
The first five books of the Old Testament, including Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy, we know as the Torah, Pentateuch, or books of Moses.
The Torah is spectacular standing alone, describing as it does thousands of years of
history from God’s creation of the world to his recalling his chosen people into his
promised land. After Genesis and the first part of Exodus, though, many readers
find the Torah’s laws daunting to follow, unless having a supportive understanding
in which to read them.

The word Torah refers to the Jewish written law, although not using law in the
narrow legislative or judicial sense that we give the word today. A better translation
would refer to revealed teaching or commands constituting the people Israel.
Indeed, Jews continue to place Torah readings at the center of synagogue Sabbath
services. Synagogue officials remove the Torah parchment scrolls from their special
storage, unroll them on the ceremonial lectern to the planned reading, and chant or
read them aloud. Commentary follows. The Torah is thus more than a collection of
histories, poetry, and laws from which to draw lessons. It constitutes the Jewish
community and continues to define and shape its culture.

Followers of Christ also treasure the Torah, for many of the same reasons that Jews
treasure it, but also for its heralding the Messiah. The Torah’s herald of Christ,
though, is not like the overt pleas of Isaiah and other prophets, appearing much later
in the Old Testament, for the Savior. The Torah’s prefiguring of the coming Christ is
more subtle, in stories like the ram caught in the bush and in the people’s repeated
falls from which God’s grace must rescue them. Read the Torah for how it
constituted God’s chosen people Israel, while also reading it for how God would
need to rescue those people and, in so doing, rescue the world.


