can be divided into four broad categories: The Pentateuch (Gk. “five-volumed”; Genesis-Deuteronomy), Historical Books (Joshua-Esther), Poetic and Wisdom Literature (Job-Song of Solomon) and the Prophetic Books (Isaiah-Malachi).  It is along these lines that modern English translations organize the Old Testament and not by chronological order. So for example, the book of Job may be the oldest of the Old Testament books but there are 17 books that precede it in the bible. 

Many different authors wrote the Old Testament. Some of these authors, like Haggai and Zechariah, were contemporaries of one another. Others are separated by large time gaps, like Malachi who wrote his book approximately 1,000 years after Moses wrote his books. The Bible writers were men who had different occupations. David and Amos were shepherds. Joshua was a soldier. Solomon and David were kings. Samuel (who may have written Judges and Ruth) was a priest. Ezra was a scribe (Bible teacher). Daniel was an important government official. This diversity of authorship is reflected in the text but so too is an astounding unity. The sheer continuity and the lack of disunity or conflict amongst the various texts is unparalleled and should be directly ascribed to its divine authorship and God’s preservation of His word through the millennia.

We are going to go into more detail regarding the themes and interpretive rules for the Old Testament but I want to stop here to see if you have any questions about the Old Testament’s basic organization. (Wait for questions)

Studying The Old Testament: Two Key Themes
Jesus in the Old Testament
As we have discussed, the Bible is best understood as a single grand narrative or story. Though divided into testaments, books, chapters and verses, the Scriptures are a single integrated whole intended to describe the glories of God in the salvation of His people and in the judgment of his enemies. This is most clearly seen in the life, death, resurrection and reign of Jesus Christ and these can only be rightly understood by seeing and studying Christ as the messiah in the Old Testament. This is our first and most important theme.

When you sit down to study the Old Testament it is imperative that you understand the text is given primarily as a context for understanding who Jesus is and what Jesus has done. If Jesus does not come and give his life as a ransom for God’s people, then the Old Testament is nothing but a bunch of stories that have no relevance to our lives and simply don’t matter. If, however, Christ is the promised messiah, then studying the Old Testament is essential for those who claim to follow Jesus because it is in the Old Testament that we see glimpses of Christ in his pre-incarnate state and where we learn how he has worked for the salvation of His people from the beginning. This is often called the crimson thread of Scripture: He is the offspring of the woman who will crush the head of the devil, as promised in Genesis. He is the Passover lam in the book of Exodus. He is the atoning sacrifice in the book of Leviticus. He is the bronze serpent in Numbers. He is the fulfillment of the Mosaic Covenant in Deuteronomy. He is the kinsmen redeemer in Ruth. He is the suffering servant in Isaiah.

Friends, I could go on-and-on through every book of the Old Testament showing you how Jesus is the central figure and the unifying theme of Scripture. Recognizing this, then, is a prerequisite to any serious study of these books. To drive this point home, turn with me to Luke 24.25-27. Here we have the resurrected Jesus secretly joining two of his disciples as they walk the road to Emmaus:

25 He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” 27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.

Now skip down to verses 44, where Christ appears to the rest of his disciples:

 44 He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”

Here Jesus teaches that He is present and central to understanding the Old Testament. In fact, he chastises his followers for not seeing this. This would imply that this is knowledge that the Lord wants his followers to know. There is so much more that I could say about this subject that we simply do not have time to cover. But it is important to start with this theme because it is the basis and the pretext for everything else. Do you have any questions about what we have covered so far? (Wait for questions)

Covenants in the Old Testament
Another key theme in the Old Testament is covenants. Generally, a covenant is an agreement between two or more parties regarding how they will relate and deal fairly with one another. In the cases of God’s covenants, he assumes the role of the sovereign and his people assume the posture of vassals, or servants. In these covenants God is the one who dictates the requirements for both parties. Turn to Exodus 19.4-6 (read):

4 ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 5 Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, 6 you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites.”

Here we have God speaking to Israel at the foot of Mt. Sinai having delivered them from Egypt. This portion of Scripture is often called the Mosaic covenant and it is here that God lays out the requirements for His people, Israel. Can anyone identify these requirements? (Let class answer; God will bless them as his “treasured possession” if they will “obey [him] fully and keep [his] covenant)

These types of conditional covenants—covenants that require both parties to fulfill their respective conditions—are repeated several times in scripture and lay the intellectual and theological foundation for man’s responsibility to his Creator, man’s utter inability to keep his side of the covenant and ultimately, man’s need of a savior from God’s rightly-deserved wrath in light of man’s failures. Now turn with me to Genesis 12.1-3:

1 The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.

 2 “I will make you into a great nation
     and I will bless you;  I will make your name great,     
     and you will be a blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you,
     and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth
     will be blessed through you.”

Now flip over to Genesis 15.5-6:

5 He took him outside and said, “Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 6 Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.
In both of these passages we have what is known as the Abrahamic Covenant, God’s promise to Abraham. What do you notice that is different about this covenant? (Let class answer; this covenant is unconditional—God is the decisive actor in fulfilling this promise)

This type of unconditional covenant is in place in God’s covenant with Noah where He promises to never again destroy the world by flood and with David where the Lord promises that David’s heir will rule forever. In all three cases we see that God is gracious and generous in providing for his people despite their sin and inability. This then sets the scene for God sending his Son to save his people, just as Paul teaches in Ephesians 2:
 1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins … Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions … For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10

Do you see the sweet continuity and glorious steadfastness of our God? Do you see that he has always dealt kindly with those whom He loves? Paul’s teaching here in Ephesians—wonderful in its own context—has an even greater impact when we view it through the lens of the Old Testament and God’s proven willingness to save his people independent of their utter inability!

These covenants—both conditional and unconditional—generally are made with one person (Abraham, Moses, David, etc.) who is representative of the whole people. The larger population participates in the covenant by virtue of being a part of the represented community. The representative is supposed to be the ideal of faithfulness to the covenant as a model for those whom he represents. Do you see how this beautifully sets up Jesus as the bringer of the New Covenant and as our perfect representative before God?

These themes—Jesus as messiah and covenants—are just two of the themes that drive the Old Testament narrative. Other themes for study include monotheism, the attributes of God, election, old testament eschatology, and much more. While an exhaustive knowledge of these themes is not required to read and benefit from the Old Testament, a growing familiarity with these themes over the course of your Christian walk will enrich your study of the Bible. In addition to the biblical theology texts I mentioned in the second class—According to Plan and ??—I also recommend picking up a copy of The Message of the Old Testament: Promises Made, by Mark Dever. This book is comprised of edited sermons on each book of the Old Testament, its themes, place in redemptive history and how it points to Christ. Again, there is much more that can be said about these and other themes but we simply do not have time. Are there any questions, though, before we move on? (Wait for questions)

 Interpretive Rules of the Road for the Old Testament
I want to now offer 13 interpretive “rules” for studying the Old Testament[footnoteRef:1] (don’t worry if you have lots of time left in class at this point, each of these rules will benefit from explanation and expansion): [1:  Adapted from HOW TO READ THE BIBLE FOR ALL ITS WORTH by GORDON FEE and DOUGLAS STUART, p.83. Copyright ©1981, 1993 by the Zondervan Corporation. 
] 


1. An Old Testament narrative usually does not directly teach a doctrine.
2. An Old Testament narrative usually illustrates a doctrine or doctrines taught propositionally elsewhere.
3. Narratives record what happened-not necessarily what should have happened or what ought to happen every time. Therefore, not every narrative has an individual identifiable moral of the story.
4. What people do in narratives is not necessarily a good example for us. Frequently, it is just the opposite. (Emphasize that it also is good, when reading the Old Testament, not to immediately identify with the “heroes,” but with the “villains” instead. Their rebellion and sin is far more representative of who we are apart from Christ.)
5. Most of the characters in Old Testament narratives are far from perfect and their actions are, too.
6. We are not always told at the end of a narrative whether what happened was good or bad. We are expected to be able to judge that on the basis of what God has taught us directly and categorically elsewhere in the Scripture.
7. All narratives are selective and incomplete. Not all the relevant details are always given (cf. John 21:25). What does appear in the narrative is everything that the inspired author thought important for us to know.
8. Narratives are not written to answer all our theological questions. They have particular, specific limited purposes and deal with certain issues, leaving others to be dealt with elsewhere, in other ways.
9. Narratives may teach either explicitly (by clearly stating something) or implicitly (by clearly implying something without actually stating it).
10. In the final analysis, God is the hero of all biblical narratives.
12. Promises in the Psalms and Proverbs are not to be taken as contractual obligations, but are instead representative of the blessings of faithfulness and curses of sin.
13. Old Testament Prophecies typically have multiple horizons of fulfillment and they are rarely exhaustively understood.
Any questions about these helpful rules?
Conclusion
The Old Testament is a treasure for the Christian. In it we see the long history of God’s faithfulness to his people, man’s need for a savior, the promise of the messiah, and so much more. Jesus teaches, as we have discussed, that to understand him we must understand the Old Testament scriptures. Any person who seeks to truly study the bible is required to study the Old Testament. We ought to praise God for his provision in these books and glorify him by indulging in them and learning all that we can, by the Spirit’s help. Let’s pray.
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