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GENESIS

The whole history of the universe begins in the book known as Genesis. The 
word genesis literally means “origin” or “beginning,” and that is exactly what 
the book describes—the beginning of everything. The Bible begins with the 
assertion that everything in the universe had its beginning with God. In fact, 
the very first sentence asserts in no uncertain terms, “In the beginning, God 
created the heavens and the earth.” It is not as if God simply gave order to 
some kind of material that already existed in a chaotic form. No, what you 
see in the first chapter is that he created the universe out of nothing. He 
simply called things into being, and they were. Right from the very beginning, 
the Bible plants its flag: This is no mere tribal god or one who can be safely 
ignored. This is the Almighty Creator, the Sovereign God of all the universe.

In the opening chapters, the overwhelming feeling is one of despair. But 
beginning in chapter 12, Genesis focuses on the life of one man: Abram, 
who is later renamed Abraham. There are very few people in the Bible who 
are more important than he is. Abraham will become the father of the entire 
nation of Israel, and right from the beginning God makes a promise to him 
that will reverberate through the Bible’s entire storyline, right down to its 
fulfillment in the coming King.

Throughout the book, God reiterates his promise and even binds himself to 
Abram in a cove nant promise—an irrevocable, unilateral cove nant.
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EXODUS

At the end of Genesis, everything looked so good! The promises God had made 
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob looked for all the world like they were being 
fulfilled in the life of Joseph. He was the ruler of all Egypt, he had blessed the 
world through his faithfulness to God, and before he died he looked into the 
eyes of his sons—two early members of a nation that would eventually number 
in the millions. But the happy times did not last very long. When the book of 
Exodus opens, some four hundred years had passed since the end of Genesis, 
and the descendants of Jacob no longer enjoyed their favored status in Egypt. 
Instead, they had been forced by the Egyptians into grinding slavery.

The book of Exodus is an epic adventure story with a cruel villain, an 
unlikely and reluctant hero, magic and intrigue, setbacks and triumphs, near 
misses and a great escape, and a journey through a scorching wilderness. You 
really will not find a more exciting book in the Bible than Exodus! But at its 
heart, it is more than just an adventure. It is the story of two very different 
nations coming into close contact with the one living and true God. For one 
of those nations, that encounter becomes a shattering experience—Pharaoh’s 
crowned head is bowed low, Egypt’s gods are defeated, and the nation expe-
riences the wrath of God Almighty. For the other nation, though—for Israel—
this encounter with God becomes an exhilarating experience of deep love 
from—and dramatic rescue by—a God of unimaginable power.

In fact, what takes place in this book provides a touchstone and pattern 
for God’s dealings with humanity throughout the rest of the Bible.
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LEV ITICUS

The word Leviticus literally means “concerning the Levites,” and this third 
book of the Bible is famous for its detailed instructions for the descendants of 
Levi—those set aside by God to serve him as priests. Leviticus is also famous, 
though, for being the place where Bible reading plans go to die! The step-by-
step instructions about where and how and when the Israelites are to perform 
sacrifices and hold feasts and all the rest just appear hopelessly strange and 
unfamiliar to us. Even more, the exciting story that has run through Genesis 
and Exodus seems to come to a screeching halt in this book, so our first 
inclination is either to skip Leviticus or to just give up on the idea of reading 
through the Bible altogether.

But do not make the mistake of thinking that Leviticus is unimportant, 
much less boring. Actually, Leviticus continues the story of God’s relationship 
with Israel exactly where Exodus ended—with the looming question: How are 
these people, so sinful and so prone to breaking faith with God, ever going to 
survive now that God has taken up residence right in the middle of them?

Above all, Leviticus is God’s gracious answer to that question, because it 
shows that he would not simply destroy them. At the same time, though, he 
desired that his people to make no mistake about the seriousness of the issue. 
This is why the instructions about sacrifices and feasts were so intricate—each 
detail reminded the people of their sin and God’s holiness and therefore their 
need to be cleansed of corruption if they were to live in his presence. But 
in the process, these instructions also developed further—and in a beau-
tiful way— God’s plan of salvation and his purpose to create for himself a 
redeemed and holy people.

The opening chapters of the book gave instructions concerning the five 
main sacrifices organizing the life of the nation—the burnt offering, the grain 
offering, the peace offering, the sin offering, and the guilt offering. Each of 
those sacrifices were performed in a different way, and those differences 
underscore each one’s meaning. The sacrifices were not boringly redundant. 
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Like a diamond refracting light in countless directions, these sacrifices 
reminded the Israelites of the many beautiful facets of salvation from sin.

Some of the middle chapters are chock full of detail that is often bewil-
dering. The main point is that in every particular of their lives, the Israelites 
were to be different from the world around them. They were God’s chosen 
people, and therefore they were to be holy and clean in an unholy, unclean 
world. And through these laws, God was reminding them of that in a thou-
sand different ways.
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NUMBER S

All of the events recounted in the book of Leviticus took place at the foot of 
Mount Sinai. The law was given, the priesthood established, the high priest 
appointed, and the first sacrifices offered. And, in the process, God made it 
clear to his people that he was holy, that he was not to be trifled with, and 
that his people were to treat him with the utmost reverence and humility.

All in all, the Israelites spent about a year at the foot of Sinai. From there, 
it was not a long march to the land God promised to Abraham and his descen-
dants, but the book of Numbers—which chronicles that journey—covers a 
period of some forty years!

Why did it take so long for Israel to arrive at the Promised Land? Despite 
all of the grace, favor, and mercy God had shown them, Israel remained a 
nation marked by stubborn unfaithfulness and disobedience. From the foot of 
Sinai to the edge of the Promised Land, Numbers chronicles the journey and 
travails of the Israelites, but also God’s determination to keep the promises 
made to Abraham.



 10

DEUTERONOM Y

While the book of Numbers covers a period of over forty years, the entire 
book of Deuteronomy takes place within just a few days. With Israel camped, 
finally, on the plains of Moab, just east of the Jordan River—with the walls of 
Jericho only a few miles away—Moses called the people together to remind 
them of their identity as God’s chosen people.

The book comprises three speeches by Moses (one might even label them 
more accurately as sermons) in which he reminded them of what God has done for 
them, pressed on them the responsibilities of the cove nant they have made with 
God, and then reasserted the importance of the cove nant through laying out its 
blessings and curses—life and peace if they obey, death and chaos if they do not.

Above all, Deuteronomy is a book about God’s grace, and the obedience 
that ought to flow from that grace. From the very first few verses, Moses’ 
message to the people was not “Do this and earn God’s favor.” It was rather, 
“God has shown you incredible, unmerited, even astounding favor; now live 
in the light of that grace.” Thus he began, in the very first speech, with a long 
recounting of the nation’s history from the time they accepted God’s cove nant 
at Mount Sinai.

What becomes clear is a painful contrast between God’s unfailing faithful-
ness and Israel’s faithlessness and unbelief. The people did not deserve God’s 
favor, and yet they enjoyed it nonetheless.



 11 

JOSHUA

With Moses’ death, the time had fully come for the nation of Israel to cross 
the Jordan River and take possession of Canaan, the land God promised to 
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. The book of Joshua tells the story of how they 
did so, and the lessons they learned—or at least should have learned—from 
the experience.

The book of Joshua breaks down neatly into two halves. The first half, 
chapters 1–12, tells the action-packed story of Israel’s entry into the Promised 
Land and the battles they fought to subdue and destroy the wicked nations 
who lived there. The second half, chapters 13–24, tells in great detail how the 
land was divided among the tribes of Israel.
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JUDGES

The book of Judges opens with great optimism. Yes, Joshua had died, but 
the people of Israel seem to be exactly where God intended them to be. The 
Promised Land of Canaan had been all but conquered, the territory had been 
divided up among the twelve tribes of Israel, and all that was left seemed 
to be a nationwide mopping-up operation. Even more, Joshua had solemnly 
exhorted the people to reject the Canaanites’ false gods and instead worship 
Yahweh, the God of Israel, alone, and the people had emphatically affirmed 
that they would do so. This was God’s people under God’s care in God’s land.

Many people see the book of Judges as if it is a straight-line continuation 
of that happy situation—a collection of stories about heroes of faith and 
courage who let God do amazing things through them in the worst of cir-
cumstances. There is Gideon and Samson and . . . well, that is about all most 
people know about the book. And the lesson, many assume, is that if we will 
just trust God and be brave, wonderful things will happen.

But looking at the whole book, we will see pretty quickly that it is not a sim-
ple story about courage and faith and bravery in the face of danger. In fact, the 
twenty-one chapters of Judges depict the gross, disturbing, and unrelenting slide 
of Israel into sin, paganism, civil war, and utter, abject chaos. We might even say 
that Judges 19–21 are the darkest chapters of the entire Bible; at that point in 
the story, we are as far from the garden of Eden as we can possibly be.

Again and again, around and around, there is a downward spiraling pattern 
of the book, and with each cycle the people found themselves at a darker and 
more awful level of depravity. Israel was falling further and further away from 
knowledge of the Lord, and the result was increasing chaos. Essentially, with 
God sitting on the sidelines and allowing it all, the nation of Israel declared 
holy war on itself and executed divine judgment on itself for its own sin.

By the end of chapter 21, we are left shaking our heads with the realiza-
tion that this was a people who deserved to be destroyed, conquered by the 
nations, and dissolved into the sea. All of the promise of the last chapters of 
Joshua devolved into this.
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RUTH

Of all the stories that came down to us from the ancient world, the one told 
in the book of Ruth is one of the most charming and heartwarming of them 
all. On its face, the narrative seems to be a fairly typical—we might even say 
“Hollywood-ready”—love story about a down-and-out young girl who is saved 
from certain death and swept off her feet by a rich, handsome stranger. With 
its fair share of laughter, tears, suspense, and even near-miss innuendo, the 
story is obviously written to entertain.

But as it unfolds, we begin to see that it is not just a love story. This story 
of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz is a critical episode in Israel’s national epic—and 
even more, in God’s epic of human salvation.

It is important to notice that this story takes place in the time of the 
judges. In the middle of that maelstrom of sin, wickedness, and dissolution, 
the story focuses suddenly on two women in fear for their lives. Ultimately, 
the story of Ruth proves to be the light at the end of the very long, dark tun-
nel of the era of the judges. Out of chaos, here was hope. Out of destruction, 
God was still keeping his promises to his people. He had promised them a 
king, and, through Ruth’s family line, the day of the king would finally dawn.
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1  SA MUEL

The events of 1 Samuel occupy a crucial place in the story of Israel, and 
indeed in the whole history of God’s salvation of the world, as the book 
tells the story of how God brought his people out of the dark, chaotic time 
of the judges and established a monarchy over them. Since long ago in 
Genesis, the establishment of a throne and crown over the nation of Israel 
had been one of God’s most important promises to his people. He told them 
in Genesis 3:15 that a figure in Adam’s line would come to set things right 
for humanity, and this promise was reiterated in Genesis 48:10 when Jacob 
promised his son Judah that the scepter would not depart from him until the 
Promised One came. Then there was the beautiful—yet cryptic—prophecy in 
Numbers 24 of a scepter and a royal star rising in Israel from the tribe of 
Judah. Finally, Moses himself had told in Deuteronomy of the day in which 
God would give a king to his people—not a king like those of the nations 
but one who would submit to God’s own divine throne and serve his people 
rather than oppressing them.

All of that expectation, however, dissolved in the chaos of Judges, when 
the nation’s rejection of God and his purposes resulted finally in jaw-drop-
ping levels of bloodshed and ultimately civil war. But even in the midst of 
that darkness, the delightful little book of Ruth ended with a flash of hope: 
Obed, the son of Ruth and Boaz, would turn out to be the grandfather of 
David, the greatest king of Israel and a man after God’s own heart.

This is what the book of 1 Samuel recounts—the story of how God estab-
lished Israel’s monarchy and ultimately the throne and dynasty of King David. 
But it did not come easily.

Before David could assume the throne, God had to completely reset 
his people’s expectations of what a king should be and do. The books of 
1 and 2 Samuel are meant to be read together, and together they relate a 
sweeping epic, full of war and intrigue, suspense and humor, tragedy and 
triumph. Armies marched, flags waved, swords clashed, and crowns were 
lowered onto brows only to fall to the ground as kings died. Moreover, 



God made promises that would reverberate all the way through the New 
Testament and the rest of history. This is the national epic of God’s chosen 
people, a giant step forward in his divine plan of salvation.
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2 SA MUEL

In the Hebrew Bible, 1 and 2 Samuel are one book—2 Samuel picks up imme-
diately where 1 Samuel left off. Saul and his son Jonathan had been killed at 
the disastrous battle of Gilboa, seemingly throwing into chaos God’s plan to 
set a king over his people Israel. Throughout the book, we see God’s determi-
nation and ability to keep his promises—of both blessing and judgment. On 
the one hand, David’s throne was finally established, just as God promised, 
and a son whom God loves, Solomon, waited in the wings to succeed his 
father on the throne. On the other hand, however, it was a long and bloody 
road, filled with sin, adultery, rape, murder, and the chaos and heartbreak of 
civil war. David was a great king, to be sure—the one who united Israel under 
one crown—but God had more in store for his people.
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1–2 K INGS

As with Samuel and Chronicles, the two books of 1 and 2 Kings were origi-
nally one book. Scholars are not exactly sure when or why they were divided, 
but one good guess is that scribes divided them so that they would fit onto 
the scrolls on which Scripture was written and copied. The two books of Kings 
can be both difficult and fascinating reading. One of the difficulties comes 
from the sheer number of unfamiliar names; especially after Israel split into 
two, it is hard to keep up with who was reigning where and when!

To help with this confusion, remember that after the nation of Israel splits 
into two, the northern kingdom (with its capital in Samaria) continues to be 
called Israel, while the southern kingdom (with its capital in Jerusalem) is 
thereafter called Judah.

Once we get past the unfamiliar names and the difficult timeline, though, 
Kings is a nonstop action story—one obviously headed toward disaster. As 
we read, we meet some of the wickedest men and women in Israel’s history. 
There is the story of Solomon’s greatest achievement—the building of the tem-
ple of God. We also meet two of Israel’s greatest prophets—Elijah and Elisha.

But it is hard to escape the impression that things were spiraling out of con-
trol; by the middle of the book, the feeling of chaos and disaster is eerily reminis-
cent of Judges. Judgment has been a long time coming for the northern kingdom 
of Israel. King after king has disobeyed the Lord’s word, worshiped idols even to 
the point of sacrificing their own children, and led the entire nation into the same 
kinds of sin. This—the author of Kings wants us to know—is why judgment falls.

For all human eyes can see, the great plan—foretold in Genesis 3:15, 
promised to Abraham, brought to life in God’s cove nant with Israel and in the 
dynasty of David— looks wrecked beyond repair. But even if the throne of David 
is empty of a king, it is not empty of hope. For, even in the tragedy of judgment 
and exile, God continues to speak to his people through a series of prophets.

In spite of the darkness, God’s Word as related by these prophets shines 
through abject despair to say, “In spite of it all, I will save you.”
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1  CHRONICLES

Like the two books of Kings, the two books of Chronicles were originally 
a single work, intended to be read together. Christians often assume that 
Chronicles is simply a replay of the story told in Samuel and Kings. In many 
ways, this is accurate; most of the stories are repeated, although the author of 
Chronicles puts his own spin on many of them. But the Chronicler had his own 
agenda in writing these books.

Chronicles was actually written after the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, probably 
about four hundred years before the birth of Jesus. But it is clear that the author—
inspired by God—wrote them deliberately to provide a running start to the history 
recounted in Ezra and Nehemiah. Moreover, he told these stories with the purpose 
of reminding the Israelite exiles, now returned to a ruined Jerusalem, of the twin 
pillars of their greatness—the Davidic monarchy and the worship of Yahweh. This 
emphasis on crown and temple runs through the entire book, providing a basis for 
the hopes of a people longing for the restoration of both.

The first nine chapters of 1 Chronicles are a lengthy, multibranched geneal-
ogy tracing the family lines of all twelve tribes of Israel. To the returned exiles 
of Israel, this unending and unbroken list of names from Adam to their own 
time was concrete evidence of God’s unending and unbroken faithfulness.

Most of the next part of the story is familiar, but we should view it 
the way the Chronicler intended—as a reminder of God’s faithfulness. The 
Chronicler had a specific purpose in mind—to exalt the Davidic kingship as the 
one true kingship in Israel—and so the episodes he chose to include are the 
ones most fitted to that task.
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2 CHRONICLES

In this book, the Chronicler’s recount Solomon’s accomplishments as king. Like 
with David in 1 Chronicles, his sins and foolish decisions are left to the book 
of Kings. Here the focus is on Solomon’s glory: together with his father David, 
Solomon forms Israel’s “ideal kingship,” the standard to which all the other 
kings should have aspired.

We will be familiar with most of the history recounted in this book. Note 
that it was written for a people who had just spent three generations in 
captivity in Bab ylon and had just arrived back in their own land. These stories 
are meant to remind them of why that exile happened—and warn them not to 
repeat that history in the future.
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EZR A

The book of Ezra picks up immediately where 2 Chronicles left off, with the 
decree of King Cyrus of Persia that the Jews may return to their homeland 
and rebuild their ruined capital city of Jerusalem. Ezra and Nehemiah thus tell 
the story of how the returned exiles accomplish that work. Through constant 
opposition, political machinations, and even their own sin and discourage-
ment, they finally build a temple and raise again the walls of the city.

The Jews try very hard to give the events an atmosphere of celebration. In 
a sense, this is entirely appropriate: the very presence of the Israelites in their 
own land is evidence of God’s continuing—and, it must be said, jaw-drop-
ping—faithfulness to them. But in another way, the air of celebration rings 
a little hollow. The structures the exiles finally build are nothing compared 
to what they had been before, and the ceremonies they conduct to dedicate 
them are, well, rather pathetic compared to the first ones. To make matters 
worse, it quickly becomes clear that the return to Jerusalem is not what Isaiah 
had prophesied as “the new heavens and new earth.”

Immediately the Israelites begin to act like the exile had never happened, 
marrying foreign wives and setting themselves up for a return to the same 
old sins that had brought the Lord’s wrath in the first place. At the end of the 
book, it’s not clear how this would fit into God’s plan and promises.
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NEHEMI A H

Ezra and Nehemiah, too, were originally combined as one book and intended to 
be read as a single narrative. Together they tell the story of the returned exiles—
how they strove to reestablish the capital city of Jerusalem, rebuild and purify its 
temple, and raise its wall from ruin. At every step of the way, though, they faced 
difficulty not only from the outside but also from their own sin, fear, and lethargy.

Theologically, the books make a couple of important points. First and most 
immediately, they show how God sovereignly orchestrated these events to help 
the exiles accomplish their goals. But there is another point, too, at a deeper level: 
although the exiles did in fact rebuild the temple and the city walls, and although 
God was with them in those endeavors, this was not the glorious restoration for 
which many of them might have hoped after listening to the prophets.

At the end of the book of Ezra, the temple was small and unremarkable, 
the nation remained under the thumb of a foreign power, and the people were 
plainly still subject to all the temptations toward sin that resulted in their exile 
in the first place. The events in Nehemiah take place about fifteen years after 
Ezra arrived in Jerusalem. At the completion of the wall, the people gathered 
to hear Ezra read and explain the Law (one of the clearest examples in the 
Bible of what we call expositional preaching), to celebrate the feast appropri-
ate to this time of year, and to recount and remember both their own sin as 
a nation and their God’s faithfulness. The reestablishment of Jerusalem as a 
defensible city was not just a political or military moment for the Israelites; it 
was one of deep theological significance. But perhaps most importantly of all, 
the people extend their hand in an offer of a new cove nant with God.

But a new national cove nant is not a part of God’s revealed purposes. Yes, 
he would honor his cove nant with Abraham, and his cove nant with David, but 
not in the form of another national cove nant like this. In his own time, those 
cove nants will be honored and fulfilled in the new cove nant prophesied by 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel—one that will encompass all of the nations of the world, 
not just the Jews, and will center on the divine, suffering, ever-living Priest-
King. In offering this cove nant to God, the exiles are simply thinking too small.
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All in all, the end of Nehemiah does not leave us with much hope. Despite 
the ceremonies and promises and optimism, not one of the pillars of Israel’s 
glory stood in place. There was no king; the temple was small, underwhelm-
ing, and regularly neglected; the Sabbath was profaned; the Law was broken 
again and again; and the people’s attempt to offer God a renewed national 
cove nant was met with silence from heaven.

We should not overlook the fact that God had indeed kept his promises to 
return the people to their land; there can be no doubt about that. But surely 
this was not the culmination of God’s purposes and plans. No, he must—
he simply must—have had greater purposes in mind than this.
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ESTHER

The story of Esther takes place in the Persian capital of Susa, during the reign 
of Xerxes I of Persia in the years just before Ezra’s arrival in Jerusalem. The 
narrative is wildly entertaining—complete with drama, suspense, hairpin turns 
of fate, and even humor—but it is also a compelling record of God’s providen-
tial care for the Jewish people.

This is even more striking when we realize that God is never mentioned 
in the book, and not a single miracle takes place in the entire story. Even so, 
the exquisite timing of events—the “coincidences” and complete reversals of 
fortune that take place—make clear that God is in complete control of events, 
even when his hand seems hidden from view. The people of Israel were saved 
from destruction by the courage of a queen, the cunning of a cousin, and 
above all the sovereign hand and will of God.
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JOB

No one knows who wrote the book of Job, or when it was written. Various 
scholars have offered dates ranging from the time of Abraham to the period 
after the return of Israel from her Bab ylonian exile (2100–500 BC). The book 
itself has traditionally been categorized among the other wisdom books—
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Solomon.

Although Job is a relatively lengthy book, its story and structure are easy 
enough to follow. After an introduction in which a man named Job is stripped 
of all of his sources of earthly joy, the main body of the book consists of 
a series of speeches made by Job and three friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and 
Zophar—in which they explore the meaning of suffering. They are later joined 
by a fourth friend, Elihu. In the course of the discussion, Job continues to 
assert his innocence and lay his heart before God, while his friends offer more 
and more outrageous explanations for his suffering.

The question that runs through the book is this: Will God answer Job? And 
will Job ever know the reasons for his suffering, reasons that we the readers 
are made aware of right from the very beginning?

Throughout the discourses with his friends, Job started to see that humans 
may have figured out the solutions to many problems, but they will never find 
the hiding place of wisdom or a comprehensive knowledge of why things hap-
pen as they do. Job began to understand that his questions may go unanswered, 
hidden forever in the eternal mind of God. And then God finally answered Job.

Most of God’s words focused on the natural world, the order and beauty 
and terror of creation. But the answer is not that Job was simply awed by 
God’s power. Rather, God’s point seems to be to draw a kind of parallel 
between his governance of the created universe—with all its mysteries that 
are outside and above the understanding of man—and his governance of the 
moral universe. If Job could not fathom the complexity of God’s purposes in 
the natural order, then how could he expect to understand God’s purposes in 
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questions of evil and suffering—much less demand that God justify himself to 
humans? This was God’s answer to Job: you seek to understand and master 
suffering and pain and evil, but they are terrifying, unmastered, and ungov-
ernable by man, yet never outside of God’s universal sovereignty but instead 
serving their own purposes in his mysterious and beautiful plan.

The book of Job ends on a happy note, to be sure, but the peace Job finally 
enjoyed was not ultimately the result of God’s restoring his earthly riches to him. 
It was far more valuable that Job had encountered the God of the universe and 
come away with a deeper, more profound understanding of both God and himself.
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THE PSA LMS

The book of Psalms is the songbook of the Jewish nation. Through all their 
struggles and pain, hopes and thrills, these were the songs the people sang—
in their homes, while they worked, and most importantly, in the worship of 
the temple. To enter the precincts of the temple was to hear the priests and 
people singing, sometimes joyful songs of praise to God, sometimes plain-
tive songs of sadness and longing, sometimes pleas to him to act for their 
salvation or for the good of their king. Psalms were sung at festivals; before, 
during, and after sacrifices; on high holy days; before and after battle; at the 
coronations and marriages of kings. This was a nation that sang.

Each of the 150 psalms is a self-contained work of poetry that was usually 
set to music. The emotional range of the psalms is enormous. Many of them 
are straightforward songs of praise; others (especially many written by King 
David) are psalms of lament or cries to God for help; and still others are 
poetic curses uttered against Israel’s enemies. Because of that, the psalms are 
beloved for capturing so vividly all of the colors of human experience.

The book of Psalms—or the Psalter, as it is called—has been organized into 
five major books, each with a roughly defined focus. Book One (Psalms 1–41) 
is made up mostly of David’s songs of distress in which he cries out to God 
for help from his enemies. Book Two (Psalms 42–72) largely keeps the same 
theme, but with psalms written mostly by other psalmists besides David. Book 
Three (Psalms 73–89) has been recognized as the darkest of the books—
descending to deepest despair of Psalm 88—while Book Four (Psalms 90–106) 
contains songs offering answers to the questions Book Three raises. Finally, Book 
Five (Psalms 107–150) reaffirms the validity of God’s promises to David and 
ends with a series of songs praising God’s goodness and faithfulness.

Notice a particular emphasis on God’s promises to David. At times the 
language used about him—or about the kingship more broadly—seems to 
overflow its banks. Like certain passages in the prophets, what is said of the 
king is too great to be fulfilled completely by any one human. In those cases, 
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we should not make the mistake of thinking that this is mere poetic flattery, 
for the psalms were not only songs for their own day.

The Psalms have a prophetic character all their own, and like the rest of 
the Old Testament they not only teach us about God and how we ought to live 
before him, they also point forward to the great hope of Israel, the messiah- 
king who would save his people from their sins.
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PROV ER BS

The book of Proverbs is a collection of wisdom sayings, many—but not all—
of which are attributed to King Solomon. Furthermore, 1 Kings reports that 
Solomon uttered three thousand proverbs, so clearly not all of his proverbs are 
collected here. Even so, the book is a treasure-room of practical wisdom for 
life in this topsy-turvy, often confusing, and always challenging world.

Simply defined, a proverb is a concise statement that expresses a general 
truth about the patterns of life. This does not mean that life always works the 
way a proverb—even a divinely inspired one, like these—says it will. But it 
does mean that if we take these proverbs and the principles of wisdom behind 
them to heart, we will avoid some of life’s most common mistakes and follies, 
and therefore things will, in the main, turn out better for us than for a fool 
who ignores such wisdom.

Scholars have debated for millennia about if and how Proverbs is orga-
nized. What we can see clearly is that the book contains seven collections 
of sayings. It begins with extended teaching on wisdom in chapters 1–9, 
followed by the largest collection of Solomon’s proverbs in 10–22. Finally, we 
find five shorter collections of sayings in the last nine chapters of the book.

Beyond that high-level structure, however, people have seen all kinds of 
possible organization in the book—or even none at all. Perhaps a good way to 
absorb the book would be to see it as organized into thematic sections. At any 
rate, this book is full of practical wisdom for those who are living as God’s peo-
ple in God’s world, and its wisdom is slowly digested, one proverb at a time.
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ECCLESI A STES

Ecclesiastes strikes many readers as strange, even out of place in the Bible, 
because it seems so shot through with pessimism. Unlike the Psalms or even 
Proverbs, there are no outbursts of praise to God here, no hopeful and spar-
kling prophecies of the future. This is a book written by a man who has seen 
it all and is not overly impressed. Again and again, Solomon says that life is 
“vanity,” a word that refers to that which is fleeting, short-lived.

Ecclesiastes, though, is not just an unbroken lament; in the end, it offers 
an alternative to the unmitigated pessimism and fatalism that marks so much 
of pagan philosophy.

Yes, life may be a vapor—here one minute and gone the next—but there is 
a time for everything, and all of life is a gift made beautiful in its own time by 
the God who rules over all.

Yes, life is fleeting, so live it well under the love and peace of a 
sovereign God.



 30

THE SONG OF SOLOMON

This long poem has been the occasion of a good amount of debate over its 
characters and storyline. The problem is that it is not always easy to discern 
who is speaking, and, to make matters worse, it is not always easy to tell who 
the characters actually are. Some ascertain two characters in the text—Solomon 
and a woman—and read the poem as the story of their courtship, marriage, 
and sexual consummation. Others see a very different story of a shepherd boy 
and his betrothed whose courtship is interrupted by King Solomon’s (ultimately 
rebuffed) advances on the young woman. Given that tradition tells us this poem 
was written by Solomon, the former interpretation is far more likely.

In Ecclesiastes, it was clear that Solomon was well attuned to a theology of 
creation built from Genesis. He saw the created world and its fruits as good, 
intended to be enjoyed by human beings. The same holds true in the Song of 
Solomon, which is above all a celebration of the divinely ordained institution 
of marriage and the gift of sex.

Notice that the sexual intimacy of the man and the woman is only thinly 
veiled. Clearly, they enjoy being together. They delight in one another’s physical 
bodies, and find great pleasure and fulfillment in sex. What is remarkable about 
the book is that it can revel so much in sexuality without descending into sexual 
debauchery. Here Solomon articulates a high sexual ethic, warning repeatedly 
that love—or sexual desire—should not be awakened before its time. There 
is, as he said in Ecclesiastes, a time for everything. Most of all, he affirms that 
marriage and sex are good gifts that God has given to human beings.

That high view of marriage and high ethic of sexuality—along with authorship 
by King Solomon—is more than enough to explain why the Song of Solomon 
would have been received by the Jews as inspired Scripture. Even so, some people 
have wondered if Solomon also intended to paint a picture of God’s intimate cove-
nant relationship with the Jewish nation. Nothing in the book points clearly in that 
direction; on its face, it is a simple celebration of marriage and sex, and it would 
be wrong to press every detail into allegorical service.
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But then again, given how often God speaks of himself as being in cove-
nant with his people (and even likens that cove nant to marriage), it is hard 
not to see the book’s resonance with the general picture of cove nant-secured 
intimacy between God and his people.
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ISA I A H

Isaiah prophesies during the reigns of the kings of Judah. By this time, the 
nation of Israel has already been split into two separate kingdoms for several 
generations—the northern kingdom of Israel, with its capital at Samaria, and 
the southern kingdom of Judah, with its capital at Jerusalem.

Isaiah prophesies in the southern kingdom roughly 700–750 years before the 
birth of Jesus and thus a little more than a century before the sack of Jerusalem. It 
is a dangerous time, not only because Israel is divided but also because the kings 
of both nations are proving unable and unwilling to keep the terms of God’s cove-
nant. In addition, both Israel and Judah are pressed on all sides by major world 
powers: Assyria to the north, Egypt to the south, and a newly ascendant Bab ylon 
to the east, with nowhere to run except into the Mediterranean Sea to the west.

Isaiah’s book revolves around mainly the actions of two kings of Judah, 
Ahaz and his son Hezekiah, both of whom (Ahaz with enthusiasm, Hezekiah 
only later) sinfully turn away from the Lord to seek security in their larger, 
more powerful neighbors. Of course, it is not only the kings who are marked 
by unfaithfulness. The nation as a whole forsakes the Lord, becomes blind and 
deaf to his word, and gives themselves in worship to foreign gods. So Isaiah’s 
message is the story of God’s response to Judah’s sin—his judgment against 
them and eventually, astonishingly, his promise to forgive them and restore 
them and make them glorious again.

Isaiah’s book can be neatly divided into three different volumes, each 
centering around one central figure on whom the salvation of God’s people 
depends. Thus Isaiah gives us what we might title the Book of the Divine 
King (chapters 1–37), the Book of the Suffering Servant (chapters 38–55), 
and the Book of the Anointed Conqueror (chapters 56–66). What we will 
see, however—and what is astonishing about this book—is that by the end it 
becomes clear that we are talking not about three different figures but about 
one divine, royal, suffering, and conquering individual.

Perhaps more clearly than in any other Old Testament book, God through 
Isaiah shows his people how he intends to save them. The flashes of divine 
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kingship shown to us by the Minor Prophets, the cloudy image of atonement 
provided by the sacrificial system—it is all clarified here in an epic vision of 
salvation, a vision of a divine servant-king who will suffer in the place of his 
people in order to save them and conquer their enemies in judgment.
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JER EMI A H

A little more than a century after Isaiah preached in Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar, 
king of Bab ylon, launched his final invasion into the southern kingdom of Judah. 
After a terrible siege, he destroyed the city and its temple, wiped out its royal 
house, and deported its citizens as slaves and exiles to his own capital city. And 
Jeremiah the prophet was there in Jerusalem to witness it all and to explain to 
the people of Judah precisely why it was all happening: because they had broken 
faith with the Lord their God, shattering the cove nant he had made with them 
and thereby calling that cove nant’s curses down on their own heads.

Jeremiah’s book is very different from Isaiah’s. Where Isaiah is highly 
structured around a definite and easily recognizable plotline, Jeremiah’s 
book is more like an abstract painting. Images, oracles, visions, sermons, and 
narrative are thrown (somewhat chaotically and not always in chronological 
order) against the canvas, and the result is not so much a linear story as an 
impression of truth and emotion and meaning. But even if Jeremiah’s literary 
approach is somewhat unusual, his message came through loud and clear: 
Judah has sinned by disobeying and ignoring the Lord’s word, and just as with 
her sister kingdom Israel to the north, the hammer blow of God’s wrath and 
justice was about to fall on them.

The people are presented with a choice: Will they listen to God and obey 
him or continue to follow after the false and powerless gods of the nations? 
They had entered into a cove nant with God—“All that the Lord has spoken, we 
will do!” they had said (Exodus 19:8)—and yet for almost a thousand years 
God had watched them disobey his law, oppress the weak, worship other 
gods, and even place their children in the burning arms of Molech. And so in 
Jeremiah he said, in effect, “Enough. The cove nant is broken.”

But the middle of the book represents a pivotal moment in God’s plan of 
salvation. Nearly all of the major themes in the Bible—sin, judgment, salvation, 
kingship, and especially cove nant— seem to come to their climax. This is the 
heart of Jeremiah’s book, and perhaps even of the entire Old Testament. Against 
all odds, and even human logic, God was determined to save his sinful people.
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Even despite the fall of Jerusalem, somehow God’s people would one day 
be bound to him again in a new and everlasting cove nant. The Lord had not 
forever abandoned them. His promises would be fulfilled through a king sit-
ting on the throne of David. All the past cove nants would find their restoration 
in him, and he himself would secure and execute the new cove nant.
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L A MENTATIONS

Lamentations was probably written shortly after the fall of Jerusalem by an 
eyewitness to the horror of that event. Tradition tells us that its author was 
Jeremiah, and while there is no ironclad evidence to prove this, there is also 
no particular reason to doubt it, either. The book consists of five songs of 
lament for fallen Jerusalem that depict in vivid detail the destruction of the 
city and the suffering of her people.

Despite its name, Lamentations is not finally a book of despair. It is a book 
of hope and longing and prayer and, ultimately, trust. We can learn from the 
writer’s heart what it means to hold fast to God’s promises even in the midst 
of the most shattering of circumstances.
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EZEK IEL

Bab ylon’s conquest of Judah took place in two distinct stages. Around 597 BC, 
Nebuchadnezzar militarily subjugated Judah, removing Jehoiachin from the throne 
and installing Zedekiah his uncle as king. At that time, Nebuchadnezzar deported 
not the entire population but only the leading men of Jerusalem—those of rank 
or wealth or privilege. Ezekiel, a priest of about twenty-five years old, was among 
that first group of exiles. Several years later, Zedekiah decided to rebel against 
Nebuchadnezzar, and the response was swift: in 586 BC, the armies of Bab ylon 
descended on Jerusalem again, this time razing it to the ground, destroying the 
temple, and utterly wiping out the kingdom of Judah as a political entity.

For the exiles in Bab ylon, the defeat of Judah in 597 BC was a heavy blow, 
not just politically and emotionally but also spiritually. In the worldview of 
the day, the military defeat of a nation was symbolic of the defeat of that 
nation’s gods. So, as the leading men and women of Jerusalem passed through 
the imposing, cobalt blue lapis lazuli gates of Bab ylon, the question on their 
minds would have been, “Has Yahweh, the God of Israel, been defeated? Is he 
just a typical provincial deity after all?”

Well, about four and a half years after arriving in Bab ylon, as he was 
standing on the banks of the Chebar Canal, the priest Ezekiel received from 
God the answer to that question.

He spoke God’s word to the exiles, warning them that the worst—and the 
best—is yet to come.

Jerusalem itself will be destroyed. The presence of God, which had 
descended in such glory at the temple’s dedication by Solomon, would depart.

But there was a promise of restoration and consolation to Israel. However, 
God made it clear that when he acted to save them, it would not be because 
of anything good in them but solely for the sake of his name.

The message at the end is this: God was saying to his people, “I have not 
abandoned you; I want to be with you, and I want you to be with me, and I 
am going to make it happen.” This is an astonishing end to a book in which one 
of the main themes had been the departure of the glory of God from his people.
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DA NIEL

The book of Daniel contains some of the most well-known and beloved stories 
in the Old Testament. The three friends and the fiery furnace, Daniel and the 
lions’ den, even the humbling of the great King Nebuchadnezzar—it all makes 
for a great read full of action and suspense.

Daniel was one of the exiles taken to Bab ylon during Nebuchadnezzar’s 
first subjugation of Jerusalem in 605 BC. While Jeremiah was prophesying in 
Jerusalem and Ezekiel was among the exiles in Bab ylon, Daniel was in the 
royal court, interacting with Nebuchadnezzar and his successors and striving 
to remain faithful to Yahweh. In 539 BC, long after Jerusalem had finally 
been destroyed in 586 BC, Daniel was a very old man as King Cyrus of 
Persia conquered Bab ylon. Daniel lived through this conquest and continued 
his struggle to remain faithful in the halls of power—though now under an 
entirely new regime.

The book of Daniel breaks neatly into two halves. The first half (chapters 
1–6) relates several stories of Daniel’s courage and faithfulness, as well as the 
capriciousness, vanity, and wickedness of both Bab ylonian and (eventually) 
Persian kings. The second half of the book (chapters 7–12) contains a series 
of highly symbolic visions given to Daniel about how history would unfold. 
There is a twist, however, because it is clear that at the center of God’s vision 
of history is not Bab ylon or Persia or Greece or Rome or any great empire but 
rather the hard-pressed though never crushed community of God’s chosen 
cove nant people.

They were a people who had been conquered and destroyed and would 
therefore have been tempted to think that God himself had been conquered 
and overthrown. This book showed them in no uncertain terms that this was 
far from the case. God’s promises—of a new cove nant, of an eternal king, of 
salvation, even of a new heavens and a new earth—still stood.
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HOSE A

Hosea prophesied during the same period as Amos, some eight hundred years 
before the birth of Jesus. As with so many of the minor prophets, we do not 
know much about his background or biography. However, we probably know 
more about Hosea’s life than we do about any other minor prophet simply 
because his whole life becomes an object lesson for the people of Israel.

The book of Hosea breaks down into two parts. The first, which runs 
through the first three chapters, tells the story of how God commanded 
Hosea to marry a prostitute named Gomer who, again and again, adulter-
ously betrayed him. Each time, however, Hosea pursued Gomer and brought 
her home, only to watch her turn away from him again. The point, of course, 
is that this is exactly how the people and kings of Israel had treated God 
and the cove nant he made with them. Time and again they had betrayed 
him, chasing after foreign gods and giving them—instead of Yahweh—their 
devotion and worship.

The second part of the book runs from chapter 4 through the end, and 
there is little discernible structure to it. It is an outpouring of God’s heart for 
his people—the pain of sin, the longing for reconciliation, and the fierce-
ness of his love for them. Perhaps more than any other book in the Old 
Testament, Hosea’s prophecy shows the passion with which God loves his 
people in spite of their sin.
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JOEL

Of all the writing prophets, we may know the least about Joel. His name 
means “Yahweh is God,” he was the son of a man named Pethuel, and he 
prophesied in the southern kingdom, Judah. That is all we know. Many have 
guessed about when Joel preached, with answers ranging from soon after the 
division of Israel into two kingdoms all the way down to around 500 BC.

What is clear is that the book was occasioned by a massive locust swarm 
that ravaged Judah; this is what Joel described in chapter 1. In chapter 2, 
though, the image intensifies as the locusts morphed into a prophecy of a 
massive army invading Judah from the north. Who was this army? Joel never 
said, and as the image corkscrewed into the future, it looked like it may be 
talking about both the Bab ylonian invasion and some final, future assault by 
the godless world against God’s people at the end of history.

We see this kind of thing happening in the prophets all the time. A single 
prophecy actually referred to more than one event—a fulfillment that is immi-
nent, and then another one far in the future—and yet the prophet saw them 
both at the same time, in the same vision.

In Joel, this is exactly what happened in relation to the day of the Lord. In 
chapters 1 and 2, the locusts/army of the north represented one fulfillment of 
that day, but by the end of chapter 2 it is clear that the Day of the Lord was 
also a future event of greater significance—a time in which Moses’ desire for 
all the people of God to be filled with his Spirit is fulfilled.

Joel’s book ends on a note of great hope for Judah—her enemies judged 
and her people established forever.
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A MOS

The book of Amos may well be the oldest of the twelve Minor Prophets, dat-
ing to the reigns of Uzziah (2 Kings calls him Azariah) of Judah and Jeroboam 
II of Israel, some eight hundred years before the birth of Jesus. We do not 
know much about Amos himself, other than that he was a sheepherder from 
the southern kingdom of Judah even as his prophecy was addressed primarily 
to the kingdom of Israel in the north.

Above all, Amos’s message was that the kingdom of Israel needed to 
unstop its ears and listen to the word of the Lord instead of ignoring it. First 
turning his fire on several nations around Israel, including Judah, he would 
have the people of the northern kingdom applauding his words. But then in 
2:6 he pronounced judgment on Israel itself, and this message is sustained 
through the rest of the book.

Sometimes, in reading the books of Kings and Chronicles, it is easy to lose 
sight of how wicked personally, and not merely corporately, the people have 
become. Amos’s prophecy helps us understand and even feel God’s reasons for 
judging the people of Israel.

In the end, God promised that he would restore the fallen “booth” (or 
house) of David. Exactly how this would happen is left unclear, but for the 
first time—even as the smoke of destruction was still rising—there was a 
divine promise that a king would finally reign over a restored and reunited 
nation of Israel.



 42

OBA DI A H

Obadiah’s book is the shortest in the Bible. We do not know much at all 
about him, only that he prophesied shortly after the fall of Jerusalem to 
Nebuchadnezzar of Bab ylon. The situation behind the prophecy was that the 
nation of Edom—descendants of Esau and therefore distant cousins to the 
Israelites—had joined the Bab ylonians in their attack on Judah. Obadiah there-
fore spoke Yahweh’s word against them, promising that God would destroy 
them and restore his people.
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JONA H

Without a doubt, Jonah is the most famous of the minor prophets. Mentioned 
in 2 Kings 14:25, he prophesied during the same period of time as Amos, 
Hosea, and Micah. Jonah’s book is unique, however, because it focuses on the 
prophet’s own story rather than on his message. This is a dramatic and deeply 
poignant narrative underlining God’s universal authority and grace and also 
the fundamental wickedness of the human heart—even that of a prophet.

It is worth noting that Jonah meant for us to understand this fish to be 
real, not a fable or a fairy tale or a symbol. The book of Jonah is full of his-
torical details, and the fish—whatever exactly it is—was to be understood as 
historical too.

Jonah’s struggle to accept that God would show grace to such an evil city 
provides the main lesson of the book. How do we respond to God’s grace? 
Do we, like Jonah, rejoice in it when he shows it to us but resent it when he 
shows it to others? Or do we realize that grace is always a gift, as much unde-
served by us as by the wickedest people on earth?
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MICA H

Everything we know about the prophet Micah comes from what he tells us 
in the first verse of his book. A resident of Moresheth, one of the defensive 
towns surrounding Jerusalem, Micah prophesied during the reigns of Jotham, 
Ahaz, and Hezekiah of Judah—which was also the period in which Samaria, 
capital of the northern kingdom, was sacked and destroyed by the Assyrians.

Micah is a remarkable book, giving us a vivid image of both Israel’s and 
Judah’s sin, as well as a terrifying view of the armies of Assyria as they 
marched through Israel and even to the gates of Jerusalem in the south. But 
Micah’s prophecy was not only of judgment. It was also a hopeful prophecy in 
which the flashes of promise we saw in Amos and Hosea became a full vision 
of a great king who would sit on the throne of David, redeem his people, and 
lead them to everlasting blessing.

In terms of structure, the book consists of three different prophecies 
Micah brought to the people of Judah, found in chapters 1–2; 3–5; and 6–7. 
In all three, Micah followed essentially the same pattern: he indicted the 
people for their sin, told them of the punishment God had decreed for them, 
and then promised a time when—in spite of it all—God would restore them 
to their place and establish them as a new, glorious, and universal kingdom.

Each of Micah’s prophecies ends with a promise of redemption and resto-
ration for God’s people. But he was even more specific than that, because 
this salvation was brought about by the action of a Davidic king. At the end 
of chapter 2, it was the king who passed on before them; in chapter 5, it 
was the king who brought peace; and even here in 7:14, the imagery of the 
saving shepherd clearly evoked David, the shepherd boy who became king.

The picture had still not come to full clarity, but even seven to eight 
hundred years before the birth of Jesus, the prophets had begun to see more 
and more clearly that in spite of it all, the promise of Genesis 3:15 had been 
swept up in the promise of 1 Samuel 7. God was going to save his people, and 
he was going to do it through a royal descendant of David himself.
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NA HUM

Nahum probably prophesied roughly a hundred years after Jonah and seventy 
years after Sennacherib’s conquest of Israel, and thus around six hundred fifty 
years before the birth of Jesus. In response to Jonah’s preaching, the people of 
Nineveh repented of their wickedness, but their regret proved to be short-
lived and shallow. By Nahum’s time, the people of Nineveh had grown prouder 
and wickeder than ever. Nahum therefore pronounced judgment on the city 
in chapter 1, and then in chapters 2–3 he promised that the Lord will destroy 
it, without pity, in due time. Sure enough, in 612 BC Nineveh was sacked and 
destroyed by the Bab ylonians, never to rise in power again.

Besides warning of the impending doom of Nineveh (and therefore the 
Assyrian Empire), Nahum’s prophecy also called the people of Judah to stand 
in awe of their God. He was no tribal deity but the sovereign, righteous, jeal-
ous, and avenging God of the universe who alone reigns over the nations and 
ordains their destinies.
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H A BA K KUK

The only thing we know about the prophet Habakkuk is his name and the 
fact that he prophesied before the fall of Jerusalem to the Bab ylonians in 
586 BC. His is a remarkable book because it records a sincere and humble 
conversation between Habakkuk and God concerning a meaningful and 
difficult question: How can God tolerate wicked nations, and even use them 
for his own purposes? Habakkuk’s questions are straightforward, and so are 
God’s answers.

Ultimately, God answered that in due time he would execute judgment on 
the Bab ylonians too. They may have been sweeping all of the nations under 
their influence, but the day was coming when even that empire would be 
thrown down.
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ZEPH A NI A H

Zephaniah’s prophecy is short, but it packs a punch in its description of the 
“day of the Lord,” a concept used many times by the prophets and on into 
the New Testament. The day of the Lord is a coming day of salvation and 
judgment, though we should not assume that it will happen only once. Here 
in Zephaniah, for example, it refers in chapter 1 to the day in which God 
would judge and destroy the kingdom of Judah. In chapter 2, though, the 
focus changes and Zephaniah talks about the day of the Lord as that time 
in which God would pour out his wrath on all of Judah’s enemies. Finally, in 
chapter 3, there is an astonishing reversal in which God promised that he 
would ultimately convert the nations to worship him and even joyfully restore 
his people Israel to their place as his chosen people.
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H AGGA I

Haggai dated his prophecy extremely precisely; God’s word came to him in 
August, October, and December of 520 BC, about 16 years after the Israelites 
gave up on their work of rebuilding the temple. His message was incredibly 
simple: get back to work! And he began by pointing out that the opposition 
the exiles faced was not the only problem. The people’s own selfishness 
played more than a small role too.

The Lord was withholding harvest and water because of the people’s 
idleness. Once the foundation of the temple was laid correctly, however, God’s 
blessing was poured out.
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ZECH A R I A H

Zechariah prophesied only a few weeks after Haggai, and if Haggai focused on 
the simple message “Get to work!”, Zechariah’s message was much more com-
plex. Pressing into the future, he painted a picture of Israel’s salvation that 
was breathtaking in its scope and astonishing in its clarity. More than ever, the 
clouds were beginning to part as the identity and work of the promised king— 
the Messiah—were becoming clear.

Zechariah is the most “major” of the Minor Prophets—both the longest 
and the most complex. His book is filled with images that boggle the mind 
in their detail and intricacy. In the end, though, his message came through 
clearly: God still had plans for his people, centered on a king who would be 
and do what Israel had never been able to do on its own.

The two crowns of Israel—priesthood and kingship—were welded into one 
and, for the first time in history, placed on the head of one single man, the 
priest-king. Joshua was not the final fulfillment of this act, but he was playing 
a role in this prophetic drama as Zechariah revealed an astonishing truth: the 
priesthood and the kingdom would be merged into the person of one man, 
the Branch of the burned-out stump of the dynasty of David.

The crowns of priest and king had been prepared for one man—a man who 
is himself Yahweh Most High. He would be stricken, pierced, rejected, and 
killed and yet in the end will stand triumphant upon the earth.



 50

M A L ACHI

God sent the prophet Malachi to the exiles in Jerusalem at a dark and 
tragic time. It was around 450 BC, just after Ezra had arrived and just 
before Nehemiah would come to begin reconstructing the city wall. 
Understandably, the hopes of the people were little more than rubble at 
the time. The temple had been completed, but Zechariah’s prophecy of 
the Lord’s coming again gloriously to dwell there had not been fulfilled; 
Zerubbabel and Joshua—whom Zechariah had indicated were God’s king 
and high priest—had died; and life just went on, day after day, generation 
after generation.

It is not terribly surprising, therefore, that by this time, the people were 
becoming discouraged and starting to ask questions along the lines of, “Is 
there really anything to this? Is it really worth it?” And soon they started to 
lose interest in the worship of God, first simply going through the motions and 
then finally not even doing that. So God sent Malachi to tell them, in effect, 
“Yes, it is worth it.”

Despite God’s exhortations, the Israelites’ weariness was evident in that 
they had given up on God’s promises to distinguish between the righteous 
and the wicked. But God told them that the day was still coming when he 
would come to his temple in order to refine and purify his people.

With those promises and exhortations, the voice of the Lord went silent 
for 450 years. The throne of David was still empty: the temple was still just a 
building with no divine glory at its heart; and the people lived under the heel 
of the Persians and then the Greeks and then the Romans.

But the promises of the prophets were still there, inscribed in ink on the 
scrolls, recited by children, and cherished by those who wait faithfully on God 
to fulfill them—promises of a day when a divine Son of Man would ascend 
the throne of David yet again, fill the temple with glory again, crush the head 
of the Serpent, and suffer and die in the place of the people to save them 
from their sins and establish a new, unbreakable cove nant with them. And 
then, somehow that suffering, dying King would live again and reign forever 
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in perfect righteousness and justice. All the shards of hope and promise were 
there, but it would be another four hundred and fifty years before the Lord 
would take them up again and the angel would declare to a dark and fallen 
world, at long last, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy!” 
(Luke 2:10).



TH E

NEW TESTA MENT
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TH E G OSPEL ACCOR DING TO

M AT THEW

The end of the Old Testament was not very hopeful. Yes, many of the Israelites 
had been allowed to return to Jerusalem and rebuild both the city’s wall and 
its temple. And yes, even the Davidic dynasty—in a shocking development—
had not been completely destroyed. But things were hardly as they once 
were. The new temple had nothing of the glory of Solomon’s temple, and the 
descendants of King Jeconiah had never reclaimed their throne. In fact, we 
might well wonder if all the promises made by the prophets—centered on a 
great king who would come to save his people—had been buried in the sands 
of time. After all, by the time the New Testament opened, almost six hundred 
years had passed since Israel first came under the foot of foreign rulers.

Much changed through those centuries. After Bab ylon was conquered by the 
Persians, Alexander the Great eventually swept the entire known world—includ-
ing Israel—under the rule and power of Greece. After he died, his successors 
split his empire among themselves, and then their descendants spent centuries 
fighting over the pieces. Then the Romans rose from the heart of Italy to take 
Alexander’s empire for their own. For almost six hundred years, the throne and 
crown of David were trampled underfoot by one conqueror after another. It 
must have seemed that the promises of the prophets were laughably empty.

And then, according to Matthew, the true King arrived. He came making 
the claim that he was not just a prophet, not just a king, not just the Messiah, 
but the great I am—God incarnate—ready to give mercy and grant forgiveness 
to anyone who knows he needs it and calls out to him in faith.

But it was always the destiny of the Messiah to die. Just as the prophets 
foretold, the king would also be the suffering servant. By the end of Matthew, 
however, the risen and reigning King, who has authority over the entire uni-
verse, commanded his followers to tell the world that the King has come, and 
he offers salvation and forgiveness to those who will acknowledge him and 
bow to him in faith and repentance.
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TH E G OSPEL ACCOR DING TO

M A R K

Matthew’s Gospel stands at the beginning of the New Testament because 
it forms such a strong link with the Old Testament, but it was not the first 
account written of Jesus’ life. That honor likely belongs to the Gospel of Mark, 
probably written about thirty years after Jesus’ ascension to heaven.

This Gospel does not tell us explicitly who wrote it, but for several good 
reasons Christians have always attributed it to a man named John Mark, 
who was not himself an apostle but is mentioned several times in the New 
Testament as a close associate of several apostles, especially Peter. Because 
of that, many Christians believe that Mark heard the stories he recounts from 
Peter himself, which would make this book essentially Peter’s testimony about 
what he saw and heard during his time with Jesus.

Mark’s Gospel has a very different flavor than Matthew’s. For one thing, 
the book moves at breakneck speed from one event to another. Whereas 
Matthew paused to include long accounts of Jesus’ preaching or teaching, 
or even private conversations with his disciples, Mark, although frequently 
mentioning Jesus’ preaching and teaching ministry, included very little of the 
content of that ministry, choosing to focus instead on Jesus’ actions above all.

Another difference is that Mark included far fewer references to the Old 
Testament. Whereas Matthew sought to show the Jewish nation that Jesus 
fulfills all of the Old Testament promises, Mark’s aim seems to be to pres-
ent Jesus to the Gentile world. He was keenly aware that God’s promise had 
always been to universalize the throne of David and for the promised king to 
save people from all the nations of the world.

In his death, Jesus proved his authority over creation itself, over hell’s 
armies, and even over death. Not only so, but he also proved to his disciples 
that he was able to give them that kind of authority as well. Ultimately, Mark’s 
Gospel shows that all the cords of prophetic hope came together as Jesus 
declared that all of the great prophecies were, at long last, being fulfilled.
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TH E G OSPEL ACCOR DING TO

LUK E

Luke’s Gospel is often grouped together with Matthew and Mark because the 
three tell many of the same stories. Luke is different from the other three 
Gospels, however, in that it is part of a two-volume set—along with Acts—that 
tells the story not only of Jesus’ life and ministry but also of the growth of the 
church following Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension.

More than any other Gospel writer, Luke consciously intended his Gospel 
to be a work of history, and he says so in the very first verses of his Gospel. 
The book is filled with verifiable historical details—that so-and-so was gover-
nor of a province at a certain time or that a certain event happened during a 
particular period. All this makes it clear that at least part of Luke’s aim was to 
affirm that the claims of Chris tian ity were not merely religious ones; they were 
historical ones. These things happened, and they happened in history, just as 
surely as any other event happened in history.

But history-writing was not Luke’s only aim. This is a deeply spiritual book, 
and there are a number of themes that seem particularly important to Luke. 
For one thing, he was obviously captivated by Jesus’ desire to reach out to 
those considered outcasts—the poor, the marginalized, the powerless, and 
especially Gentiles. If Luke was in fact a Gentile himself, it is not hard to see 
why the universal invitation of the gospel would have been a precious truth 
to him.

Another strong theme in Luke’s Gospel is the necessity and difficulty of fol-
lowing Jesus. In section after section, Jesus pressed on his disciples the truths 
of what it would mean to follow him, even in the face of opposition that 
would sometimes lead to death. Throughout the book, everyone from Herod 
to the apostles themselves wrestle with the question, “Who is this man, and 
what will it mean to recognize him as Messiah?” These two themes continue 
to develop and intensify as the book progresses.

Perhaps the climax of the of book, the tearing of the curtain of the temple, 
spoke to the enmity and separation that existed between God and man ever 
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since Adam and Eve had been banished from Eden and an angel with a flam-
ing sword had been stationed to bar them from ever returning. In one sense, 
the whole storyline of the Bible is about the tragic consequences of that 
separation and God’s plan to put an end to it. In Luke, at the moment of Jesus’ 
death, that plan of redemption comes to its fulfillment. The barrier is removed, 
the curtain is torn, and for the first time since Eden man is welcomed again 
into the presence of God.



 57 

TH E G OSPEL ACCOR DING TO

JOHN

Christians have always recognized that John’s account of Jesus’ life stands 
apart from the other three Gospels in significant ways. Even though John’s 
aim was essentially the same as Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s—to convince his 
readers to believe in and rely on Jesus as the promised Savior—his approach is 
different.

The book is not and did not intend to be a chronological narrative of Jesus’ 
life. Instead, John presented his stories in a highly stylized way in order to 
make his case about who Jesus is. In some ways, John’s book is the most inti-
mate of the four Gospels, containing not only accounts of what Jesus did and 
said in public but also long sections recounting private, sometimes agonized, 
conversations with his closest disciples.

The relational closeness marking this book is the result of John’s having 
been present himself for all of the events he narrates. Along with James and 
Peter, he was there for some of the most intense moments of Jesus’ life. He 
saw Jesus take the dead girl’s hand and whisper to her, “Little girl . . . arise”; 
he saw the moment when Jesus was transfigured on the mountain; he was 
asked specifically by Jesus to go with him into the Garden of Gethsemane to 
pray; and he was the first to arrive at Jesus’ tomb, even outrunning Peter, to 
see that it was empty. All this had a profound effect on John, until in time 
this “Son of Thunder,” as Jesus called him, earned another nickname—“Apos-
tle of Love.”

Besides that, John’s Gospel is also often recognized as being the most 
theological of the four Gospels. John spent considerable time recounting how 
Jesus taught about his unique relationship with God the Father and God the 
Spirit, as well as about his own relationship with his followers. Although it 
tells the same story as Matthew and Mark, it does so from an entirely new 
perspective, one that would fill out and add vivid color to the knowledge 
about Jesus and his mission. Right from the first verse, John went not to the 
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banks of the Jordan, nor even to Bethlehem, nor even to the characters of the 
Old Testament, but to the depths of eternity past.

He declared Jesus’ divinity, began to unfold the doctrine of the Trinity, 
acknowledged Jesus’ role in creation, and announced that it was through Jesus 
that God’s promises of salvation were realized. Just as the primordial darkness 
was pierced by light at the moment of creation, so the darkness of sin and 
death was pierced by the coming of the Word.

The eternal Word of God, the Son of God himself, had once and for all 
come to dwell—that is, “to tabernacle”—among sinful human beings. All the 
promises, expectations, and hopes of the Old Testament, John says, were 
finally coming to fruition.
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TH E

ACTS
OF TH E A POSTLES

The book of Acts picks up immediately where the Gospel of Luke left off. In 
fact, the two books were probably meant to be read together as two parts of 
the same work. Luke’s particular concerns as an historian were as much on 
display in the book of Acts as they were in his Gospel; his aim was to provide 
an orderly account of the events that took place both in the life of Jesus and 
in the years since.

Even in its historical character, though, Acts takes on a new and distinct 
flavor from the Gospel of Luke. By the end of this book Luke was not just 
reporting historical events he had researched; he was recounting events 
that he himself experienced. Because of this, Acts is marked by a wonderful 
eyewitness nearness; Luke’s stories are exquisitely detailed, and they convey 
not only the bare events but also the emotions accompanying them. More 
than any other New Testament book, therefore, Acts reads like an epic travel- 
adventure story. Close escapes, imprisonments, magic, miracles, sea voyages, 
shipwrecks, snakebites, trials, humor, heartbreak, fear, and relief—all of these 
are part of the story Luke tells in part two of his work.

The whole story of Acts is really the story of the gospel’s breaking into 
the world, from the city of Jerusalem to the region of Judea, across a hostile 
border into Samaria, and then to the very end of the earth.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E

ROM A NS

By the end of a three-month stay in Corinth and nearby Cenchreae, Paul was 
planning the next stages of his ministry strategy. First, he was determined to 
finish a collection of funds for the church in Jerusalem and to deliver it him-
self—cementing a brotherly relationship between the mostly Jewish church of 
Jerusalem and the mostly Gentile churches of Galatia, Macedonia, and Achaia. 
This would be an inherently dangerous journey; Acts 20:3 tells us that even 
while he was in Corinth Paul received word of a plot against him by unbeliev-
ing Jews in Jerusalem.

Even so, Paul was already thinking beyond the delivery of this gift to his 
next move—a missionary journey all the way to Spain, which was to the Greek 
and Roman mind “the end of the earth.” And on his way there, he desired to 
visit the church in Rome, the capital of the empire.

Paul did not plant the church in Rome; he had never been there, in fact. 
The church was likely planted by Jewish Christians who arrived from Jerusalem 
in the years following the persecution and scattering. It was a mixed con-
gregation—Jews and Gentiles—and all of the problems that had rocked the 
churches in the eastern part of the empire were present in Rome too.

Paul’s letter, therefore, had several aims. First, he simply wanted to intro-
duce himself to the church there, assure them that he preached the same 
gospel they did, and ultimately secure their support for his journey to Spain. 
Further, he desired to bring the Roman church to unity and to head off the 
Jew-Gentile rifts that had so threatened the churches in the east.

To do that, though, Paul did not simply command them to be unified; he 
brought to bear the truths of the gospel itself, and to read this letter is to see the 
fruit of Paul’s years of reflection on these issues even in the fire of controversy.
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TH E FIR ST LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E COR INTHI A NS

1  COR INTHI A NS

In 1 Co rin thi ans, Paul addresses questions that had been raised by the 
Corinthian church. He does so in the second half of this letter, but first he 
took on what he saw as the church’s most pressing problem: their arrogance 
and the divisiveness and elitism that sprung from it.

As is so often the case, the problems the church faced were a direct result 
of their reflecting the society around them. The city of Corinth—the capital 
of the Roman province of Achaea—was a large, wealthy, and important city 
in Paul’s day, filled with people who took themselves to be some of the most 
elite and exalted in the empire. This pride in social standing had infiltrated the 
church, and in a number of ways it lay at the heart of all of the other prob-
lems plaguing the believers there. So Paul began his letter by thanking God 
for the Co rin thi ans and then took their status-driven divisions head-on.

He took aim at the arrogance infecting their hearts, and the effect was not 
only to remind them of the low social status from which most of them have 
come but also to emphasize God’s sovereignty in salvation. Part of God’s plan 
is to exalt the inherent power of the gospel by saving many who are of low 
status, not high status. God chooses the weak in order to make it clear that 
power lies not in social status but in the word of the gospel.
Paul’s image of the body is one of the most important in the entire Bible for 
describing the church. The individual members of the church need to come 
together as one body to act.
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TH E SECOND LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E COR INTHI A NS

2  COR INTHI A NS

As Paul traveled through Macedonia, he received a report from Titus concern-
ing the state of the Corinthian church. In response to this report, Paul wrote 
what we call 2 Co rin thi ans. In this letter, he pursued a number of aims. For 
one thing, he wanted to celebrate the repentance and reconciliation of most 
of the members of the church and to encourage them to remain pure and 
faithful to the gospel. He also sought to ensure that the collection of money 
for the suffering church in Jerusalem was completed, and he charged Titus—
who probably carried this letter back to Corinth—with managing that respon-
sibility. Finally, however, Paul knew that not everything was settled in Corinth; 
there were still those who vocally opposed him, and so he spent some time 
defending his apostleship and evangelistic ministry.

It is important to note that 2 Co rin thi ans is not a treatise; it is a personal 
letter written in the heat of a complicated relationship among people who loved 
each other and yet who had been angry with one another. In that sense, the 
letter is a vibrant look at what it truly means for Christians to live life together.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E

GA L ATI A NS

The book of Galatians was written by the apostle Paul to a group of churches 
in the Roman province of Galatia, where he had preached the gospel and 
planted several churches during the first of his three missionary journeys. We 
do not know exactly when Paul wrote the letter—sometime around AD 48–50 
is a good guess—but the situation surrounding its writing seems clear. 
Apparently, very soon after Paul arrived home in Antioch from his travels in 
Galatia, the churches there began to be rocked by a group of false teachers 
who accused Paul of not being an apostle and of corrupting the message that 
the apostles in Jerusalem were teaching.

Thus the Galatian Christians found themselves under serious pressure to 
abandon the gospel Paul had preached to them and to adopt a “gospel” that 
taught that salvation was based on man’s works. Therefore, Paul wrote a 
fiery letter to the Galatians, urging them to hold fast to the gospel they had 
believed from the beginning.

Paul’s argument is best understood as unfolding in three parts, each 
probably in answer to one of the main charges made by the false teachers 
in the Galatian churches. In part one (chapters 1 and 2), Paul answers the 
accusation that he was not a real apostle. In part two (chapters 3 and 4), 
he makes a tight biblical and theological case for the gospel of grace and 
faith—not works—that he preached. And finally in chapters 5 and 6 he 
answers the charge that such a gospel of grace leads to licentiousness and 
unrestrained sin.

By the end, Paul had composed a powerful explanation and defense of the 
good news of salvation by grace alone through faith alone.



 64

TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E

EPHESI A NS

Paul wrote the book of Ephesians from his house arrest in Rome, probably 
around the year AD 62. Paul commissioned his fellow worker Tychicus to carry 
the letter—along with correspondence with Philemon and with the church at 
Colossae—and to deliver it to the church upon making landfall in Asia Minor.

Ephesians is different from most of Paul’s earlier letters because it does 
not seem concerned with any particular problem or situation nor charged with 
any acute corrective agenda. Paul’s aim in the letter seems simply to remind 
his readers of what God has done for them in Christ. Paul does so with soar-
ing theological reasoning—not just about individual Christians but also about 
the church itself and even the entire cosmos—before moving on to exhort his 
readers to live lives worthy of that calling. He also does careful theological 
work describing the place of the church—the formal gathering of Christians in 
the name and authority of Jesus—in God’s redemptive plan.

There are many things common to Paul’s other letters, especially the way 
his mind keeps interrupting itself with a new thought. Indeed, the entire 
first three chapters seem to be a continuation of his opening prayer for the 
Ephesians!

Paul applies the most beautiful truths of the gospel particularly to Gentiles, 
who above all should stand astonished at God’s work of grace. He then calls 
on the believers to live in every aspect of their lives as Christians, not like the 
pagans around them.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E

PHILIPPI A NS

The church at Philippi held an important place in Paul’s heart, being the first 
church he planted in Europe. Acts 16 related how Paul was called in a vision 
to come over to Macedonia and, upon his arrival, met a woman named Lydia 
who became a Christian in response to Paul’s preaching of the gospel. Later, 
Paul and Silas were thrown in prison for casting a demon out of a highly lucra-
tive fortune-telling girl, but God miraculously set them free and converted the 
jailer in the process.

Paul returned frequently to Macedonia during his three missionary journeys, 
probably using the important city of Philippi as his main base of operations in 
the region. So the church was dear to his heart, and it had proven time and 
again to be faithful and generous in its support of Paul and his ministry.

The letter to the Philippians is arguably the most joy-filled of all of Paul’s 
letters. Even as he sat in prison and wonders whether he is to live or die, 
he was filled with gratitude for the Philippians’ partnership in the gospel, he 
reveled in the spread of the gospel throughout the known world, and he was 
determined to live in such a way as to honor Christ.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E

COLOSSI A NS

Colossae was a relatively small city located along the Lycus River, a hundred 
miles inland from Ephesus. Onesimus and Philemon (the two main characters in 
the book of Philemon) were both members of the church there, and Paul wrote 
this letter to the whole church. Apparently the church was being influenced by 
some kind of false teaching that threatened their hold on the Christian gospel. 
Paul wrote, therefore, to encourage them not to be led astray by falsehood.

It is hard to say exactly what the false teaching in Colossae included. 
The best guess—pieced together from Paul’s exhortations—is that it was a 
kind of folk religion encouraging people to rely on a combination of angels, 
rituals, and personal asceticism for protection against evil spirits. Paul never 
for a moment doubted the reality of the spiritual realm, but he did tell the 
Colossians that their understanding of it was categorically wrong. If they 
sought protection from evil spirits, they would find it in the resurrected and 
exalted Christ, to whom they themselves were irrevocably united and who has 
decisively defeated the evil spirits.

This book contains some of the most exalted language about Jesus in the 
entire New Testament. In Jesus, the invisible God is perfectly revealed. In 
Jesus and by Jesus the entire cosmos was created and holds together. He rules 
and reigns over all, and above all he is the Head and King of his church, his 
redeemed people. Thus believers in Colossae need not fear, because their King 
is enthroned above the universe. Once again, all the threads of Old Testament 
hope and expectation find their united goal in Jesus. He himself is everything 
the Old Testament promised, and now, Paul says, these Gentiles have been 
included in that great story.

Paul makes a profound point in Colossians, one that flows like a strong 
current throughout the New Testament. Christians are not just in a transac-
tional, contractual relationship with Jesus. We are, Paul says, vitally and really 
united to him, so that what is true of Jesus is true also of believers. Christ has 
died, and so have we. Christ has been raised, and so have we. And in the end, 
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when Christ—who is our very life—appears, we shall appear with him in glory. 
No wonder the New Testament writers speak so often of Christians’ being “in 
Christ” and of Christ’s being “in us.” And the practical implications of all of 
this, of course, are profound.
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TH E FIR ST LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E TH ESSA LONI A NS

1  THESSA LONI A NS

Paul wrote his first letter to the Thessalonians from Corinth, amid a nearly 
two-year stay during his second missionary journey. Apparently he had become 
worried about the status of the Thessalonians’ faith while he was in Athens, so 
when his assistant Timothy arrived there from Berea (see Acts 17:14–15), Paul 
sent him back to the area to check on the church at Thessalonica.

By the time Timothy left Thessalonica, Paul was likely already in Corinth. 
The report Timothy brought back to him was, on the whole, encouraging. The 
church was doing well, holding fast to the faith and even sharing its testimony 
of Jesus in the region. Even so, some problems and questions had come up, all 
of which Timothy brought to Paul.

Evidently some of the believers in Thessalonica had died, which led the 
other Christians there to wonder about what would happen to those who pass 
away before the promised coming of Jesus. Paul wrote to encourage them in 
their faith and to reassure them and answer their questions. The result was a 
letter of great pastoral sensitivity, written from a loving apostle to a worried 
people in need of reassurance.
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TH E SECOND LET TER OF PAU L TO TH E TH ESSA LONI A NS

2  THESSA LONI A NS

Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians shortly after writing 1 Thessalonians. Somehow he 
had received word that the Thessalonians’ confusion about the day of the Lord 
had not been cleared up. In fact, it had arguably gotten worse, for some of 
them had become convinced—and worried—that the day of the Lord and the sec-
ond coming of Jesus had already occurred, and they had missed it. To make mat-
ters worse, they were suffering intense persecution from others in the city, and 
some of the church members apparently had decided to quit their jobs in order to 
wait for the second coming, depending on the care of others in the meantime.

Into this confusion, Paul wrote to them again encouraging, instructing, and 
exhorting them to remain steadfast. The end had not yet come. When it did, it 
would make the Thessalonians’ current persecution look tame in comparison. 
Therefore, they ought to stand firm in their faith and prepare to stand firm in 
the future, too.
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TH E FIR ST LET TER OF PAU L TO TIMOTH Y

1  TIMOTH Y

Paul first met Timothy in Lystra, a city in Galatia, during his first missionary 
journey. Timothy’s father was Greek, while his mother, Eunice, was a Jewish 
convert to Chris tian ity. We do not know exactly when Timothy became a 
Christian, but upon meeting Paul he immediately joined the apostle’s traveling 
party and became a trusted companion and messenger. Over the course of his 
ministry, Paul sent Timothy on several important missions, such as delivering 
the letter of 1 Co rin thi ans and accompanying Paul to Jerusalem and then to 
Rome.

Timothy does not seem to have had a strong personality. Paul says in 
1 Co rin thi ans that he was of a timid disposition, urging the church to set 
Timothy at ease. It seems, too, that the situation in Corinth eventually got to 
the point that it needed more fire than Timothy could provide, so when Paul 
writes 2 Co rin thi ans it was Titus, not Timothy, that he sent to deal with the 
situation. Still, Paul obviously recognized Timothy’s gifts for ministry, and by 
the time he wrote this letter, he had left Timothy in Ephesus to lead and care 
for the church there.

Together, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus are known as Paul’s “pastoral epis-
tles.” Written to two men called to shepherd particular local churches, these 
letters provide us with a clear vision of what life in a Christian church ought 
to be. Paul’s love for both the church and for Timothy in particular is obvious 
all throughout the letter.
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TH E SECOND LET TER OF PAU L TO TIMOTH Y

2  TIMOTH Y

We do not know exactly what happened to Paul after he was released from his 
first imprisonment at Spain. He certainly continued his missionary travels, and 
some believe that he even accomplished his stated goal of preaching the gospel 
in Rome. Whatever happened in those intervening years, by the time he wrote 
this second letter to Timothy (sometime between AD 64–67), he had again 
been imprisoned in Rome. This time, however, the situation was more dire, and 
it is clear from this letter that Paul believed his execution was imminent.

This letter, then, was Paul’s final farewell to a friend and brother and 
coworker who had been his faithful companion for many years. It exhorts 
Timothy to continue to stand firm in the gospel, warns him of hardships to 
come, and finally turns his eyes to the reward awaiting him—and Paul—in the 
presence of Jesus. Deeply personal and affectionate, this letter is a poignant 
look into the mind and heart of an apostle on the eve of his death.

Paul knew that his hardships and afflictions had not been accidental or 
without purpose. No, he had been saved by grace and appointed a preacher 
and apostle of the good news that Jesus has abolished death and won eternal 
life, and this is why he had suffered. Even more, this is why no amount of 
suffering could make him back down from proclaiming that good news.

This is the legacy of perseverance he sought to leave to Timothy.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO

TITUS

Like Timothy, Titus was a frequent traveler with Paul, first appearing in Paul’s 
second visit to Jerusalem (Galatians 2:1). After that, it seems that he became 
a trusted messenger for Paul, ultimately helping to smooth over the terrible 
tensions erupting in Paul’s relationship with the church at Corinth. It appears 
from this letter that after his release from prison in Rome, Paul planted a 
number of churches in Crete and left Titus there to make sure everything was 
put into good order while Paul returned to Nicopolis, a city in Achaia not far 
from Corinth.

In his letter, Paul urged Titus to continue this work, especially providing 
instruction on what sort of men should be appointed as elders as well as 
including a warning to be on guard against false teaching.

Paul grounded his exhortations in the life and work of Jesus. Precisely 
because of what Jesus has done for us in miraculously regenerating us, mer-
cifully saving us, graciously justifying us, and pouring out his Spirit on us, we 
are to be utterly different from the world around us—marked by gentleness 
and kindness instead of by malice and hate.
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TH E LET TER OF PAU L TO

PHILEMON

At some point during his imprisonment in Rome, Paul met a man named 
Onesimus, who was converted under his preaching and became a beloved 
disciple and fellow worker. Onesimus had a past, though; he was a slave of 
a man named Philemon, from the city of Colossae, a town in Asia Minor not 
far from Ephesus. Paul’s deepest desire was for Onesimus to remain with him 
in Rome, but he knew this was not possible. So he sent a letter to Philemon, 
urging him to receive Onesimus warmly and to charge to Paul’s account any 
wrong Onesimus has done.

The letter to Philemon is unique in that it is a personal letter, although 
verse 2 includes greetings to the church as a whole. The book is useful for 
seeing how Paul gently and carefully handled what could have been a deeply 
sensitive personal and social issue—with truth that the gospel transforms both 
servant and master from the inside out.



 74

TH E LET TER TO TH E

HEBR EWS

The book of Hebrews asserts Jesus’ place as the fulfillment of the Old Testament. 
Various conjectures have been made regarding its authorship and occasion—
some have thought the writer to be Paul, others Apollo, and others any number 
of different New Testament figures—but the bottom line is that we simply do 
not know. Beyond that, we also do not know exactly when Hebrews was writ-
ten, though we can make a pretty good guess that it was before AD 70. (Given 
the book’s subject matter, it is all but unthinkable that the author would not 
have mentioned the destruction of the temple if it had already occurred.)

Even if those details are lost to us, however, the general situation into 
which Hebrews was written is pretty clear. Apparently some Jewish converts 
to Chris tian ity were facing persecution for their new Christian faith. Chapter 
10 tells us, for example, that their property had been seized and that some of 
them were even in prison. Chapter 11 compares their sufferings to those of 
the Old Testament martyrs of old. As a result, some of those Christians were 
strongly tempted to throw up their hands and say, “Enough! I will go back to 
the old ways.” So the author of Hebrews wrote to encourage them not to give 
up but to hold fast to their faith in Jesus as the Messiah.

The way the writer does so is by showing, in one chapter after another, 
how Jesus is better— indeed, the intended goal—of all of the great pillars of 
the Old Testament. Angels, Moses, Joshua, the priests, the sacrifices, the old 
cove nant, even Mount Zion itself—Jesus fulfills and supersedes them all. And 
therefore, the author says, these hard-pressed Christians should stand firm 
and hold fast, because their faith is in exactly the right place.

Jesus alone is the fulfillment of everything God had promised in the Old 
Testament; he alone can provide a perfect sacrifice for sin; he alone will live 
forever to save all who trust in him.
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TH E LET TER OF

JA MES

The letter of James is one of the most quoted of all of the New Testaments 
books. Its many memorable statements have led to its being called the 
Proverbs of the New Testament.

We do not know exactly when James wrote his letter, whether before or 
after the Jerusalem council of Acts 15. But it is certainly an early writing, and 
may even be the earliest written book of the entire New Testament.

At its heart, James’s letter is a meditation on what it means to live like a 
Christian. James deals with dozens of different issues, and he tends to hop 
from one to the next. Yet all of these different topics ultimately work together 
to make a clear point: true faith in Jesus, James asserts, will always result in 
a life of godliness lived to his honor. And if that life is not present, then there 
was never any true, living faith to begin with.
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TH E FIR ST LET TER OF PETER

1  PETER

Most of what we know of Peter is confined to the years of Jesus’ earthly min-
istry and those immediately following the ascension, when Peter was a pillar 
of the church in Jerusalem. Beyond that, we are left with scant details; he is 
said at one point to have been in Joppa, a seaport not far from Jerusalem, and 
he also visited Paul in Antioch, but beyond that there is no detailed record 
of any extensive travels. So 1 Peter comes as a bit of a surprise, not only 
because it is addressed to Christians scattered over a vast region encompass-
ing five Roman provinces, but also because Peter was apparently residing in 
Rome (he calls it Bab ylon in 5:13).

However all of this may have transpired, the letter itself is a powerful 
appeal and encouragement to Christians to stand firm under the persecution 
they are experiencing. Drawing on Old Testament imagery and the life and 
work of Jesus, Peter reminded these believers that while they may suffer, they 
did so as beloved children of God and coheirs of Jesus Christ.
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TH E SECOND LET TER OF PETER

2  PETER

Peter probably wrote 2 Peter some years after writing 1 Peter and shortly 
before his death in the mid 60s. Meant to be circulated widely, probably 
among the churches in the area of what is now Turkey, this letter confronts 
internal pressures faced by these churches (whereas 1 Peter addressed exter-
nal pressure). It seems a group of false teachers was teaching that the belief 
in a second coming of Jesus is nonsense. No second coming means no final 
judgment, and therefore living a godly life is simply a waste of time, these 
teachers claim.

Peter thus wrote to assure his readers that Jesus will return and that true 
faith in the gospel will always grow into a life of godliness. He gets right to 
the point in chapter 1, first reminding his readers that their salvation, if it 
is real, will result in holiness, and then assuring them that indeed Jesus will 
return. He scourged false teachers, warning his readers to flee from them and 
their false doctrines, and then assured his readers that God has always prom-
ised to judge the world. And since that day is most surely coming, they should 
wait for it eagerly and faithfully.

First and Second Peter are all that survive of Peter’s writings, but taken 
together they are wonderfully practical for the church. With their twofold 
exhortation to stand firm under both external and internal pressure and to live 
faithfully as we look for Jesus to fulfill his promise to return, they help us as 
Christians to plant our feet and turn our eyes in hope to heaven, from which 
our Savior will soon appear.
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TH E FIR ST LET TER OF JOHN

1  JOHN

After the ascension of Jesus, John served as a pivotal figure in the church in 
Jerusalem. Together with Peter, he boldly preached the gospel of Jesus in that 
city and was persecuted by the Jews because of his witness. Even fourteen 
years later, Paul says that John is one of the “pillars” of the church there. 
According to tradition, John lived to a very old age—into his 90s—settling 
into a long pastoral ministry in Ephesus before dying in exile on the island of 
Patmos.

The three letters from John do not name their author, but Christian tradi-
tion has been unanimous in its affirmation that it is in fact John the apostle. It 
seems that the church had been troubled by some brothers who have proven 
to be false confessors—that is, they claimed to be Christians but turned out 
not to be. Apparently these events were unsettling the believers, making them 
wonder if they are Christians themselves.

First John in particular was written by the apostle to reassure these strug-
gling Christians that they were in fact true believers. The epistle is organized 
around three marks of a true Christian—a true confession of faith in Jesus, 
obedience to his commands, and love for his people—none of which charac-
terizes the false brothers. First John often leaves Christians wondering and 
even doubting if they are really saved. “Do I love other Christians enough?” 
we ask, or “Do I obey Jesus closely enough?”

The irony is that, as John says here, his book was not intended to create 
doubt in the hearts of believers. Precisely the opposite: he wrote to reassure 
his readers that they are in fact true believers. He wrote these things so that 
you may know that you have eternal life.
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TH E SECOND A ND THIR D LET TER OF JOHN

2–3 JOHN

There is no way to be certain, but it appears that 2 and 3 John may have been 
two other documents carried by Demetrius (3 John 12) along with 1 John. If 
so, then 2 John was perhaps a letter to an entire church, with 3 John being a 
personal letter to one of the leaders of that church.

The three marks of a true Christian from 1 John make a very practical 
appearance in the real life of this church. In 2 John, the apostle exhorts the 
church to love one another, walk according to Christ’s commandments, and 
hold fast to the true confession. Then in 3 John he speaks of a man named 
Diotrephes, who apparently has failed in at least one point by refusing to 
welcome, and therefore love, the brothers.
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TH E LET TER OF

JUDE

We do not know much about the background of the book of Jude. The author 
identifies himself in verse 1 as “the brother of James” (with this James being 
the author of the book of James and the brother of Jesus) but displays a won-
derful humility in calling himself simply a “servant of Jesus Christ.”

Jude’s letter is not addressed to any particular individual or church so thus 
was probably meant to be passed around and read widely. It deals with the 
same themes as 2 Peter: the foolishness of following false teachers and the 
necessity of standing firm in Christ.
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TH E

R EV EL ATION
TO JOHN

The book of Revelation has fascinated readers, both Christian and non-Christian, for 
nearly two thousand years. It is no wonder, really; with its dragons and angels, wars 
and disaster, and visions of the future and even the end of the world, Revelation 
seems like a tantalizing enigma just waiting to be cracked open. The title of the 
book in Greek is “The Apocalypse,” which does not mean “the end of the world” 
or even “a terrible disaster” but rather “the reve la tion,” that is, something that has 
been revealed.

Jesus Christ revealed these things to the apostle John, who in turn revealed 
them to Jesus’ people. What John saw in these visions is mind-blowing—great 
swings in world power, God’s people being pressed to the point of destruction, and 
Jesus the King’s returning to put a full and final end to all evil, save his people, and 
make a new world where they will live with him for eternity. For a people under 
persecution and immense pressure to compromise their faith in Jesus, these visions 
are wonderfully encouraging. “Hold on!” the book communicates. “It may all seem 
out of control right now but history is firmly in God’s hand, and it is Jesus who 
rules over all. So hold firm and press on, holding fast to the King even in the face 
of mounting pressure from the world.”

It is at times difficult to discern if the various visions in the book of Revelation 
found their fulfillment in John’s day or are pointing to the end of history. However, 
we should remember that we have seen this issue before, particularly in the Old 
Testament prophets, which are the Biblical books most similar to John’s Revelation. 
Most prophecies in the Old Testament would be fulfilled primarily in the near 
future, but with further and greater fulfillment still to come.

Revelation is the triumphant conclusion to the story of God’s redemption that 
unfolds throughout Scripture. For those who trust in Christ, however, Scripture is 
far more than a recounting of historical events. It is an account of our own story, 
for the Bible’s account of redemption maps onto our lives—telling us where we 
came from, how we can be restored to God, and what awaits us in the future.

Get to know this book. Make it your lifelong companion. God himself will 
draw near. For this story of redemption is your story of redemption.
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