
(Very Brief) Introduction to the Bible

A few years ago, the Cyclones football team was playing the formidable Oklahoma Sooners.
Iowa State was an up-and-coming team, but Oklahoma was a top-5 ranked squad in the country.
Still Cyclones fans believed – or hoped – that the underdog might pull off the upset.

I had to miss watching the game live due to work commitments, so I recorded the broadcast and
vowed to not even peek at the stats until I could watch it for the first time. I wanted to feel the
excitement! After work, I rushed to my apartment and turned on the recording. Through the
highs and lows of the game, I was in disbelief and then genuine shock when the Cyclones won!

My wife, Abby, who I was dating at the time, watched with me, and she was equally enthusiastic
about the big plays, but it felt like the high stakes of the game never got to her. She was calm
and optimistic the entire time! How?

Well, it turns out that while she hadn’t seen the game, she did know how it would end because
her dad (a Cyclones fan) told her. Because of this, even when the game was tight and seemingly
unpredictable, she knew the outcome was good.

What if you could live your life like that? The highs and lows are going to happen; there’s no
escaping that. What if you could live your life with assurance that you’re on the winning team?

That’s what the Bible provides for us. It is God’s living Word, revealing his redemption plan to
us. That plan – the Word – is identified as Jesus in John 1. He’s still alive and he’s still working.
We haven’t realized or witnessed the fulfillment of his victory (yet), but the Bible promises us
through stories of the past, old promises kept, and new promises made that God’s plan is
victory won through Christ Jesus. Knowing that – especially trusting that – comes by diving into
God’s Word.

Let’s get to it.

(Also Brief) Introduction to Torah

The Bible begins with a collection of five books in Old Testament, called “Torah.”  The books are;
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy. Torah literally means, “Law, teaching, the
way,” and many other words of the same purpose. In its absolute slimmest outline, Torah shows
us:
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1. God created a perfect world.
2. Creation (specifically humans) fell from perfection.
3. The “Fall” continued with a downward spiral of sin.
4. God introduces his promises and plans to make the world right.

Traditionally, authorship of Torah is credited to Moses, but that doesn’t mean anyone thinks
Moses literally wrote the words on paper. It would be more likely that the teachings of Moses
were written by those who followed and listened to Moses, which is a very common way
authors publish their books today.

For now, let’s introduce the first two books of Torah – Genesis and Exodus – and examine their
purposes and how they fit into God’s redemption plan.

Genesis

“Genesis” literally means “origin” or “beginning,” making it the appropriate title of the Bible’s
first book. Along with the rest of Torah, it is traditionally accredited to Moses’ authorship, and it
was written between 1450 – 1410 BC. Genesis explores the foundations of creation and,
especially, humanity. Its purpose is to record God’s creation of the world and his desire to have
a people set apart to worship him.

It's not that God failed, but creation quickly fell from his original intent. Part of a perfect
creation is perfect relationships, and those can’t be formed by control and manipulation.
Instead, God loves humanity enough to give them a choice in loving him back, and Genesis tells
the first stories of how difficult that has been for humanity to do.

Genesis has several famous passages and stories. Perhaps, the three most key verses are found
in chapters 1, 12, and 50:

“So God created human beings in his own image. In the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them” (1:27).

“I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you and make you famous, and you will
be a blessing to others. I will bless those who bless you and curse those who treat you
with contempt. All the families on earth will be blessed through you” (12:2-3).

“You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good” (50:20).

Genesis can be split into two parts. The first is chapters 1 – 11, and it focuses on God and the
world. It’s easy to see that the relationship is complicated but not due to God’s efforts. For God,
he loves the world perfectly. For the world, well, there are many distractions. This portion of the
book can be generally outlined as follows:

1. Creation stories (chapters 1 – 2)



a. God creates a perfect paradise
b. Humanity (originally represented by two characters – Adam and Eve) “fall” into

sin (chapter 3)
2. Sin sends creation into a downward spiral (chapters 3 – 11)
3. God makes promises to keep loving creation (3:15, 8:20-22)

This first part of Genesis concludes with a story about the Tower of Babel (chapter 11). Humans
have decided they would like to build a tower to the heavens for their own glory. In other
words, they want to be God. Mercifully, God refuses to let humans have divine reign over other
humans, and he scatters them and ruins their efforts. Following their failure, a question is left to
be answered: Is there any hope for humanity?

The second part of Genesis begins in chapter 12 and continues to the end of the book in
chapter 50. This portion shifts the focus of the narrative from primarily God and the world to
God and Abraham’s family. Left to wonder about hope in the world, God surprises Genesis’
readers with more faithfulness. Through a man named Abram (later called Abraham), God
creates a covenant to bless the world. The second part of Genesis can be generally outlined as
follows:

1. God’s promise to bless the world through Abram and Sarai (later Sarah) (chapter 12)
a. Abram and Sarai struggle to conceive (chapters 12 – 20)
b. Abraham and Sarah give birth to Isaac (chapter 21)
c. Isaac’s descendants’ families: Jacob, 12 sons (favorite is Joseph) (chapters 21 –

50)
2. Joseph redeems Abraham and Sarah’s descendants (his brothers) in Egypt (chapter 50)

Admittedly, the above outline is misleading in that Abraham’s family and descendants were
entirely dysfunctional. To name a few examples, Abraham lies about his relationship with his
wife, he has a child with another woman, Jacob steals a birthright and blessing from his twin
brother Esau, Jacob is an unfair father, Joseph’s brothers sell him into slavery, Joseph is naïve
and fooled during his time in Egypt, etc.

Through the complications and corruption, their perfect God maintains his promised covenant
with Abram to each generation. The book concludes with Joseph graciously telling his once
abusive brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good” (Genesis 50:20),
and it leaves the readers with a question: How will God re-intend harm for good in the world?

Exodus

Exodus is an ancient word meaning, “mass departure.” Fittingly, it is the title of Torah’s second
book, and it tells the stories of how God delivered his people from the bondage of slavery in
Egypt.



Many of Exodus’ vital statistics are like those of Genesis. The book’s author is traditionally
identified as Moses. It was written for the people of Israel between 1450 – 1410 BC while they
were in the wilderness awaiting their entrance into a Promised Land.

Following the death of Joseph, his family and descendants continued living in Egypt. These
people – Israel – were once favored in Egypt. Many years later, a new Egyptian king felt
threatened by their growing population and made them slaves for four hundred years (Exodus
2). The Egyptians’ Pharaoh was exceedingly wicked toward Israel. In the pit of oppression, God
raises a man named Moses in Pharaoh’s palace only to have him flee as an adult.

Hope seems lost when, in the wilderness, Moses encounters God. God assures Moses…

“I have certainly seen the oppression of my people in Egypt. I have heard their cries of
distress because of their harsh slave drivers. Yes, I am aware of their suffering. So I have
come down to rescue them from the power of the Egyptians and lead them out of Egypt
into their own fertile and spacious land. It is a land flowing with milk and honey … Look!
The cry of the people of Israel has reached me, and I have seen how harshly the
Egyptians abuse them. Now go, for I am sending you to Pharaoh. You must lead my
people Israel out of Egypt” (Exodus 3:7-10).

The declaration and command from God serve as the mission of the remainder of the book,
which can be separated into two sections. The first is more exciting from a narrative standpoint,
filled with wild stories of supernatural disasters and a massive runaway/chase scene. It can be
generally outlined as follows:

1. Moses and Aaron speak to Pharaoh, making Pharaoh angrier and harsher toward Israel
(chapter 5)

2. God reassures his promise and demonstrates judgment on Pharaoh’s wickedness and
disobedience (chapter 6 – 12)

a. God spares his people from the worst of the plagues with the Passover (chapter
12

b. Pharaoh demands Israel to leave Egypt (chapter 12)
3. The Exodus (chapters 12 – 18)

a. Israel departs and Egypt pursues them (chapters 12 – 14)
b. Israel crosses the Red Sea and praises God for deliverance (chapters 15 – 16)
c. Israel begins to grow in bitterness (chapters 17 – 18)

By the end of the dramatic escape from Egypt, Israel’s complications and dysfunction quickly
reappear. They are upset about leaving Egypt for the wilderness, and Exodus’ first half ends with
a seemingly fair question: Is this some kind of sick joke?! Why would God take his people from
Egypt to homelessness?

The second half of Exodus (chapters 19 – 40) seems to move slower, but it is rich in symbolism
and meaning, warranting careful reading. The purpose of the section is to explain the covenant
God made with Israel at Mt. Sinai in the wilderness.



The essence of the covenant, a continuation of the covenant made to Abraham, is to make
Israel a kingdom of priests to the nations and a restoration of God’s presence among his people
(Exodus 19:1-6). Most of the book’s remainder highlights the terms of the covenant and how
Israel broke them (almost immediately). Additionally, God gives instructions for the construction
of the Tabernacle, where he will reside among the people. It can be outlined as follows:

1. God’s covenant with Israel and its terms (chapters 19 – 24)
a. The Ten Commandments
b. Fifty-two more commands about worship and social justice

2. Tabernacle blueprint (chapters 25 – 31)
a. Rich in symbolism that points back to the Garden of Eden
b. Will include the Ark of the Covenant – the “hot spot” of God’s presence”

3. Israel breaks the covenant
a. The people create and worship an idol
b. Moses begs God to remember his covenant promise

4. Tabernacle is completed, but Moses can’t enter (chapters 35 – 40)

The second half of Exodus is long and detailed, but it reveals the character and heart of God.
This God makes himself vulnerable to outrage and heartbreak when his most loved and valuable
possession (his people) disobey him to their own demise. Still, God chooses faithfulness to his
promises even though it will cost him.

The book ends abruptly when Moses cannot enter the finished Tabernacle, and readers are left
wondering: How will Israel be saved and redeemed from their sin.

Matthew

The New Testament opens with a Gospel account (Gospel means “good news” and the four
Gospels of the Bible tell the Good News about Jesus by recording his life and stories). Matthew
is a powerful book on its own, but some of its deepest meanings are revealed when observed
next to Torah and the rest of the Old Testament.

Matthew, a Jewish tax collector, wrote to a primarily Jewish audience, and he intended to show
that Jesus is the continuation of the whole biblical story about God and Israel. Jesus was a
Jewish man from a Jewish family, but he was the most controversial figure of the ancient Jewish
community. Torah and the Old Testament promised about a coming Messiah from the line of
David, who would serve as a new and perfected Moses, and he would be God with us –
Immanuel. Matthew wanted to make it clear to a group that was well-versed in Jewish
Scriptures that the promised one they read about was Jesus.

According to Matthew’s Gospel account, Jesus was the fulfillment of the Scriptures, prophets,
and law. He records Jesus saying, “Don’t misunderstand why I have come. I did not come to
abolish the law of Moses or the writings of the prophets. No, I came to accomplish their



purpose” (5:17). This declaration from Jesus is perhaps the thesis of Matthew. Jesus hadn’t
come to put down what the Holy Scriptures said about God, but he came to complete them.

Remember Matthew’s life, and it will make sense why Matthew was the one to write a Gospel
account to Jewish people. Matthew was a despised tax collector. At the time, the Jewish people
lived in the Roman Empire, subject to oppression through unfair taxing. In effort to maintain
manufactured people, the Romans hired educated Jewish people to collect those taxes, and
they regularly pocketed extra money. The tax collectors, like Matthew, were traitors who had
given up on God’s promises. ‘Better to side with Rome and survive than suffer with the weak
nation of Israel,’ they thought.

Something happened when Matthew met, observed, and followed Jesus that restored his faith
in God’s promises to his people, and he must have been so struck by the experience that he
needed to persuasively share what he knew about Jesus.

When reading Matthew, it’s important to know that he does write his book chronologically, but
methodically and topically. His Gospel account is less of a timeline, and more like a tapestry. The
tapestry has an introduction and conclusion that frame five major themes of stories and
teachings. Just from the framing of Matthew’s book, it’s easy to see he’s reaching out to his
Jewish contemporaries. The five sections of teachings seem to point to the five books of Torah,
which, as noted above, means “teaching.”

Let’s dive into the tapestry…

Matthew’s Introduction

Matthew’s introduction is three chapters, and it tells the origin of Jesus’ life and his baptism.
Matthew begins by connecting Jesus to Abraham and David through an exhaustive list of
genealogy, satisfying the Old Testament’s call for a Messiah that would come from the line of
David. Soon after, a baby named Jesus is born, and he fulfills various Old Testament prophecies
about the Messiah (born of a virgin, visitors at his birth, fleeing to Egypt, etc.). Finally, Matthew
is not shy about his claim about who Jesus is. He calls him, “Immanuel,” meaning God with us.

In just three chapters, Matthew has covered two of the three criteria named in the Old
Testament for the Messiah, but he is well on his way to fulfilling a third: the Messiah would be a
new and perfected Moses. Throughout the book, Matthew reminds his readers about the
similarities between Moses and Jesus:

● Both were called out of Egypt.
● Moses crosses the Red Sea into deliverance, and Jesus is baptized in the Jordan River to

initiate his ministry to deliver all people.
● Moses wandered in the wilderness for 40 years, and Jesus was tempted in the

wilderness after 40 days of fasting.
● Moses receives law from a mountain, and Jesus delivers divine law through his sermon

on the Mount.



But, according to Matthew, Jesus is even greater than Moses: While Moses delivered from the
bondage of slavery, Jesus delivers from the bondage of sin, and Jesus would initiate a new
covenant that was for more than Israel but the whole world.

With the stage set from the introduction, Matthew moves into five sections of stories and
teaching that emphasize Jesus’ proper identity as the Messiah promised in the Jewish
Scriptures. They can be outlined as followed:

1. Chapters 4 – 7: Announcing God’s Kingdom
a. Stories

i. Jesus teaches, heals (confronts evil) and creates a new family (community
disciples) (chapter 4)

b. Teaching: Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5 – 7)
i. How to live in God’s Kingdom

ii. God’s upside-down Kingdom (Matthew 5)
iii. Fulfilling Torah (law) (Matthew 5 – 6)
iv. Healing and transforming broken hearts (Chapter 6 – 7)

2. Chapter 8 – 10: Applied Kingdom – Jesus Brings God’s Kingdom into People’s Lives
a. Triad of stories (healing and power of grace)

i. Healing the leper, centurion’s servant, sick mother
ii. Calming seas, liberating demonized men, healing paralyzed man

iii. Raising dead girl, healing blind men, healing mute man
b. Between triad of stories

i. Jesus calls to follow – power of grace is experienced through becoming a
disciple

c. Teaching
i. Sending the 12 (chapter 10)

ii. Disciples are taught to expect acceptance and rejection
3. Chapters 11 – 13: Responding to Jesus

a. Stories – variety of responses to Jesus
i. Positive – the poor, sick, needy

ii. Neutral – John the Baptist, his family
iii. Negative – Religious leaders

b. Teaching
i. Parables about the Kingdom to describe how people receive and reject

him
4. Chapters 14 – 20: Expectations of the Messiah

a. Stories
i. Jesus feeds two major crowds (one Jewish, one Gentile)

1. More miracles, healing, teaching
ii. Pharisees try to prove Jesus is not Messiah – demand a sign

iii. Jesus’ expectations for the Messiah – suffering servant – challenges
disciples’ expectations



b. Teaching
i. Jesus returns to teaching about an upside-down Kingdom – restores

expectations to scriptural standards
ii. Honor by serving, forgiveness over revenge, gain wealth by giving it away

5. Chapters 21 – 25: Clash of Kingdoms
a. Stories

i. Jesus enters Jerusalem, crowd hails him as the Messiah
ii. Jesus disrupts corrupt sales in the Temple

iii. Jesus asserts authority over the Temple, and religious leaders plot his
death after failing to trap him

b. Teaching – most passionate teaching from Jesus
i. Critique of Pharisees and their hypocrisy

ii. Jesus weeps over Jerusalem
iii. Jesus reveals how he will die
iv. Promises this is not the end

Matthew’s work is compelling, but he hasn’t reached the climax of his book until the conclusion
(chapters 26 – 28). The beginning of the end of Jesus’ earthly life is told with the Passover meal
he shared with his disciples. Matthew recounts that Jesus retold the story of Israel’s rescue from
slavery through the death of the Passover lamb. By no mistake, Jesus then takes bread and wine
from the meal as a sign of the new covenant made by his body and blood to redeem his people
from slavery to sin and evil.

Following the meal, Jesus is arrested and put on trial before the Sanhedrin – the council of
Jewish leaders – and they charge him with blasphemy for claiming to be the Son of God. Jesus’
trials continue before the Roman governor, Pilate. Pilate thinks Jesus is innocent, but he gives
into the pressure from the Jewish establishment and sentences Jesus to death by crucifixion.
The readers will recall the way Matthew set the story in early chapters, under Roman rule. They
think they’re freeing themselves, but they are subject to decisions made by an oppressive
government.

Through the time of Jesus’ trial and leading to his death, Matthew is increasing his references to
the Old Testament to show that this wasn’t a tragedy or failure but a surprising fulfillment of the
Scriptures’ prophetic promises.

Jesus is killed and placed in a tomb, but his disciples find that the tomb is later empty. Suddenly,
many people start seeing Jesus alive from the dead, cementing his victory over death, sin, and
evil.

Matthew’s conclusion again ends in teaching, known as the Great Commission. Jesus declares
his kingship over heaven and earth, and he sends disciples out to all nations with the Good
News that Jesus is Lord, and anyone can join his Kingdom through baptism and following his
teaching. Finally, Jesus finishes by returning to the promise of Immanuel, saying, “I am with you
always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20)



Matthew has made his case, connecting Jesus to the Old Testament and the fulfillment of its law
and prophecies. He has additionally surprised and warned his audience by showing who is most
likely to receive Jesus: the unimportant nobodies of society. Meanwhile, the religious and
prideful are offended by him. Matthew invites the readers to humble themselves and follow the
surprisingly humble Messiah.


