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Torah

Torah in Jewish Tradition
• Torah in the narrowest sense refers to the first five
•
•
•
•

books of the Bible
In a broader sense, Torah includes all Jewish law and
tradition
By tradition, Torah was given to Moses in written
form with oral commentary
The “Oral Torah” or Mishnah is the oral tradition
and commentary first written down in the 2nd
century CE
The Talmud is additional commentary compiled in
about the 5th century CE

Did Moses write the Torah?
• Ancient tradition held that he did, or that he received the books from God
• Exodus 31:18 – "He gave Moses the two tablets of the testimony, tablets of stone, written by the
finger of God”

• But nowhere in the Bible does it say that he wrote a book on the mountain or came
down with one.

• Deut. 34:5 And Moses the servant of the Lord died there in Moab, as the Lord had said.
• From the Middle Ages on, rabbis and scholars began to believe that there were
actually more than one author

• 19th century German scholars began to study
the Bible as a work of literature examining its
word usage, the forms of the writing, etc.

• Noticed some interesting inconsistencies in

Source
Criticism

the Torah – the first five books of the Bible

• Different names for God, for example
• Elohim = “God”
• YHWH or Adonai = “Lord”
• Other names for God as well: El Elyon, El
Shaddai, and many others

The Four Source Theory
• J since God is referred to as Yahweh and the first letter is J in German
• This material was written or preserved in the Southern Kingdom of Judah after
the division of the Kingdom in 922 BC, and perhaps as late as the eighth century
BC.

• It contained the traditions of the Davidic monarchy and the establishment of
Jerusalem as the center of worship, as well as recounting the story of the emergence
of Israel as a people under God’s guidance.

• While there is some legal material in these sources, most of it is epic narrative,

traditional recounting of the origins of a people and their journey through history.

The Four Source Theory
• E was similar material that used the generic term for deity (elohim) in
referring to God.

• It originated in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, perhaps earlier than J
before the establishment of the monarchy, although most placed it around
the eighth century BC.

• Rather than material about the Davidic monarchy, E contained the tribal
traditions of the conquest of the land and the traditions about the covenant
and the worship centers outside Jerusalem.

The Four Source Theory
• D was the designation given to deuteronomic material.
• It contained traditions from Moses, but scholars thought that an early form of Deuteronomy was
in place as a written document during the reign of Josiah (c. 621 BC), which he used as a basis
for his reforms.
• A later version of this material was reedited after the exile to apply the theology of Mosaic
traditions to the crisis of the exile.

• Deuteronomic history and theology in Samuel-Kings and some of the prophetic traditions,
especially that of Jeremiah.

• Faithfulness to God using the covenant traditions as a basis, and obedience as proper response to
God’s grace. It also included much of the legal material that revolved around obedience to God
as faithfulness to the Torah.

The Four Source Theory
• The P material was understood to be priestly material, and focused on the
concerns of priests serving in the Jerusalem temple.

• Technical record keeping and legal traditions related to the proper functioning of
the Temple and its associated activities.

• It included material such as detailed regulations about how to observe festivals, the
counting of days, the ordering of events into sequence, genealogies and statistics, as
well as reflective theological material that related to the keeping of religious law.

• P is also seen as the final editor of the Torah/Pentateuch and is often associated
with the scribe Ezra.

So how
does this
work?

Let’s look at
the Creation
story from
the
beginning
of Genesis

• Genesis 1:1—
2:3
• Genesis 2:4-25

And let’s
look at the
Flood story
in the same
way

• Genesis 6-8

Overview of the Story of the Torah
• Always answering the question: “How did things get to be like this?”
• Epic Story: Creation, Flood, Patriarchs, Tribes, Slavery and Exodus,
Conquest

• What is the relationship between Israel and itself, Israel and God, Israel and
the other nations, Israel and the land?

• How shall we worship, where shall we live, what laws shall we have?

Book by
Book
overview

For this section I am using
the excellent work by Jeffrey
Kranz on overviewbible.com.

There are many resources
that can help you learn more
in-depth about each book

Genesis
I will establish my covenant as
an everlasting covenant between
me and you and your descendants
after you for the generations to
come, to be your God and the
God of your descendants after
you. (Genesis 17:7, NIV)

Chapters 1-11: God and humanity
• Genesis opens with God creating the heavens and the earth, the stars, the plants, the animals, and
humans: Adam and Eve. God places Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, but they rebel
against God, introducing a curse of sin and death to the world.

• Adam and Eve have children (including Cain and Abel), and those children have children.

Eventually the world becomes so violent that God sends a great flood to destroy the world, but
He spares the only righteous man, Noah. Noah builds his famous ark to escape the floodwaters
with his family (and many animals). After the waters recede, God promises to never again destroy
the earth with a flood.

• This movement culminates with the strange story of the Tower of Babel. The people of earth

come together to make a great city and a name for themselves. At this time, God and the divine
beings with him scatter the people of earth by confusing their languages and setting up different
nations (Genesis 11, Deuteronomy 32:8).

God and Israel
Act 1: Abram/Abraham (Chapters 12-24)

• Hundreds of years later, God calls Noah’s descendant, Abram, to leave his
family and journey to the land of Canaan. God promises to bless Abram
with many descendants, and to bless all the nations of the world through
him.

• Abram believes God’s promise, even though he is old and childless. God
considers him to be righteous, and changes his name from Abram
to Abraham. Later, Abraham has a son, Isaac.

God and Israel
Chapters 25-36: Isaac and Jacob
• Act 2: Isaac (Genesis 25–27)
• Isaac dwells in the land of Canaan and has twin sons: Jacob and Esau.
• Jacob grows up, tricks Esau into giving away his blessing, and Esau’s not too happy
about this. So …

• Act 3: Jacob/Israel (Genesis 28–36)
• Jacob then leaves town to live with his uncle. He marries, has 13 children, and lives with
his uncle for 20 years before God calls him back to Canaan. As Jacob returns to the
land of Abraham and Isaac, his name is changed to Israel (35:9–12).

God and Israel
Chapters 37-50: Joseph
• Act 4: Joseph (Genesis 37–50)
• Of Jacob’s 12 sons and one daughter, Joseph is his favorite. Joseph’s brothers sell him into

slavery, and he becomes a prisoner in Egypt. His God-given ability to interpret dreams
becomes valuable to the Pharaoh, however, and so Joseph is released from prison and made
second in command of all Egypt. Joseph warns Pharaoh that a terrible famine is coming,
and stockpiles food for the coming years.
• Joseph’s predictions are correct: the famine reaches Canaan, and his brothers come to Egypt
to buy food. The brothers reconcile, and Joseph provides for all the children of Israel to
move to Egypt until the famine is over. The book of Genesis ends with the death of Joseph,
whose last prediction is that God will bring the children of Israel back to the promised land.
God begins fulfilling this in the next movement of the story: the book of Exodus.

Exodus
“I am the LORD your
God, who brought you out
of the land of Egypt, out
of the house of slavery.”
(Exodus 20:2)

Act 1: God hears Israel
(Exodus 1–6)
• Exodus picks up where Genesis leaves off: the young nation of Israel is in
Egypt (they were invited by Joseph, the one with the famous coat). A new
Pharaoh notices the Israelites multiplying, and enslaves them. Afraid of an
uprising, he orders that all Hebrew sons should be cast into the Nile at birth.

• But one baby boy escapes this fate: the Hebrew Moses grows up in Pharaoh’s
household. When adult Moses kills an abusive Egyptian slave driver, he flees
the country. Forty years later, God appears to Moses as a burning bush and
sends him to deliver Israel from the hand of Pharaoh.

Act 2: God saves Israel
(Exodus 7-18)
• Moses, with the help of his brother Aaron, confronts Pharaoh on God’s

behalf: “Let My people go” (Ex 5:1). Pharaoh refuses, and so God sends
those famous 10 plagues upon the Egyptians. When the last plague kills
Pharaoh’s son, he finally allows Israel to leave.

• The Israelites celebrate the first-ever Passover, and then set out into the

wilderness. Pharaoh changes his mind and sends his army to recapture them.
God saves Israel miraculously by parting the Red Sea and allowing Israel to
escape their would-be captors—and then uses the sea to wash away
Pharaoh’s army.

Act 3: God makes a covenant with Israel
Exodus 19-34
• The Israelites leave Egypt and make their way to Mount Sinai, where God gives His
laws to Moses. God makes a covenant with the nation of Israel and the generations
to come: because He rescued them from Egypt, Israel is to observe His rules. God
speaks the Ten Commandments directly to the whole nation of Israel, and He relays
specific ordinances to Moses on the mountain.

• But already things aren’t going as planned. While God is giving Moses laws for the
people, the people start worshiping a golden calf … not cool. Moses pleads with
God on Israel’s behalf, and the nation is given another go at keeping God’s
commands.

Act 4: God dwells with Israel
(Exodus 35–40)
• God does not stop with a list of rules, however. He gives Moses instructions
for a tabernacle, a special tent of worship.

• The book of Exodus ends with the glory of the LORD filling the tabernacle:
God is now dwelling among His chosen people, Israel. The book
of Leviticus goes on to document the laws God gives His people at Mount
Sinai.

Leviticus
“Thus you are to be holy to
Me, for I the LORD am holy;
and I have set you apart from
the peoples to be Mine.”
(Leviticus 20:26)

Themes in Leviticus
• Holiness
• God is holy and God’s people need to be holy as well

• Purity: Clean and Unclean
• Live in a manner that respects the presence of God.

Outline of Leviticus
• How to give offerings (Leviticus 1–7)
•
•
•
•

Aaron and sons ordained (Leviticus 8–10)
Cleanliness laws for the congregation (Leviticus 11–15)
Atonement for sin (Leviticus 16–17)
How to be a holy culture (Leviticus 18–27)

Numbers
• “The LORD said to
Moses, “How long will this
people spurn Me? And how
long will they not believe in
Me, despite all the signs
which I have performed in
their midst?” (Numbers
14:11)

Act 1: Preparing to leave Sinai
Numbers 1:1—10:10
The book opens with Moses taking a census of the people in Israel. (That’s
why we call the book “Numbers.”) Israel has been camping in the wilderness
for a year now, and it’s time for them to be on the move. Moses gives the nation
orders for how the twelve tribes should position themselves as they camp and
as they move through the wilderness—with the tabernacle of God being at the
center of the camp. A good deal of new laws, rituals, and sacrifices that take
place here.

Numbers 10-19
• Interlude: From Sinai to Paran (Nu 10:11–12:16)
• This isn’t a very pleasant journey. The people complain against God and Moses—and God sends fire and a
plague. Moses’ brother Aaron and sister Miriam speak out against him, and Miriam is temporarily afflicted
with leprosy.

• It’s really not great.
• Act 2: Israel Rejects the Land (Nu 13–19)
• When the Israelites get about halfway to Canaan, Moses sends twelve spies into the land to scope it out. Two

of them, Joshua and Caleb, tell the people that the land is good, and God will give it to them. The other 10,
however, have no confidence that they can take the land—they believe the forces protecting Canaan outmatch
Israel.

• The nation isn’t very happy to hear this, so they turn on Moses. They refuse to take the land, and so God says,
“OK. You will die in the wilderness and I’ll give it to your children.”

Numbers 20-36
• Interlude: from Paran to Moab. (Numbers 20–21)
•

Things get a little worse before they get better on this trip. Moses disobeys God in front of the people, and he too is prohibited from
entering the promised land. Aaron dies, and his son takes his place. Israel defeats several enemies along the way. They end up just across
the Jordan river from Canaan, in the plains of Moab.

• Act 3: Israel settles across from Canaan (Numbers 22–36)
•

Israel makes camp just across the Jordan river from Jericho (yes, that Jericho). They’re a force to be reckoned with—they’ve defeated
some armies and a few of the tribes begin settling the east side of the Jordan permanently.

•

As you can imagine, the surrounding nations are freaked out. They hire a jerk named Balaam to curse Israel, which doesn’t work out.
(Remember God’s promise to Abraham in Genesis?) Then Balaam gets a different nation to send in their daughters to seduce the
Israelites and get them to worship other gods. That doesn’t end well for Israel at first (yet another plague). But it’s an even worse deal
for the other nation—five of their rulers and Balaam are killed.

•

There’s yet another census. Joshua is named Moses’ successor. And generally speaking, the whole nation is made ready for the next
chapter: entering the promised land.

•

But not just yet. Moses has a very important message for them—but that’s covered next in Deuteronomy.

Deuteronomy
I call heaven and earth to witness against
you today, that I have set before you life
and death, the blessing and the curse.
So choose life in order that you may live,
you and your descendants, by loving the
LORD your God, by obeying His voice,
and by holding fast to Him; for this is your
life and the length of your days, that you
may live in the land which the LORD
swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob, to give them.
(Dt 30:19–20)

• Finally: Israel is just across the Jordan River from the promised

land of Canaan. Moses has led the young nation out of Egypt
and on a 40-year journey through the wilderness, and they have
just defeated several enemies before setting up camp here. Three
of the 12 tribes are already settling the land east of the Jordan,
and the whole nation is almost ready to enter the land God
promised to their ancestor Abraham (back in the book
of Genesis).

Overview of
Deuteronomy

• Almost ready.
• The last time Israel was this close to the promised land, they

doubted God’s promise and tried to go back to Egypt. Because
of their unbelief, God banned that generation of Israelites from
the land, causing them to wander in the wilderness for 40 years
(see Numbers for the whole story). Now the old generation has
died and the new nation is about to claim the land.

• Before they do, Moses rallies the people to remind them of

God’s law—and why they should obey Him. This is how the
book of Deuteronomy gets its name: it’s the “second giving” of
God’s law

• Recap of Israel’s journey from Egypt (Dt 1–3)
• Recap of Israel’s relationship with God (Dt
4–10)

Outline of
Deuteronomy

• How to love God and keep God’s
commandments (Dt 11–26)

• Blessings, curses, and restoration (Dt 27–30)
• The death of Moses (Dt 31–34)

