Old Testament (a survey)
Class Notes for Yujin Han
Session 1


Old Testament Geography, Canonicity,
and Quick History
Objectives

1. Understand the Syllabus and the requirements to successfully complete this course

2. Learn people and geography of Palestine and relevant outlying regions

3. Learn the Books of the Old Testament within their Jewish and Christian Canonical Traditions.

4. Learn how to give a quick overview of Old Testament history

Notes

The People and Land of Palestine

5. Major groups of people in Palestine during Patriarchal times (Ex 3:17)

Hivites – tribe mentioned in the OT as being in various locations in Palestine


Jebusites – Lived in Jerusalem for many years. Joshua could not capture Jerusalem. David eventually took it by stealth.


Perizzites – Lived outside the walls of inhabited cities. Perizzite means “villager.” May refer to a group living in central Palestine.


Hittites – Came from an ancient kingdom north of Palestine in the area of modern Turkey. This kingdom ended about 1200 B.C.


Amorites – Lived in the central hill country of Palestine


Canaanites – Refers to general inhabitants of the land, esp. those who lived west of the Jordan River. These were descendants of Ham, one of Noah’s three sons.

6. The land of Palestine 

The Name of Palestine – Greek form of Philistine is Palestine. An older name for Palestine is Canaan. The descendants of Canaan, a son of Ham, occupied Palestine west of the Jordan (Gen. 10:6,15-20). These people were conquered by the Israelites under Joshua. 

The Size of Palestine - It is only 145 mi from north to south and 90 mi across its widest point. It’s about the size of Vermont. Throughout much of OT history, the people of Israel and other groups lived together, knowing each other’s customs and being an influence for good and evil.

The Boundaries of Palestine – Palestine is bounded by the Mediterranean Sea (Great Sea) on the west, the mountains of Lebanon on the north, the Negeb Desert on the south. The eastern border has been the most fluid. During the NT period, the eastern border was the Arabian Desert. Today it is the Jordan River.

Natural Divisions of Palestine 
The Coastal Plains – Plain of Acre in the North (5-8 mi North of Mt. Carmel); Plain of Sharon in the center (50 mi. between Mr. Carmel and Joppa); Philistine Plain in the South (Philistines did their sea trading; felt uncomfortable in the hills).
The Central Hill Country – The “backbone of Palestine is an almost continuous range of rough, rocky hills in western Palestine. Galilee is a mountainous area cut from the Plain of Jezreel and several other plains here. 

Samaria – South of Galilee and made up the central part of the hill country. After the fall of Samaria in 722 B.C., the people in this area were known as the Samaritans.

The Southern Hill Country – At different times this area was known as Judah and Judea. The eastern half of the hill country could be cultivated. The west is desolate wilderness. The wilderness of Judea is where Jesus experienced His temptations, a place that is rocky, dry and desert.

The Jordan River Valley – The Jordan cleft is a great geological rift that splits Palestine, running from Syria down through the Red Sea. The northern part of the Jordan River Valley is dominated by the Sea of Galilee. This “sea” is really a small lake about 7 mi wide and 12 mi. long. In the Scripture, it is known by many names: the Sea of Galilee, the Sea of Gennersaret, the Sea of Tiberias or the Sea of Chinereth. On the Southern side, the Jordan River empties into the Dead Sea (aka Salt Sea, Sea of Arabah). It’s one of the strangest places on the earth. It is 50 mi long, 1o mi across. It contains rich mineral deposits, but there is absolutely no life in it. It is the lowest point on the face of the earth. Its surface is about 1300 feet below sea level with its deepest point being another 1300 feet. The Dead Sea is fed from the north by the Jordan River but has no outlet. The water is so heavy with minerals that a person can float on its surface with no effort at all. The Dead Sea may be the site of ancient Sodom and Gomorrah, that God burned down sulphur and fire and reduced to a pillar of salt.
The Eastern Highlands – Eat of the Jordan River. Four streams – the Yarmuk, the Jabbok, the Arnon, and the Zered – flow west through this region into the Jordan River. These streams divide the area into five regions (from north to south): Bashan, Ammon, Moab, Edom.
Political Significance – Palestine played a major role in the ancient world because it is a land bridge between Europe, Asia and Africa.


7. Major Enemies

Egypt – Used Palestine as a buffer against its enemies in the North

Syria – Lived immediately north of Palestine. They were a formidable force early in Israel’s history.

Babylon – Also known as Chaldea, lay at the mouth of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Under Nebuchadnezzar they oppressed Palestine for many years beginning in 605 BC.

Assyria – With its capital in Ninevah, it covered the area between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. This militaristic people sought to dominate the area of Palestine.

8. Semitic Peoples surrounding Palestine

Edom – The Edomites were descendants of Esau, Jacob’s twin brother. 

Moab - The Moabites, descendants of Lot, lived in the high country east of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea.

Ammon – The Ammonites, also Lot’s descendants, lived to the north of Moab.

Philistia – Lived in the southwestern part of Palestine. The Philistines were sea traders that migrated to Palestine about 1200 B.C., about the same time that the people of Israel came to Canaan. Early in their history, before the time of David, the Philistines dominated the Israelites, who lived in the adjacent territories.

Phoenicia – The Phoenicians made their living on the northern coast of the Mediterranean Sea. They were known for trading in purple, a color associated with royalty. Tyre and Sidon are in the Phoenician territory.

9. Significance of Israel’s place among the nations

God set apart Israel to be His people to make His Name known among these nations. In a sense all nations came to Israel to meet with Yahweh God. In contrast in the NT, Christians are commanded to go to the nations to make God known (Acts 1:8).
The Old Testament Canon

10. Nature of the Old Testament

OT written over 1000 years

In English Bibles, OT is divided into five parts: Law, History, Wisdom, Major Prophets, Minor Prophets

The Books of the Law are also known as the Pentateuch and is called the Torah in Hebrew tradition

The Books included in the poetical division are also described as Wisdom Literature

The Major Prophets are so called because these books were longer than the Minor Prophets.

11. The Meaning of Canon

Canon means “reed” or “measuring stick”. It came to mean “a rule of faith,” and eventually “a catalogue or list.” Today, when we use the word canon, we are referring to the 39 books inspired by God that make up the Old and New Testaments of the Bible.

12. History of the Confirmation of the OT Canon


400 BC Samaritan acceptance of the Books of the Law

444 BC Ezra’s reading from the Law

180 BC Ben-Sirach refers to the Law and the Prophets in The Wisdom of Solomon

132 BC Ben-Sirach’s grandson – mentions other books besides Law and Prophets

AD 90 Council of Jamnia – Closed the Canon of the Old Testament



Questioned the following books:



1. Book of Esther: Does not contain the name of God


2. Song of Songs: Erotic-nature of the book


3. Proverbs: Certain passages appear to contradict (e.g. 26:4 and 26:5)


4. Ezekiel: 40-48 seem to be in conflict with the Law of Moses


5. Ecclesiastes: Pessimistic Outlook
13. NT attestation to the authority of the Old Testament (Key Scriptures):


Luke 24:44 - Testimony of Jesus (Law, Prophets, and the Psalms)

2 Peter 1:20-21 – Testimony from Peter

2 Timothy 3:16 – Testimony from Paul

A Definition of Biblical Inspiration

“Biblical inspiration may be defined as the work of the Holy Spirit by which, through the instrumentality of the personality and literary talents of its human authors, he constituted the words of the Bible in all of its several parts as his written word to the human race and, therefore, of divine authority and without error” (Kenneth S. Kantzer, New International Bible Dictionary, 469).


14. The Divisions of the Hebrew Old Testament Canon

Torah (the Law)

Genesis - Deuteronomy


Prophets (former and latter)

[former] Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings

[latter] Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, the Book of the Twelve


The Writings

Ruth, Chronicles, Song of Songs, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, 

Ezra, Nehemiah, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Esther, Daniel


15. The Divisions of the Christian Old Testament Canon

Law (Pentateuch): Genesis - Deuteronomy

History: Joshua - Esther

Wisdom: Job - Ecclesiastes

Major Prophets (longer): Isaiah - Daniel

Minor Prophets (shorter): Hosea – Malachi

The Text of the Old Testament

The Jews took special care of the Scriptures, even in copying. For example, we are told from Jewish tradition that one of the tests they did when they copied a manuscript to ensure exactness was to put a pin through a letter on the first page all the way through all the copies. And if that pin did not go through the same letter on all the copies, they would start over. 

Also, they were not in the habit of preserving old copies. The old, worn ones were thrown away and replaced with new ones. Thus, we do not have many Old Hebrew manuscripts. This was not the case for the Greek NT.

The oldest complete OT manuscript we have dates back to AD 1008, over a thousand years after the close of the Hebrew canon.

1947 Dead Sea Scrolls – discovered in a cave near the Dead Sea at a place called Qumran. These manuscripts date from 250 BC to AD 68, containing the complete manuscript of the scroll of Isaiah and fragments from every other OT book except Esther. Interestingly, the scroll of Isaiah dated from Jesus’ time was virtually identical to the manuscript of AD 1008, which attests to the accuracy in which it was transcribed. 

Through the centuries, even though we don’t have the original manuscripts (called the Autographa), the faithful scribes and their strict practice of preservation has maintained the integrity of the OT Scriptures.
Ancient Versions of the Old Testament


Septuagint – The best known translation of the OT – a Gk translation of the OT for Jews 
living in and around Alexandria, Egypt – around 300 BC


Targums – Aramaic paraphrases of the OT – Because Aramaic was a common language, 
similar to Hebrew, spoken in Jesus’ time.


Vulgate – The Latin Bible translated by Jerome in AD 404


First English translation from the Latin Vulgate – by John Wycliffe in 1382


First English translation from the original languages – by William Tyndale in 1525 (NT)


First Popular translation – KJV in 1611 (many people would not read it because they 
preferred the older versions)

Who wrote the OT?


By dictation – Isa 8:1; Jer 36:1-4


Through an amanuensis – Baruch for Jeremiah in the time of Jehoiakim; and Moses in 
the book of Deuteronomy, as it mentions his death

Basic Principles for Interpreting the OT


* Overarching principle: Holy Spirit guides into all truth (John 16:13)


1. Determine the Kind of Literature – poetry (analogies, figures of speech, etc), history 
(factual), sermons, instruction, narratives, letters, philosophy, prophecy.

2. Determine the Context (book theme – chapter context – surrounding 
verses)


3. Determine the Historical Situation (e.g. Ps 51/David’s sin with Bathsheba or 
Jeremiah’s message to Jehoiakim and Zedekiah)

4. Determine the Grammatical Meaning (Bible dictionaries, encyclopedias, word studies, 
commentaries)

5. Determine Your Own Spiritual Condition

Quick Overview of Old Testament History in Twelve Steps

STEP 1 Beginnings (Genesis)


Creation: Genesis 1-2


Seven Days of Creation



1 – Day and Night




2 – Sky




3 – Sea, land and plants




4 – Sun, moon and stars




5 – Fish and birds




6 – Land animals and man (Adam/Eve)



7 – Sabbath rest


The Fall: Genesis 3-5



Cain and Abel




Seth (Genesis 4:26 – men began to call on the name 





of the LORD”)


The Flood: Genesis 6-10



Noah




Shem, Ham (Father of Canaan), Japheth


The Tower of Babel: Genesis 11


Israel’s Beginning: Genesis 12 – 50


Abraham/Sarah



Isaac/Rebekah and Ishmael (Arabs)



Jacob/Rachel+Leah and Esau (Edomites)




12 Tribes 






1. Reuben





2. Simeon






3. Levi (priestly line)






4. Judah (royal line)






5. Dan





6. Naphtali






7. Gad





8. Asher






9. Issachar





10. Zebulun






11. Joseph (Egypt)







- Manasseh







- Ephraim





12. Benjamin (Paul’s line)

STEP 2 Deliverance and Discipline (Exodus – Ruth)
Moses and the Exodus (Exodus – Deuteronomy)

Israel delivered from Egypt (after exactly 430 years)

Israel given the Law


Moral Law (10 Commandments: Decalogue)


Civil Law



Ceremonial Law

Israel Complains (“Better to go back to Egypt”)

Israel Wanders (40 years)


Joshua and the Conquest of the Promised Land (Joshua)
Judges: Cycles (12) – approx 300 years (Judges)

1. Israel disobeys


2. Israel is punished


3. Israel cries out


4. God sends a deliverer


5. Israel is delivered


6. Israel is at peace ----> #1 again

Preservation of the Line of Messiah (Ruth)
STEP 3 Rise and Decline of the Nation of Israel (1 Samuel – 2 Chronicles)

Samuel (last judge)


United Kingdom


Saul (People’s Choice)

David (God’s Choice) – wrote most of the Psalms


Solomon – wrote Proverbs, Song of Solomon, Ecclesiastes

Divided Kingdom


Kings of Israel (Northern Kingdom) – Jeroboam I



Fell to Assyrians in 722 BC


Kings of Judah (Southern Kingdom) - Rehoboam



Fell to Nebuchadnezzar
