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Tracing Through the Old Testament

October 30th, 2005

Over the past three months, we’ve looked into the lives of some of the Old Testament’s key figures... from kings and queens to prophets and widows.  We’ve looked at the question of war in the Old Testament, we’ve tried to understand the heart of the OT prophets, and we’ve interacted with key lessons of the OT such as faith, worship, obedience, and justice.

· To me, its’ been such a rich time zooming in each week on another piece of the OT.

· Well this week, I’d like to zoom out as far as the lens will go... and, in one snapshot, walk through the entire OT.
· Needless to say, I’ll be moving pretty fast, referencing nearly every book of the OT.
· But my desire isn’t so much that you remember each date or the name of each person, but that you get a better sense of how the OT flows through the pages of history... and how this history reveals both majesty of God and the heart of God for His people
We know from Genesis 1 that “In the beginning,” a creative, sovereign, and majestic God, Elohim, created each aspect of the “heavens and earth” with just a mere thought. 
· Over six days He turned the formless void into sheer beauty.  When this story was told, the ancient peoples of Mesopotamia must have been blown away... 
· That from the pantheon of gods they worshipped, there was this one God that stood distinct as One without rival.  

· And that it was this God, Elohim, who created the very objects of their worship.  You see these people worshipped the sun, moon, and stars... objects created by God with just a thought.  He said “light” and there was “light”; He spoke and it became.
· And yet, the culmination of God’s creation wasn’t the endless sky or the brilliant landscapes.  The crown-jewel of God’s creation was you... and oddly enough...me! 
Whereas Genesis 1 was written from the vantage point of God’s throne in heaven, Genesis 2 retells the story with God’s creation at its center.
· It’s here that we learn how God breathed His very life into us, how He fashioned us with His hands, and how He created us in His own image.

· In these first two chapters of the Bible we come to understand not only the power and majesty of God, but the heart of God who places humankind in the midst of a beautiful garden to walk not only in intimate community with Him, but with one another as well.

· It was the perfect picture of what the Kingdom of God was intended to look like.
But, in Genesis 3, all that changes. Humanity is seduced by an evil outside of himself... a serpent whom we later know to be the fallen angel, Satan.
· And yet, to the serpent, God makes this powerful decree in Genesis 3:15.  He says, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; and while you will strike his heel, He will crush your head.”
· In other words, God announces for all eternity to hear that He will not simply abandon the humanity he loves so much... 
· Instead, He will one day send someone who will deal that death blow against the serpent and his counterfeit kingdom... redeeming humanity back to Himself once and for all.
In Genesis 4, we now see an evil from within humanity that causes him to hurt not only himself, but one another as well. 

· This evil continues to pervade the community of humankind until there was complete lawlessness, which leads to the great flood of Genesis 6.  
· Through the flood, we see the world returning to the chaos from which God previously brought order.  We see this throughout Scripture... that with God… there is shalom, which essentially means peace/harmony.  But without God… chaos & fear.
· And yet, while we see humankind continuing through Noah, in Genesis 7-10, we also see them continuing to trust in and rely upon themselves rather than God.
The culmination of humanity’s broken relationship with the Father is the making of mankind’s ultimate shrine to himself at the Tower of Babel, in Genesis 11... where humankind worshipped themselves rather than God, falling into the same sin that Satan fell into; wanting to “be like God.”
· In verse 6 we read that, in their minds, there was “nothing they could not do.”.
· So, from among this one people, God separated them into 70 smaller families, giving each family (or people) its own language, scattering them “over the face of the earth.” 
· While Genesis 3:15 states God’s intent to redeem humanity back to Himself, it is in Genesis 12:1-3 that God lays out his plans.

· In approximately 2000BC, God spoke to a man named Abram and says to him, “I will bless you... so that through you and your descendents after you, all the other peoples on earth will be blessed.”
· In other words, God plan was to choose one people (or tribe) from among the 70.  And through that one people, He would bless all the other peoples of the world.

And so, God called Abram to come out of Ur of the Chaldeans [see map] to settle in Canaan... the land He had promised to him and his descendents. So Abraham got his family together and headed first into Shechem, [see pic] where Abraham first built an alter to God... and then in Bethel where they remained for some time. [see map]
· A generation later, Jacob and his 12 sons, relocated to Egypt (Goshen) because of a drought and a heightened unrest there in Canaan (Canaanites) [see map].

· Keep in mind that by this time, God has already changed Jacob’s name to Israel, which means “struggles with God,” a name that would prophetically describe the rest of their history. 

· During this period of drought, Israel and his sons are later provided for by Joseph, now the second in command in Egypt, who had originally been sold into slavery by his brothers. 

In the final hours of his life, Jacob blesses his sons... although his one son, Judah, is singled out for a special purpose.  Jacob called him a “lion’s club” saying, in Genesis 49:9-10, that “...the scepter will not depart from Judah.”
· Things were going well... four generations had passed by. This family of twelve sons living in Egypt essentially develops into a nation within a nation... and yet, the new Pharaohs had no memory of Joseph.

· So, eventually, fearing their growth, one Pharaoh forces the Israelites (children of Jacob) into slavery.

And yet, in Exodus 2:14, we’re told that God “remembered” His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  And so He raised up a man named Moses to “set His people free” from Egyptian captivity...  there were the ten plagues, the Passover, the Exodus... and then the parting of the Red Sea.

· In Exodus 19:4-6, God says that He brought them to Himself to live in obedience as “His treasured possession, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”

· In Genesis 17:8, God promised that “He would be their God.” In Exodus 4:22 He tells Moses that “Israel would be his people.”  And now, in Exodus 29:45, God promises that “He would dwell in their midst.”
· And yet, before Moses could even return from Mt. Sinai, Israel had already begun worshipping other gods.  In desperation, Moses cries out to God, “How will I lead this people to the Promised Land? 
· He says in Ex. 33:15, that “If Your presence does not go up with us, do not send us up from here.”
· God answers Moses by leaving His eternal dwelling place in order to dwell in the Tabernacle... an ever present reminder of God’s abiding presence amongst His people.
In spite of everything God has done, Israel continues to turn their back on God.  In Numbers 25, we read about how the Israelites completely ignore God’s command not to intermarry with the other peoples around them. 

· And yet Moses made it so clear in Deuteronomy 28 that if Israel continued in disobedience, God would judge them… and God doesn’t bluff.

· Long before the exiles Moses warned them that, if they continued on his way, “The Lord will bring distant nations against you... and will exile you... your sons and daughters will be lead away into captivity...”
· But through 15 verses of chapter 28, God explains just how bountiful His blessings will be to those who give their hearts to Him.

· In the Book of Leviticus we read not only about God’s holiness... but about God’s love and Grace. We read about how God provides a means by which Israel’s sins could be forgiven... that Day of Atonement where the high priest is to offer a sacrifice on behalf of the entire nation.

· You know, Leviticus is the first book a Jewish child will study... but it is the last book read by Christians... even though it is quoted forty times in the NT!  
But nonetheless, because of their sins, Israel turned a relatively short journey to the Promised Land into a forty year marathon. Only two faithful men and their families were allowed to enter the Promised Land from that generation... Caleb and Joshua. [see map].

· Like Moses, Joshua understood how God measured leaders.  It wasn’t about their courage and wisdom.  It was about their commitment to letting Him lead.

· Joshua modeled this from the beginning... risking obedience as he led the people across the Jordon River, establishing their national identity as Israel. 

· But still, because of their disobedience, they never acquired all the land God had promised to Abraham.

From there came the period of the Judges where Israel was led by people such as Deborah, Gideon, and Samson.  But still, even under their leadership, we read in Judges 21:25 that “everyone did what right in their own eyes.” 

· The people of Israel continued to be seduced by the nations around them... often worshipping other gods. 

· The Book of Ruth is actually a story of a Moabite woman named Ruth who married an Israelite man born in Moab.  After his death, Ruth went with her mother-in-law, Naomi, to Bethlehem in Israel where she married a Jewish man named Boaz.  

· Ruth becomes the great-grandmother of King David and is listed in the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1:5.
In 1070 BC, at the age of 30, a man named Samuel becomes Israel’s last Judge. Throughout the first seven chapters of the Book of Samuel, God clearly demonstrates His desire to lead His people as their King.  

· And yet, in chapter 8, the people want a warrior king to protect them just like the other nations around them.  
· And so, in 1050, an impressive looking man named Saul becomes king over Israel, launching Israel’s into the period of the Kings.

· But driven by insecurity and self-interest, he purposes to make a name for himself rather than to worship God.
· And so, the hand of God was lifted off of Saul and rested on another, a man after God’s own heart... a shepherd named David, son of Jesse... of the tribe of Judah.

We read in 1 Kings 5:3-4 that it is through David that the borders of Israel are finally extended and secured.  It is at this point that Israel begins really live out their mandate... 
· First as worshippers of God... to live in their blessing as God’s people... and secondly... to be a blessing to all the other nations.

· In 2 Samuel 7:5, the prophet Nathan tells David that, “God is going to build you a house... a line of kings that will never end.  And the anointing of the Spirit won’t just be for you... but for generation after generation.”
But it was only after David’s son, Solomon, became king that Israel experienced true rest and peace.  

· Through these early years of Solomon’s reign, Israel remained devoted to God.  And because of that, they not only experienced unprecedented peace, but nations were coming to them to learn about God.

· But, Solomon began to fall short of God’s best... more and more disobeying the covenant that God had made with him in I Kings 9.

· He began marrying numerous wives from various nations until we read that they won his heart over to their idols.  As a result, God judged Solomon, telling him that upon his death, his kingdom would be torn in half.  That’s exactly what happened…
After his death in 930 BC, the nation of Israel was divided into two pieces... the northern portion of the Kingdom was called Israel (encompassing 10 tribes) while the southern portion was called Judah (Judah and Benjamin). [see map]
· During this period, sin ran rampant in the divided kingdom as the covenantal Community of God continually walked in disobedience, turning their backs on the God who had always been so faithful.

· Because of the wickedness of this period, God birthed the era of the prophets.  God put His words in their mouths to warn Israel and Judah of the ultimate judgment that would come if they did not turn back in obedience to God.

· The Northern Kingdom of Israel had twenty kings... none of whom walked in obedience to God.  And so God raised up prophets like Elijah and Elisha who would challenges kings and false prophets alike to repent from their idolatry.

The prophet Amos confronted them concerning their oppressive heart toward the poor... but also prophesied that one day God would raise up the fallen Tent of David.

· It was Hosea who saw like no one else the pain of God’s love for Israel.  With the anguished heart of a scorned lover, God cries out asking, “How can I give you up, Israel?”
· Broken over how far they had fallen from true worship of God, Micah cries out to Israel, “He had shown you, O man, what is good and what the Lord requires of you... to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.”

· Micah also prophesies about a day when a ruler, born in Bethlehem, would come out from the tribe of Judah.
· Isaiah also spoke to the Northern Kingdom about a son who would rule on David’s throne forever and that this servant would “preach good news to the poor, liberty to the captives, give sight to the blind and proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
And yet, because Israel continued in their idolatry, in 722 BC, God raised up the mighty nation of Assyria to bring judgment against them.  We know from 2 Kings 17 that most of the ten tribes of Israel were either killed or were exiled throughout the Assyrian Empire.
· So, you can see why Jonah, after the Assyrian Empire moves towards decline, is so resistant to God’s calling on his life to offer repentance to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh!
· In fact, in just the way the Book of Obadiah was written 125 years earlier to address God’s anger against Edom, much of the Book of Nahum is about God’s anger against Assyria’s brutality and how Nineveh would soon be defeated, which took place in 612 BC.

· By the way... while the people of Israel were being exiled, huge numbers of Gentile people, from different parts of Assyria, were resettled into Israel... especially into its capital, Samaria.
· The Jewish people who had survived eventually intermarried, and so, after a generation passed, what remains is kind of a religious/cultural mix of these Jews and Gentiles... a people simply referred to by NT Jews as Samaritans. 
While the Northern Kingdom was under Assyrian rule, the Southern Kingdom of Judah would continue on for almost two hundred years due to periodic revivals under people like Hezekiah and Josiah. 
· Though it was the sins of King Manasseh that finally brought down God’s judgment on Judah.
· Prophets like Zephaniah warned about the impending judgment... calling Judah to seek righteousness and humility... so that they might seek shelter on that day.

· Habakkuk knew that for God’s people to stand firm through this siege, they would have to have an unwavering trust in God.  But what does that faith look like in the darkness?

· In Habakkuk 3:17, he wrote “Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine; even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren; even though the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, 18yet I will rejoice in the LORD! I will be joyful in the God of my salvation.”
· On the shoulders of a younger man named Jeremiah, God also placed this painful burden of warning Judah about His impending judgment. 

· Over and over again, Jeremiah cried out to Judah… “Exile is coming. This is going to happen.” But the people would not believe him.  We read in Jeremiah that he suffered so much rejection that he cursed the day he was born.

In 605 BC, the powerful nation of Babylon rises up to come against Judah.  Only 10,000 Judeans were initially exiled. But 19 years later, after several rebellions against Babylon, king Nebuchadnezzar decides to completely level Jerusalem, including the temple.

· Virtually the entire nation of Judah is now being exiled... making Babylon the new Egypt.
· Jeremiah saw all this destruction around him as the very undoing of creation.  In Jeremiah 4:23 he wrote, “I looked at the earth and it was formless and void.” 
· In the Book of Lamentations, Jeremiah offers a solemn reminder that sin, in spite of all its allurement and excitement, carries with it heavy weights of sorrow, grief, barrenness, and pain.

· But he also reminded Judah that out from David, God would raise up a righteous Branch... that a time was coming when God would write a New Covenant with His people.

· The Prophet Joel equated God’s judgment as a locust plague against Judah, through, in Joel 2:25, God promised Judah that He would “restore the years the locusts had eaten away”… that one day, He would pour out His Spirit on all who would follow Him.

In the midst of their captivity in Babylon, Ezekiel and Daniel, spoke God’s heart to the exiled Jews.  In a vision, Ezekiel saw the glory of God departing from the Temple... and yet he also saw that God Himself would be a sanctuary for Judah during their days of exile.

· In a vision of dry bones, Ezekiel saw the whole nation coming back to life. He saw God making His people clean and putting in them a new heart and a new spirit.  He also saw a Good Shepherd who would lead this flock with justice.
· Daniel describes “One like a son of man” who would usher in this coming Kingdom... and that the dominion of this “Ancient of Days” would be everlasting and that His Kingdom would never be destroyed.

God has promised through Jeremiah that Judah’s captivity would last only 70 years.  And so, in Ezra 1:1, we read that “The Lord moved the heart of Cyrus, king of Persia...” to release the exiles to return back to Jerusalem.
· By the way, it was Ezra who likely wrote 1 & 2 Chronicles, which “chronicle” the events from Adam to Cyrus’ decree letting the exiles return to Jerusalem.
· But even after people like Ezra and Nehemiah began calling the exiles of Judah back into the worship of God, we’re told in Ezra that only 43,000 actually return.
· They slowly came to understand just how much was lost… and how they were to blame for their profound unfaithfulness. 

· I would imagine that the Jews remembered Moses’ words from Deut 7:7-9: “The LORD did not choose you and lavish his love on you because you were larger or greater than other nations, for you were the smallest of all nations! 8It was simply because the LORD loves you… 9Understand, therefore, that the LORD your God is indeed God. He is the faithful God who keeps his covenant for a thousand generations.”
Once back in Jerusalem, new prophets such as Haggai and Zechariah called the people of Judah to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem... reminding them that God’s Spirit was still with them. 

· Though Haggai also pointed to a day when the “desired of all nations” would come and fill His house with glory... a glory beyond what they’ve ever seen before!
· In Zechariah 9:9, Zechariah calls out, “O people of Jerusalem! Look, your king is coming to you. He is righteous and victorious and yet He is humble, riding on a donkey.”
· Who is this humble King? Isaiah 9:6 calls Him, “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”
The Old Testament ends with the Book of Malachi... where Malachi speaks of the coming “day of the Lord...”  A day that will be terrible for some... while, for those who worshipped and revered God, it would be a day of salvation and healing.
· The OT ends in anticipation of a new beginning, that New Covenant... for that “Lion of the Tribe of Judah” with His unending, unbreakable Kingdom, 
· But with the close of the Old Testament, Israel enters into what many call the “400 silent years”... a period between the Old and New Testaments that comes to an end as the last of the Old Testament prophets, a man called John the Baptist, began preaching in the Judean Wilderness, in order to prepare the way for the coming King.
Even though Zerubbabel served as an interim king after their return from exile, more and more power was transferred to those who maintained the newly build temple... the priests.  
· Soon, the reigning high priest essentially became the most powerful person in Judah.
· For about a hundred years from the time the Jews returned from exile, Israel was under the control of the Persian Empire.
· The Persians allowed the Jews to practice their religion with little interference.  But this relatively peaceful and content time was just the calm before the storm.
· At about 330 BC, Alexander the Great defeated Darius of Persia, bringing Greek rulership to the world.  
· Alexander did allow the Jews religious freedom, though he still strongly promoted Greek lifestyles, which was seen as a threat to their religion.
After Alexander died, Judea was ruled by a series of different rulers.  Around 167 BC, Antiochus, who was the king over the Seleucus Empire, overthrew the priesthood and desecrated the temple, defiling it with unclean animals and a pagan altar. 
· Eventually, Jewish resistance to Antiochus, known as the Maccabbean Revolt, restored the rightful priests and rescued the temple.  And yet what followed was more  war, violence and infighting.
· Around 63 BC, Pompey of Rome conquered Palestine, putting all of Judea under control of the Caesars.  This eventually led to Herod being made King of Judea by the Roman emperor and senate.  
· The “400 years of silence” were broken by the greatest story ever told – the Gospel of Jesus Christ!
