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The Bible is a record of limited human insights 	

• inspired by God 	

• that real people have expressed to other real 
people in limited human words and in specific 
cultural and historical circumstances. 



The Older Testament is the fruit of centuries of 
reflection by people who were convinced that their God, 
YHWH, the lord of creation and the lord of history, had 
chosen them in love and had a special mission for them in 
the world. !
!

They believed that there was a special providence guiding 
their history. They kept reflecting on it to remember 
God’s love and covenant with them, and to discern God’s 
will, as well as to learn from their mistakes, and so 
become more sensitive, attentive and faithful. 



They cherished their traditions, including the 
reflections of those who went before them, !
!

but they kept questioning, refining and adapting 
earlier insights in the light of newer insights.!
!

The history of the development of the Older 
Testament is a history of prayerful debate, !
discussion and refinement, !
always in the light of historical experience.



This continued into the Newer 
Testament . Je sus ’ d i sc ip le s 
reflected on the sacred texts in 
the light of the new revelation 
that they experienced in Jesus of 
Nazareth. They came to what 
they be l i e ved wa s a deeper 
understand of God’s intention in 
inspiring the scriptures – an 
understanding that was hidden 
prior to God’s revelation in Jesus. 

Read the OT through Jesus’ eyes



Like all the writings of the ancient Near 
Eastern world, they draw on oral tradition, 
in which on-going interest wields more 
power than concern for we regards as 
historical accuracy. !
!

They write to engage the imagination, and 
so they rely heavily on story to communicate 
insight into the truth.!



For the most part the Older Testament offers us 	

TRUTH as truth is expressed in STORY.	

Only rarely do  we find in it what we would 
regard as HISTORY.

The insp i red authors a re in teres ted in 
connecting their contemporaries with the 
precious religious insights that have come down 
to them from their ancestors, and they have no 
trouble in using drama, folklore and legend if 
they help to achieve this aim. 



  ‘The Hebrew writers manifestly took delight in the 
artful depicting of these lifelike characters and actions, 
and so they created an unexhausted source of delight 
for a hundred generation of readers.  But that pleasure 
of imaginative play is deeply interfused with a sense of 
great spiritual urgency. The biblical writers fashion 
their personages with a complicated, sometimes 
alluring, often fiercely insistent individuality, because it 
is in the stubbornness of human individuality that each 
man and woman encounters God or ignores Him, 
responds to, or resists, Him. 

Robert Alter The Art of Biblical Narrative  page 189)



Subsequent religious tradition has by and large 
encouraged us to take the Bible seriously rather than 
to enjoy it, but the paradoxical truth of the matter may 
well be that by learning to enjoy the biblical stories 
more fully as stories, we shall also come to see more 
clearly what they mean to tell us about God, man, and 
the perilously momentous realm of history.’

Robert Alter The Art of Biblical Narrative (continued)



The focus of the Biblical authors is on the way they 
understood God to have acted in the past and to be 
acting in their present. !
They are interested in forming the consciousness of 
the nation by keeping before them the stories that 
remind them of who they are and what they are called 
to be. !
The aim of the authors is to fix attention on God and 
on God’s continuing relationship with Israel. They 
look to the past through the stories handed down over 
many generations, stories based on real experiences 
the exact details of which have long been lost. 



The question to be asked is: ‘Is God really the way 
he is presented here? And are we to respond to God 
in the way this account states?’ !
!

As disciples of Jesus we have the wonderful 
advantage of being able to check these stories 
against the full revelation that we see in him, so that 
we can discern the imperfections and benefit from 
the truths these stories contain.



As the Second Vatican Council states, we can 
be confident that these texts express ‘without 
error that truth which God willed to be put 
down in the sacred writings for the sake of our 
salvation’(Dei Verbum, 11).!
!

Before all else the Bible is a truthful statement 
of God’s faithful love, expressed of course in 
the l imited, imperfect, and historical ly 
conditioned way in which human authors 
necessarily speak and write of such matters. 



• Elijah & Elisha
Israel

• Patriarchal sagas	

  Jacob and Joseph

• Deuteronomy A
• Amos (762-750BC)

• Hosea (750-724BC)

Judah

• Isaiah (740-700BC)

Divided 
Kingdom

Jerusalem

Samaria

922-721BC

• Micah (740-725BC)

(see my commentaries  ‘First & 
Second Samuel’ and ‘First & Second 
Kings’, Chevalier Press 2012)

(see my commentary ‘Israel’s 
Eighth Century Prophets, 
Chevalier Press 2011)



Fall of Judah 597BC!
!
Destruction of Jerusalem 587BC

Jerusalem

Samaria

• Jeremiah (609-587BC)

• Deuteronomy B and ‘History’ A

• Zephaniah(628-620BC)
• Nahum (620-612BC)

• Habakkuk (605-590BC)

Joshua, Judges,  
Samuel 1, Samuel 2,  
Kings 1, Kings 2

(see my commentary ‘Israel’s Seventh 
Century Prophets, Chevalier Press 
2011)
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Exile in Babylon



Exile in Babylon  597-538BC

• Lost land, king & temple!
!
• Experiencing a ‘superior’ culture!
!
• Learning a new humility!
                   a new faith in Yahweh not based on success!
!
• The dawning of monotheism!
!
• A new zeal for mission!
!
• Exiles saw themselves as a worshipping community, 
with Yahweh in their midst. The synagogue replaced 
the temple.



The Torah as we have it was composed against the 
background of the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
temple, the end of the monarchy, and the exile in 
Babylon. !
!

We should expect to find these calamitous events 
casting a huge shadow over the text, as well as 
supplying the key questions that the authors were 
desperate to answer as they pieced their story 
together.



Where had they gone wrong? What must they do to 
bring about the purification without which they 
could not enjoy God’s blessing?  !
!
• The Deuteronomic School  Deuteronomy C !
  and the ‘History’ B !
!
• the Priestly School (Exodus-Leviticus,  Numbers)       !
       Ezekiel (593-571)!
!
• the Isaiah School (Isaiah Scroll 40-55) (545-538)

(see my commentary ‘Israel’s Sixth Century Prophets, 
Chevalier Press 2011)



We are left to imagine the dialogue, debate 
and discussion that went on between them. 
They conc luded that i t wa s God who 
brought about the catastrophe that they 
were experiencing. Since God is just, the 
problem had to be their infidelity to their 
part of the covenant, and they interpreted 
their loss and suffering as God’s punishment 
for their sin, as God’s way of purifying them.



Yehud 538BC

• Isaiah 56-66 (515-548BC)

• Haggai (520BC)
• Zechariah (520-518BC)

Governor Nehemiah 445BC

Priest Ezra 450BC

• Joel

• Obadiah

• Malachi

see my Israel’s Sixth Century Prophets

• Zechariah 9-14

• Jonah

(see my commentary ‘Israel’s Fifth Century Prophets, 
Chevalier Press 2011)



 Determined not to repeat the mistakes of the past, 
the post-exilic authors wanted to form again the 
people of Israel, worshipping God faithfully in the 
restored temple and faithful to the covenant made 
with them long ago by God. !
!

If we place ourselves among these returned exiles we 
are giving ourselves the best opportunity to read the 
Torah as it was composed to be read.



Genesis



Reliving experience of Moses

Exodus-Leviticus-Numbers
(see my commentary ‘A Priestly 
Kingdom and a Holy Nation’, 
Chevalier Press 2008)



‘Terah took his son Abram … and 
they went out together from Ur of the 
Chaldeans to go into the land of 
Canaan; but when they came to 
Haran, they settled there’(Genesis 11:31). 

–

–––
‘A wandering 
Aramean was 
my ancestor.’	

(Deuteronomy 26:5).

Aram

Reliving the experience of the Patriarchs
Genesis 12ff

(see my commentary ‘Genesis’, Chevalier Press 2008)



Stories from the!
various tribal !
cult centres

Joshua-Judges

(see my commentary 
‘Deuteronomy, Joshua 
& Judges’, Chevalier 
Press 2008)



While in Babylon the exiles had come into contact 
with myths about the beginnings of the world and 
of the human race – myths like that of Atrahasis, 
composed in the ancient Akkadian language of the 
17th century BC, and the Enuma Elish of the 12th 
century BC. !
!

The post-exilic authors placed the stories of the 
patriarchs and Moses within the larger perspective 
of YHWH, the lord of creation as well as of history. 

YHWH the Creator 
Genesis 1-11



‘The Bible is theology rooted 
in the sequence of human 
events as retold within liturgical 
celebrations’(C. Stuhlmueller).

‘The purpose of the Bible is 
not to describe ancient events 
with detailed accuracy, but 
rather, from the memory of the 
events, to draw listeners into 
worshipping God and into 
reliving the hopes of the 
ancestors’(C. Stuhlmueller).



Writings in the Hebrew Bible

Most of these come from the period after the return to 
Judah after the exile.!
!
1. The Psalms. The Book of Psalms has been called the 
song-book of the second (post-exilic) temple. Some of 
them are more ancient, but, as one would expect for 
music in the liturgy, they were preserved, but also 
adapted. (see my commentary, Chevalier Press 2005)!
!
2. The Lamentations. Composed for the most part in 
the sixth century, and expressing the grief of those left 
behind in Judah after the destruction of the city in 587 
(see my commentary in 'Israel's Festival Scrolls', Chevalier Press 2011)



3. Proverbs. Some are quite ancient, and express 
traditional wisdom in pithy aphorisms !
     (see my commentary in 'Proverbs and Job' Chevalier Press 2011).!
!
4. Job - questioning traditional wisdom !
     (see my commentary in 'Proverbs and Job' Chevalier Press, 2011).!
!
5. Ecclesiastes (Qohelet). Like Job the author questions 
traditional wisdom !
   (see my commentary in 'Israel's Festival Scrolls', Chevalier Press 2011).!
!
6. The Song of Songs. A celebration of sexual love !
     (see my commentary in 'Israel's Festival Scrolls', Chevalier Press, 2011)



7. Ruth. A charming short story !
    (see my commentary in 'Israel's Festival Scrolls', Chevalier Press, 2011).!
!
8. The Book of Esther. A court tale !
     (see my commentary in 'Israel's Festival Scrolls', Chevalier Press, 2011).!
!
9. Daniel. Drawing on ancient court tales, the author is 
encouraging those being persecuted (167-164) under 
Antiochus to persevere in their faith !
!
(see my commentary included as an appendix to 'Israel's Fifth Century 
Prophets', Chevalier Press, 2011)



10. Ezra & Nehemiah. The story of Judah after the 
return from exile.!
!
(see my commentary Chevalier Press 2012)!
!
11. 1 & 2 Chronicles. A re-look at the story of the kings 
of Judah, with special focus on the temple and the 
temple cult.!
!
(see my commentaries on First & Second Samuel and First Chronicles 
Chevalier Press 2012.  First & Second Kings and Secon Chronicles, 
Chevalier Press 2012.)



the Old Testament!
!
1. The Book of Tobit. A short story!
!
2. The Book of Judith. A short story!
!
(see my commentary ‘The Book of Tobit & The Book of Judith’, Chevalier 
Press 2012)!
!
3. Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) a Wisdom Book from the 
second century BC!
!
4. The Book of Wisdom. A Wisdom Book from the first 
century BC!
!
(see my commentary ‘The Wisdom of Ben Sira and the Wisdom of 
Solomon’, Chevalier Press 2012)



5. Baruch. The story of Jeremiah's secretary!
!
6. Additions to the Books of Esther and Daniel!
!
7. 1&2 Maccabees. The story of the Jewish war of 
independence in the second century BC.!
!
(see my commentary ‘First & Second Maccabees’, Chevalier Press 2012)!
!
8. There are also 3&4 Maccabees and various documents 
named after the fifth century BC priest Ezra.!



Defective ways of conceiving ‘God’

1. Imperfect Monotheism!
!

2. Judah’s enemies are God’s enemies!
!

3. God ‘controls’ the world




