Learn to study Old
Testament law and history

Day 1: Understand biblical narrative

Judaism and Christianity are unique among the world's religions in their emphasis on
history. It is the consistent declaration of Scripture that God created the wdrtta

he continues to interact with his creation. History is "his story." The events by which he
has revealed himself through history make up that genre called narrative.

The Bible contains more narrative than any other literary type. Biblicalathagt can

be defined as revelation in the form of historical events and stories. Oyerckhtof

the Old Testament is composed of such literature. The books of Genesis, Numbers,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings are primarilyvedrratature.

Job, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel contain much narrative aslw#ie New Testament,

we find narrative in much of the Gospethe Book of Acts, and Revelation.

There's an old rabbinic saying, "God made people because he loves
stories." Stories in the Bible are designed to show God at work. He is
the hero of every story. Knowing him and making him known is the

intended result of every episode in Scripture.

Old Testament stories are found on three levels:

¥ The universal plan of @&l. Here we read about creation, fall, sin, redemption, the
Christ event, the growth of the church.



¥ The dealings of God with IsraelHere we learn about his call of Abraham, the
Exodus under Moses, the establishment of the land under Joshua, anch#re furt
history of God's chosen people.

¥ The dealings of God with peopléiere we discover individual stories all through
Scripture, from Adam and Eve to Paul's ministry in Rome.

¥

Understand literary characteristics

Old Testament narrative possesses important characteristics.

First, they are centered in the action of God, not of humanitifle is the actor and the
hero of every story. For example, the central figure of the plagues against Egypt is not
Moses or Pharaoh, but God. He uses these meradomatish his purpose in preserving

and using his people. The story is about the God of creation, not the details of his
dealings with his creation.

Secondpiblical stories are limited in focus to the work and will of God'hey do not

give us all the dails of anevent. For instance, the Genesis account does not tell us what
happened to the dinosaurs, as such information is extraneous to the narrative by which
God created the heavens and the earth. We don't learn all we would like to know about
the fdl of Jericho or Daniels' survival in the lion's den, just enough to know that God
worked miraculously for his people.

Third, Old Testament narrative intends to invite us into the experience it recoias
interpreting biblical stories, it is vital thate urderstand the setting, baracters, and

plot. This fact illustrates the importance of grammatical/historical study of the text, as we
seek to enter its world personally. The more we learn about the details of the story and
the characters it descriethe better we understand the narrative and its meaning for our
lives today.

As you read the story, ask what emotions and experiences it elicits from you. Pay
attention to the ways it generates interest, curiosity, suspense, or other reactions as you
study the narrative Note especiallghe central character of the story and his/her life and
experiences.ldentify ways that this character comments on life or illustrates significant
life principles. Since nost storiestest their hero or characters, kodor ways the
characters change asithstory progresses.

For instancehow did Moses'experiences test him? Whdid he learn as his story
unfolded? What dave learn about life by reading his story¥hy does his story move
us? What does his characteach us? How is his story our story?

Fourth Old Testament narrative is usually descriptive rather than prescriptivihese
stories illustrate truth more often than they teach it directly. For example, the story of
Jonah never "tells" us to do ahytg. It describes God's love for the Ninevites and his
work in calling and using his recalcitrant prophet, then leaves it to us to discern and apply
the lessons of the narrative. The story of David and Bathsheba certainly does not



prescribe adultery; ther, it describes this heinous sin and its disastrous consequences.
Biblical stories show us the dealings of God with peoffien the Spirit applies these
lessons to our lives.

Fifth, biblical narrative is best interpreted as a unit rather than as mdual truths or
lessons The overarching event is more important than the details which move the story
forward. For instance, we learn from fRed Sea miraclthat God is more powerful than

the mightiest army on earthThe story does not intend to waus against the use of
chariots or the modernday equivalents. The fact that Israel marched around Jericho
seven times does not mean that we must pray seven omést whenever we do God is
obligated to give us whatever we ask.

Read Genesis 3. What does this narrative teach us about God?
About humans? About temptation?

Noting that this narrative is descriptive rather than prescriptive, what
life lessons do you think it intends to teach today?

Day 2: Take steps to interpret biblical stories

There are severdleys for finding GodOs message in the stories related in Scriptures.
First, seek the intended meaning of the stprysing grammatical, historical, and
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theological principles.Setting, characters, and plot are important to understanding any
story. Study them within their context, seeking the theological truth they intend to
convey.

For instance, in studying the story of David and Bathahgou might coclude that
addtery leads to tragic consequencesook for both positive and negative examples in
Scripture, remembering that narratives often teach uswabéd do.

Second, when the story illustrates truth rather than prescribing a practical aeg&n,
corroborating biblical witness which is prescriptive in natureFor instance, does the
Bible elsewhere command us not to commit adultery? Does it warn us directly that the
consequences of sin are severe?

Third, look for New Testament interpretationf the Old Testament lessonSuch a
commentary is not always intended by the New Testament, but often it sheds significant
light on the Old Testament event. For instance, what did Jesus say about the nature and
significance of adultery? How do his werbring the story of David and Bathsheba into
focus for Christians?

Fourth, apply the theological message of the story to your life in practical walysr
instance, are you being tempted by lust today? If so, learn from David and Bathsheba
that such sirleads to disaster. If for a man "after God's own heart" (1 Sam. 13:14), how
much more so for us?

Read Genesis 12:1-5. What principles does this story illustrate for
faith today?

Now consult Hebrews 11:8-10. What additional truth does this
commentary convey? How does this passage add to the relevance of
Abraham's story for your faith in God?




Day 3: Avoid allegory

"Allegory" is an approach to interpretation which focuses on hidden or spiritual meanings
within the literal text. This method is couched in the Platonic worldview, wherein the
"idea" is reflected byte "shadow" of the material. According to Plato, we should always
seek the higher "spiritual” truths and not focus on the physical world or text.

Taking this approach to the Bible, Jews living in Alexandria, Egypt began seeking ways
to discover the "spitual” meaning within the material words of Scripture. Philo (ca. 20
B.C-A.D. 50) was the foremost advocate of this approach. He considered the literal
meaning of the text to be helpful only for the immatuféne mature disciple would want

to find the"higher" spiritual truths of Scripture.

One famous example of Philo's approach is his interpretation of Abraham's journey to
Palestine. According to him, Abraham symbolizes a philosopher. When he comes to the
area called "Haran" (the word literally maatholes"), he discovers the emptiness of
learning by the "holes," i.e., the senses. According to him, Abraham's journey teaches us
the spiritual truth that learning cannot be gained from the physical world.

Unfortunately, this approach to Scripture specially common with biblical narrative. |
once heard a weknown Baptist pastor and denominational leader preaching on the
episode where Moses threw the log into the bitter water, turning it sweet (Exodus 15:22
25. The preacher claimed that the logresents the cross, and that the death of Jesus
turns the bitter waters of death into the sweetneks@ifen

While it is of course true that Jesus' death is the means by whiobceigeeternal life
with God, this fact was not at all part of the Ensdharrative. The preacher found
spiritual meaning where it was not intended by the writer of the text.

The Bible can never mean what it never meant. In interpreting biblical narrative, always
seek the intended meaning and then apply its principlesuplife. Allegory takes us
away from the application which the Spirit intended for the text he inspired.

Read Genesis 7:1-4. If you were to ignore the intended meaning of
this historical event, what "spiritual" truths might you discover
within the text? How do you know that these "spiritual" principles
are not intended by the narrative?




Day 4. Read the text in its context

It is important to read Scriptures within its context, and to avoid very common mistakes,
such addecontextualizingtdd Ofalse combinationalism.O

ODecontexualizing@s the mistake of ignoring or deemphasizing the historical and
literary context of the passage. This common error has given rise to much theological
confusion. For instance,aid grieved the death of his dear friend Jonathan with the
words, "Your love for me was wonderful, more wonderful than that of women" (2
Samuel 1:26). Taken alone, these words could be used to claim that David and Jonathan
had a homosexual relationshiBut reading his lament in its context gives us a very
different picture.

Marriage in ancient Israel was arranged primarily to benefit the tribe, increasing its
strength and size through procreation. Ties with other families were often arranged for
political benefit and purpose. A man's wife was seldom his best friend or soul mate, as
David's tumultuous relationships with wives and women illustra@s.the other hand,
Jonathan was David's best friend, confidant, and peer.

There is no hint whatsoeven iScripture that either David or Jonathan had any
homosexual tendencies. David's lustful relations with Bathsheba and others demonstrate
his heterosexuality And Jonathan had at least one child (2 8al9:3-4), demonstrating

that he was a husband andather. Reading the text in its context gives us the clear
intention of the passage.

Read 1 Kings 11:1. Taken alone, how might this verse relate to the
question of polygamy?

Now read the rest of the episode (vs. 2-13). In its context, what is the
intended application of verse 1?




"False combinationalism” is another common mistake interpreters make in studying
biblical narrative. Thisnethod combines elements from within a story or stories to
create a meaning not intended in the narrative.

David praised God for preparing a cup for him in the presence of his enemies (Psalm
23:5), then claimed that he would dwell in the "house of the"Lfarever (v. 6). False
combinationalism would say that our enemies are alwayse house of the Lord. In

truth they sometimes are, but this fact is of course not intended by David's psalm.

As a young manjosepldescribed prideful dreams of persosatcess to his family, and
ended up in Pharaoh's prison. False combinationalism would teach that prideful people
will always be punishedh the same mannerBut this assertion ignores the ways God
orchestrated and used Joseph's imprisonment to exa#trtdrim fact fulfill the dreams he
described to his family years earlier.

Again, seek the intended meaning of the text, and turn to related Scripture only when it
intends to speak to the same subject and truth. Otherwise we make the Bible say more
than t means to say, and miss God's word for our lives.

Read Exodus 4:1-5 and 20. Taken together, these verses might teach
that we must always abandon our possessions or gifts before they can
be used by God. Can you think of biblical examples or teachings
which would contradict such a claim? Discuss your thoughts.

Day 5: Understand Old Testament law

More than 600 commandments are found in the word of God, conveyed primarily in
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, ancgteronomy.Learning how to apply them to our lives
today carbeone of the most difficult challenges for biblical interpreters.



Several groups of laws are to be found in the Old Testament:

The Book of the Covenant (Exodus 202219)
Laws of sacrificgLeviticus 17)

Laws of purity (Leviticus 1415)

The Holiness Code (Leviticus 426)

The Deuteronomy Code (DeuteronomyZ).
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There are no laws in Genesis. Four out of the 40 chapters of Exodus, most of Leviticus
and a small part of Numbers contain $aw Fourteen out of the 34 chapters of
Deuteronomy contain legal materials.

The Book of the Covenant includes rules governing:

Images and altars (Exodus 20:2@)

Hebrew slaves (Ebdus21:1-11)

Offenses punisibleby death (Eadus21:1217)
Bodily injury (Exodus21:1824)

Property laws (Exodu®1:2522:17)
Miscellaneous social lasyExodus22:1823:9)
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The Holiness Code (Léicus 17-26) contains moral and ceremonial laws governing:

Slaughter of animals and sacrifice (iteus 17:1-16)

Sexual relationglLeviticus 18:1-30)

Relations with neighbord éviticus 19:1-37)

Rules for the priestd_éviticus 20:1-22:16)

The quality of sacrificed gviticus22:17%33)

A calendar of religious lifeLeviticus 23:1-44)

Rules regarding the sanctuary and the showbieavticus24:1-9)
Blasphemy I(eviticus 24:1623)

The sabbatal year and Jubiled_éviticus 25:1-55)

Blessings and cursekdviticus 26:1-46).
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The Deuteronomic Code (Dembnomyl2-26) exhort the people to obey the Lord so that
he may bless them in the thithey are about to inherit. Many of the 80 laws contained in
this section address a new generation. Here wepfiescriptiondfor judges, prophets,
priests, kings, and holy war.

Old Testament laws can be divided into two categories. "Apodictics Ew direct
commands. They begin with "do" or "do not," and apply to all people for all time in all
contexts. The Ten Commandments are the best example of such laws. It is always
wrong to commit adultery, whatever the extenuating circumstances may{hsuistic"

laws are conditional, expressed on a dasease basis. They usually begin, "When a
man" or "If a man" and prescribe blessings or penalties for specific actions. In addition,



some scholars classify Old Testament laws as criminal, civiljlyfanvorship, and
charitable.

Several principles are important to understanding Old Testament laws. Firstathese

are typically conditional in nature A "suzerainty" covenant is one which contains
promises made by a sovereign to his subordinateslitcanal upon their obedience to

him. (The name comes from "suzerain," meaning overlord.).

For instance, Deuteronomy 12:28mmands"Be careful to obey all these regulations |
am giving you, so that it may always go well with you and your childrem wfte,
because you will be doing what is good and right in the eyes of the LORD your God
Their blessing was conditional upon their obedience. We do well to recognize the
context and conditions of these laws before applying them to our lives today.

Sewond: Old Testament laws serve to prepare us for the New Covenant in ChAst

we interpret the Old Testament in light of the New Testament, so we interpret laws in
light of Jesus' teachings and mission. For instance, the Old Testament commands us not
to murder (Ex. 20:13). But Jesus fulfills this law with his prescription against anger
(Matt. 5:22). Good interpretation requires that we look to the New Testament to give us
the fullest intent and application of Old Testament laws for our lives.

Third: Old Testament laws retain the force of precept when they are renewed in the
New Testament For instance, Jesus renewed the Fifth through Ninth Commandments
with this statement to thach youngruler: "You know the commandments: 'Do not
commit adultery, dahot murder, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your
father and mothé&r(Luke 18:20 cf. Mathew5:21-48).

He renewed the First, Second, and Third Commandments with his prescription that we
are to "love the Lord your God with all your meand with all your soul and with all your
mind" (Matthew 22:37). He honored the Fourth Commandment when he observed the
Sabbath in his ministry (cf. Mark 1:21) and upheld its value (Mark 2:28). And he
enforced the Tenth Commandment with his prescmpaigainst greed (Luke 12:15).

In addition, thecommands to love God (Deubnomy6:5) and our neighbot éviticus

19:18) are obviously renewed by Jesus in the two Great Commandmenthe(latt
22:3440). No other Old Testament laws are made binding on Nestament believers

as commands or precepts for life today(Note that Acts 15:29 states thdiree
ceremonial laws were required for the first Gentile converts, but this text does not require
them of all believers for all time.)

Fourth:Old Testament las retain the force of principle when they are not renewed in

the New Testament For instance, kosher dietary law®re extremelysignificant to
Hebrew life €f. Leviticus 11). But these laws are not renewed in the New Testament,
and in fact are specitdly not enforced for Gentile followers of Jesus (Acts 1298

While they are not required for Christians today, they teach the principle that God cares



about our diet and health, and wants us to behave in ways which are distinct from the
pagan culturen which we live.

Fifth: laws given to a specific person or groups retain illustrative principles for life
today For instance, Jesus told John's disciples to "go back and report to John what you
hear and see" (Mdteéw 11:4). This is obviously not a wonand for us, though it teaches

us the importance of obeying Jesus. In the same way, the command against sacrificing an
animal outside the Tent of Meetingelviticus 17:34) clearly cannot be obeyed literally

now that the Tabernacle is no more. But this teaches us that God wants us to bring

our offerings to him in worship today.

Read Leviticus 19:4. What other biblical passages relate to this
command? In their light, is this a precept or a principle for life
today? Discuss your thoughts.

Day 6: Interpret Old

Testament law

As with narrative, our first interpretive stem Obedlencel does n _Ot
understanding lawis to understand the intended €& God's favor --it
meaning of the textuising grammatical, historical, anc POSItIons us to receive
then theological tools. Weant to know what the law ~ What God's grace
intended to say to its original audience. wants to give

Second:learn if this law is repeated in the New
Testament for followers of Jesusind if so, in what
way. Ifitis, interpret it as a binding law for us. If it
is not, seek the prindp intended by the law for the
children of Israel, and apply that principle to life
today.
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Third: apply the law to life within the context of graceObedience does not earn God's
favor--it positions us to receive what God's grace wants to give (cédapis2:8-9).

Read Leviticus 19:9-10. What does this text require of its original
readers? What principles does it illustrate for us today?
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